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Marxist Thought and the
Analysis of Work

Richard Hyman

Marx was anything but a detached academic observer of the world of work:
he was passionately engaged in the struggles of the emergent labor move-
ments within, and against, the new capitalist society in which wage-labor
was becoming the dominant form of work. As he famously declared, the
task was not only to interpret the world but to change it. The unity of
theory and practice was to be a fundamental maxim of all variants of
Marxism—of which there were many—and hence intellectual and polit-
ical controversies were intermingled. The writings by, and about, Marx are
voluminous. In a short overview it would be impossible to reference every
argument; the reader is advised to seek more detailed information else-
where (for example, Bottomore and Rubel 1956; Lichtheim 1961; Tucker
1961; Giddens 1971; McLellan 1971; Howard and King 1976). Like most
great thinkers of the nineteenth century, he aspired to a comprehensive
understanding of all areas of social life. Few sociologists writing about
work—at least if their writings are in any way interesting—can have failed
to be influenced in some degree by ideas and interpretations derived from
Marx. But this chapter does not aspire to offer a comprehensive survey of
such influences. Any brief discussion of the relevance of Marx to the
analysis of work is bound to be selective.

According to one biographer (Wheen 1999: 5), ‘Karl Marx was a phils
osopher, a historian, an economist, a linguist, a literary critic and a revo-
lutionist’. This catalogue does not include sociology; an carlier analyst
(Lefebvre 1968: 22) asserted that ‘Marx is not a sociologist’, insisting
however that ‘there is a sociology in Marx’. Marx was a social theorist
(had the term social scientist existed in English in his litetime he might
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well have embraced it), but at the same time a political activist, and
neither aspect of his achievements (and perhaps his failures) can be under-
lood in isolation from the other.

[l is common to speak of ‘Marxism’. The label might imply an inte-
iiated, consistent, and systematic body of thought. Many of Marx's fol-
lhwers (as well, often, as his detractors) assumed that such an integrated
(heorcetical system existed. Were that the case, it would be easy to outline
the implications of Marxist thought for the analysis of work and to iden-
iy (according to tastes) its strengths and weaknesses. Unfortunately,
tuploring Marxist thought involves many difficulties. ‘Moi, je ne suis pas
mintxiste,” was the famous and irritated rejoinder by Marx to French ad-
miiers towards the end of his life.’ There is no unambiguous body of
thought called Marxism; and most of those who have called themselves
Matxists have fashioned a selective vision which has matched their own
tlicumstances and objectives. The meaning of Marxism varies, often
matkedly, according to time, place, and political affiliation.

Why is this? First, uniquely among social theorists, Marx’s theories
linplied a mass movement. They became the dominant point of reference
I most Buropean social-democratic parties in the late nineteenth cen-
iy, were firmly embraced by the Russian Bolsheviks, and after the 1917
ivulutions were inscribed in the programs of the communist parties
tieated around the world. As different political factions fought for suprem-
4y, w0 the heritage of Marx became an object of contest. All too often,
Muixism’ became ossified as dogma: an ironical fate for a theorist for
whom criticism—initially of idealist political philosophy, subsequently of
Hongeols political economy—was a driving principle of thought. In the

tweiitieth-century states which tendentiously claimed Marx as their in-
spliation, to be a heretic at the wrong time and in the wrong place could
By lmprisonment or even death—not a risk faced by those with un-

uithodox interpretations of Durkheim or Weber.
Maix's written output was immense. The ‘official’ communist publica-

o ol an inglish edition of the collected works of Marx and his collab-
diaton lrdedrich Engels, which commenced in 1975, encompasses fifty
solimes (forty-nine of which had appeared when this chapter was writ-
i Inthe first volume the editors wrote that Marx and Engels ‘were the
suthors of an integrated body of philosophical, economic and social-
pulitical views, the ideology of communism...". This is a travesty of the
Huth. One may debate whether their writings constituted an ideology
" Vo erdtieal note on the misuse of this quotation see Draper 1978: 5-11,
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(this is partly a question of definition) and, more importantly, whether the
orthodox communist parties of the latter twentieth century were recog-
nizably Marxist in their theory or practice. Some have questioned how far
Engels (and writers like the ‘father of Russian Marxism’, Plekhanov)—who
in the years after Marx died in 1883 did much to ‘systematize’ his theories
in a manner which suppressed many of their complexities—really worked

on the same wavelength. One writer (Bender 1975) has referred to a

‘betrayal of Marx’ initiated by Engels and continued by Lenin and his
successors. A similar argument has been developed more recently by
Desai (2002). On the specific issue of the interaction of productive
systems, managerial authority, and worker subordination, Avineri (1968:

235-8) has suggested that Engels imposed a form of technological deter- '

minism on the much more complex conceptions of Marx himself. In any
event, there is a vast literature giving many different interpretations of
‘what Marx really meant’.

Born in 1818, Marx lived through an epoch of immense social, eco-
nomic, and political transformation. After beginning a law degree in
Bonn he moved to Berlin and Jena to study philosophy, joining the
iconoclastic ‘Young Hegelian’ circle. In 1843 his political radicalism took
him into exile in Paris and Brussels; after returning briefly to Germany he
moved again to France, then settled in England in 1849. His intensive
studies of political economy in the British Museum ran in parallel with his
vehement engagement with the fevered controversies of European revos
lutionaries, particularly after the formation of the ‘First International’ in
1864. Three years afterwards the first volume of his magnum opus, Das
Kapital, was published. A second volume appeared just after Marx died and
a third, far from complete, a decade later. It is now clear that this massive
enterprise was only the first of six projected studies, which were to en-
compass not only capital but landed property, wage labor, the state, inters
national trade, and the world market (Nicolaus 1973: 53-5). This was
almost certainly an impossible objective; in any case Marx suffered serious
illness from the early 1970s and never accomplished more than a fraction
of his intellectual ambitions. But he left volumes of unpublished notes
books, a mass of correspondence, many years of newspaper articles, and 4
range of publications ranging from complex theoretical explorations to
heated polemics.

As an activist striving to make sense of revolutionary events, Marx was
never static in his theories: whether or not one accepts a dichotomy
between a ‘young Marx’ and an old, there were certainly shifts in perspecs
tive which have allowed posterity to erect many different models of
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Slarsdsin’ His analysis evolved and his emphases varied, partly according
Hthe Bssues addressed, partly according to the nature of immediate pol-

il and polemical debates, partly because he was living through such
fovulitionary times. Some of his most quoted arguments were in works
fdined to rally mass support, such as the Manifesto of the Communist
Pt waitten with Engels in 1848; for dramatic effect, many of the nuances
A alyals which he provided elsewhere were omitted. As a combatant in
i tleimecine struggles of emigré revolutionaries, Marx also presented
Sy ol his ideas in letters and pamphlets, typically marked by the
sithisdasm (and ill temper) of the moment. More than a century later, it
& allen tmpossible to be confident which judgments were hasty and
sphicienal, which were more soundly considered.

for the modern social theorist another crucial problem is that Marx’s
St powertul ideas involved a high level of abstraction. Of his massive
tivctual project, what he came closest to completing was his study of
i vnamics of the production and exchange of value within capitalism,
S conceptualized in terms barely comprehensible to English-speaking
Sipiteists Hence as Nichols and Beynon have pointed out (1977: viii),
sl ol what passes for “theory” (even Marxist theory) fails to connect
Sl the lives that people lead’. To move from this abstract focus to
Seplaning the concrete realities of work (though this too was certainly of
B8 lportance for Marx) involves a shift of several gears. Add to this the
Bt capitalist manufacturing was still an emergent system when Marx
Ste (i Britain, the “first industrial nation’, the small workshop rather
Wl the factory predominated, while the largest single occupational
S comprised domestic servants), and the difficulties of applying his
B o modern times are considerable. Some disciples have argued that
A the key elements of the present can be found in germ in Marx’s
SpEs, and he was indeed prescient enough to make this notion not
Shally ddiculous; but Marx was not a prophet, and when he did act as
Sl e wan olten wrong. Moreover, his emphasis on class led him to
Weplent, o underemphasize, other societal features such as gender or
Sy which sociologists today would surely highlight. Applying his
S L the world of work in the twenty-first century allows, and requires,
Serable scope for imaginative extrapolation. This means in particular
1 Marxism 1s to be set to work by sociologists today, it must be
Splemented by theories and insights which are not distinctively Marx-
S And the question then arises: do such additions sustain, or undermine,
BIAE Wi Integral to Marx's analysis? For example (to take a question to
SR L will retuen), Is the work of Foucault in principle compatible with
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Marxism, a potential source of enrichment, or does it negate Marx’s fun-
damental insights? There can be no innocent answer to such a question.

1. Marx at Work

Given the existence of a variety of possible Marxisms, and the imprecise
boundaries between what is and is not Marxist thought, any catalogue of
the ‘key’ elements of Marxist theory is bound to be idiosyncratic. Neverthe-
less the following themes would be widely regarded as of central importance.

First, Marx was a materialist. He contested the view prevailing within
early nineteenth-century German philosophy that ideas, beliefs, and
moral values possessed a timeless quality and could be viewed as the
driving force of history; on the contrary, he insisted, they were the prod-
ucts of circumstance, of time and place. More fundamentally, he argued
that people’s practical activity in securing their physical existence—
producing food and shelter, caring for children—and the social relation-
ships created through such activities, shaped their ideas and understand-
ings. ‘Life is not determined by consciousness, but consciousness by life,’
he wrote with Engels in The German Ideology; ‘consciousness is from the
very beginning a social product’.

In its starkest expression, this materialist perspective took the form of
economic determinism. Many of his writings were determinist in the sense
that they stressed the ‘external coercive laws’ driving human behavior, in
ways which seemed to leave little or no space for deliberate choice and
influence. This determinism was economic in that the system of property
ownership and the organization of production were seen as the causal
force behind ‘the social, political, and intellectual life process in general’—
a relationship at times expressed in the metaphor of ‘base’ and ‘superstruc-
ture’. Occasionally Marx’s approach seemed to involve, more narrowly, a
kind of technological determinism: the ‘forces’ of production (which in-
cluded not only physical machinery but also the available repertoire of
skills and scientific understanding) shaped the more general ‘relations’ of
production. Famously (or notoriously), Marx wrote in The Poverty of Phil-
osophy that ‘the hand-mill gives you society with the feudal lord; the
steam-mill, society with the industrial capitalist’.

Often, however, Marx was far more cautious. Economic (or techno-
logical) causation was decisive only ‘in the final instance’ (as Engels later
put it); in any given situation, political, legal, and ideological factors could
exert their own autonomous influence. Such a cautious formulation
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tlearly weakens the force of the arguments of some critics that Marx
tulally neglected the extent to which political institutions or beliefs and
values could shape the course of history, but by the same token also
weakens the predictive power of the ‘materialist conception of history’.
Hor did Marx always stress the external coercion of social forces: repeat-
villy he pointed to the interaction between material context and the con-
¢lous interventions of social actors. The much quoted opening of The
Fiehtcenth Brumaire of Louis Bonaparte insists that ‘people make their own
liistory, but they do not make it just as they please; they do not make it
tnder circumstances chosen by themselves, but under circumstances dir-
vitly encountered, given and transmitted from the past’.

Determinism is qualified in much of Marx’s writing by his emphasis
Uil contradiction. He insisted that any society—whether local, national,
Wi plobal—could only be adequately understood as a totality. No area
ulsocial life can be properly comprehended in isolation (as is presumed
Iy the creation of demarcated social science disciplines); social phenom-
‘i are interrelated, so that work, politics, law, family have to be analyzed
i terms of their interconnections. Yet in no way did Marx regard societies
it harmoniously integrated systems; on the contrary, institutions inherited
liom the past could prove ‘fetters’ inhibiting dynamism elsewhere; while

e logic of one set of social relations could be incompatible with those
prevalling in another. For example, traditional bonds of hierarchical au-
thority in the political system or the family were completely at odds with

the principles of a market society in which buyers and sellers met at least
fnutionally as equals, however unequal in reality their power might be.
Ideed the capitalist employer might exert as much, or even more control
tven the workforce than did the feudal lord; but whereas the latter had
alten tended to accept some responsibility for the welfare of those subject
i hivrule, such principles of noblesse oblige were less likely to operate in the
lee” labor market where competition drove even well-meaning employers
b treat waged workers as disposable resources.

Ihe disjuncture between different institutional elements of nineteenth-
sty societies was for Marx the key explanation of the revolutionary
Hanstormations which preoccupied all social analysts of the time. As the
Lanimunist Manifesto declared, ‘the bourgeoisie cannot exist without con-

dantly revolutionising the instruments of production, and thereby the
lations of production, and with them the whole relations of society. . ..
Lonstant revolutionising of production, uninterrupted disturbance of all
wiclal conditions, everlasting uncertainty and agitation distinguish the

Bottgeols epoch from all earlier ones. ... All that is solid melts into air.’
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The existence of contradictory forces helped to negate any crude deter-
minism in Marx’s analysis: precisely because different social and economic
developments pointed in different directions, there was scope for human
choice to make a difference in terms of outcomes. It was because Marx
identified irresoluble contradictions within the capitalist system which
was coming to dominate the world that he predicted its own collapse. Yet
here too there was a tension in his analysis: was the transition (perhaps
violent) from capitalism to socialism an objective inevitability? At times
Marx said precisely this. But in this case, by what logic did Marx endure
hardships for much of his life in working for revolution, and why were
others subsequently prepared to risk their lives for the cause? Conversely,
if the socialist revolution required active mass commitment and skilled
political leadership, how could it be considered inevitable? Many (prob-
ably most) twentieth-century Marxists were to argue that without effective
political intervention by the labor movement (or more specifically, the
revolutionary party), capitalist contradictions might lead not to socialism
but to new, more barbaric, social and political ‘solutions’: fascism was one
example, and some would see the current brutalities of global capitalism as
another. Hence is Marxism really a ‘predictive theory’ (Edwards 1986;
Thompson 1990) whereby analysis of the contradictions of capitalism is
inseparable from the scenario of socialist revolution? Undeniably this
defines the unity of Marx’s own thought and action, at least in many of
his works; but there is no logical inconsistency in endorsing much of what
Marx wrote as social analyst without embracing Marx as prophet.

2. The Context of Work under ‘Modern Industry’:
Capitalism and Class

A central element in Marxist analysis was the importance of class. ‘The
history of all previously existing society is the history of class struggles,’
wrote Marx and Engels in the Communist Manifesto.

Freeman and slave, patrician and plebeian, lord and serf, guild-master and jour-
neyman, in a word, oppressor and oppressed, stood in constant opposition to one
another, carried on an uninterrupted, now hidden, now open fight, a fight that
each time ended, either in a revolutionary reconstitution of society at large, or in
the common ruin of the contending classes.

The distinctive feature of class society in the nineteenth century, in their
view, was a weakening of the moral cement which held previous societies
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fgether through a reciprocal web of rights and obligations, and a more
wuett clash of material interests between workers dependent on their
s for their existence and employers whose own success depended on
fedicing costs and maximizing profits. The transparency of class antag-
sidsin would inevitably bring an increasingly concerted and confident
fesistance which would result in the creation of a new, socialist (or
Conunist—at that time the terms were often interchangeable) society.
What exactly is meant by class? The word itself derives from the census
Calepories applied in ancient Rome; and classification of social groups
wunding to key common attributes has been familiar ever since. Owner-
I tor lack) of different types of property was always an important
diiterlon, but in precapitalist societies so also were noneconomic attri-
Bites ol status. Marx (unlike Weber) assumed that within capitalism, the
Iatter would lose their significance; and also that there would be an
Wiieasing polarization between ‘two great camps’: the bourgeoisie who
swned and controlled the means of production, and the proletariat who
Wi onder to live were obliged to work for wages; intermediate classes would
i teandngly be subsumed within the one or the other. However we may
Hute amblguities in his treatment. Despite the vital role of class in his
atalyaly and in his political interventions, Marx never offered a systematic
ey It Is anirony that the incomplete third volume of Capital, pub-
Wl more than a decade after his death, ends with a chapter ‘On Classes’
whitch breaks off after two pages. Yet here Marx speaks of ‘wage-laborers,
capttalists and landowners’ as the ‘three big classes of modern society
Based upon the capitalist mode of production’: an interesting contrast to
Wi thests elsewhere of a polarization into two classes. In other of his
wiltlings, when discussing the political dynamics of specific countries, he
shen shressed the distinctive position of such groups as the peasantry or
e petty bourgeoisie, and the different interests of financial and industrial
capitalists. Perhaps what unites Marx’s approach despite such differences
1 s Insdstence that class involves a relationship. Societies are not simply
Hieraichically stratified, which is what many sociologists have meant
whvn using the concept of class; it is the conflicts and alliances between
ditterent economic groups which give them a social meaning and identity,

Bldptng the ‘objective’ and ‘subjective’ dimensions of class structure.?
Fhete e not space In this chapter to discuss historical approaches to social theory at work;

Bt B one should note two very different applications of Marxist analysis to the early

Sation of the working class in Britain, both stressing the social relationships involved:

st 1974) and Thompson (1964)
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A crucial difference between Marx’s approach to class and that of Weber
is his emphasis on production as the primary dynamic of social relation-
ships. This is, no doubt, one consideration which has made Marxism
attractive to students of work and employment (and, conversely, has
encouraged Marxists to focus on this field of research). As was seen
above, an important element in his analysis was the thesis that any

specific economic system-—or mode of production—was constituted by

an interaction between the ‘forces of production’ (which comprised not
only technical hardware but also skills and scientific knowledge) and
‘relations of production’ (for example, patterns of ownership and the
division of labor). Class relations were shaped by—but could in turn
redefine—this material-institutional matrix. Most famously, Marx as ac-
tivist insisted that in creating and oppressing a growing class of property-
less workers——proletarians——capitalism was constructing the force that
would destroy it. As the Communist Manifesto resolutely declared, ‘what
the bourgeoisie therefore produces, above all, is its own gravediggers. Its
fall and the victory of the proletariat are equally inevitable.” The first
volume of Capital ends with a similarly ringing prediction of the over-

throw of capitalism by ‘the revolt of the working class, a class constantly

increasing in numbers, and trained, united and organized by the very
mechanism of the capitalist process of production’. We will return to
this core aspect of Marx’s work in a later section.’

3. The Fetishism of Commodities

For Marx, a defining characteristic of the capitalist mode of production
was the predominance of commodity production. What does this mean?
That even though, for Marx, production is the basic process in any eco-
nomic system, under capitalism its conduct is subordinated to the dynam-
ics of market exchange. In all societies of which historical records exist,
markets played some role, initially through barter, subsequently also
through the medium of money. But before capitalism, many products

3 AsTwas completing this chapter I came across a contribution by Gall, who kindly provides
2 definition of my current position. Readers should be aware that the basis is a one-page
handout I prepared for a 20-minute talk. Be that as it may, Gall insists (2003: 318-19) that one
of ‘three indispensable elements which are missing from Hyman'’s concept ualization of Marx«
ism’ is that ‘a social class exists which is the potential “gravedigger” of capitalism’, Let us note
that Marx actually wrote not of potential but of inevitability. It is possible to be sceptical of
this prophetic core of Marx—and some of the reasons for scepticism are dise Hssed belows=
while accepting the value and validity of much of the corpus ol hix work
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were directly consumed by the collective group (extended family, local
Community) involved in their production, or were directly exchanged for
pther products (so much flour for so much woollen cloth, for example).
Woney of course existed from ancient times, but the money economy
cncompassed only a minor proportion of total productive activity. Capit-
(i expanded this proportion enormously: market exchange, and mar-
Lot calculation, came to dominate relations of production. And this
Loversed the causal relationships: previously, a tailor, miller, or blacksmith
produced their goods, then took the products to market if there was not an

imediate consumer to hand; now, increasingly, the price obtaining in
e market determined whether the product would be made at all. And
ile was also because, under capitalism, the dominant form of production
wis o longer by independent artisans or farmers who owned their own
iy and (in the latter case) land but by wageworkers employed by a
Lapttalist who owned the means of production and whose priority was to

i Wileve a profit on this capital.

Marx distinguished two faces of any product, a distinction fundamental
f capitalism. The first was its utility, or use value. This was a quality
ependent of the economic system: things in every society were made
Wt iiise they were useful (a concept to be understood broadly: art and
Culliiie may not be ‘useful’ in a narrow sense but contribute to human
wellare). The second was exchange value (often simply termed value), the
peice that a product would attain in the market.

While markets, as indicated above, existed in precapitalist societies,
production was not normally driven by considerations of the price
whileh o product would fetch as a commodity. But under capitalism,
st biniige value became more important a factor in driving the economic

walein than use value. If poor people needed shoes or houses, but could
Wl iy tor them, they would not be produced; conversely, luxury com-
Suditles with little intrinsic utility would be produced if the rich were
willing to pay the price. More than this: increasingly, the measure of any
ahifent or activity became its price ticket. From this insight, Marx devel-
sl the notion of the ‘fetishism of commodities’. A fetish was an object
whilh so-called ‘primitive’ people constructed and then regarded as a god.

ot Marx, exactly the same occurred with commodities in capitalist soci-
Wy A carpenter produces a table, a tailor produces a pair of trousers, but
st b tepards what they produce primarily as the equivalent of the money
Wiy will obtain in the market. The social relationship between people
With different skills and capacities is turned into a ‘fantastic relation
Between things': so many tables are the equivalent of so many pairs of
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trousers, as if their price in the market is a reflection of qualities intrinsic to
their existence as tables and as trousers, rather than the outcome of far
broader social relations of production and hence cumulatively of the
activities of those involved in their production and consumption. The
market becomes regarded, not as an institution which is socially created,
but as a force independent of human intermediation.

4. The Duality of Labor and the Rediscovery
of the Labor Process

Classical political economy confronted a puzzle: how can value expand if
all products are exchanged at their value, which is how markets are as-
sumed to operate? Many writers before Marx had identified labor as the
creative process which generated what would later be called economic
growth; yet if workers were paid the value of their labor, where did profits
come from? The solution, Marx argued in Volume 1 of Capital (as noted
above, the only one he completed), can be grasped only by analyzing the
ambiguous character of labor itself. Under capitalism the typical worker is
an employee, performing work for an employer and receiving in return a
wage or salary. At first sight, what is involved is an exchange (in the ‘labor
market’) between work and wages. Not so, insisted Marx. Rarely is a worker
employed to perform a precise set of tasks which can be specified in detail
in advance. Rather, what workers sell through the contract of employment
is their ability to work—as Marx termed it, their ‘labor power'—thereby
authorizing the employer to set them to work and to assume ownership of
whatever they produce.

Marx argued (to simplify a complex story) that the (exchange) value of

the commodity which workers sold, their labor power, reflected the so- =

cially recognized standard of living for a particular type of worker. The use
value of their labor power—the value added by their work to the materials
and machinery provided by the employer—was typically greater, perhaps
much greater, generating what Marx termed surplus value. Hence the
explanation of capitalist expansion was to be found in the ‘hidden

abode’ of production. And just as there was a dualism in the character of -

labor, so there was in the function of the capitalist employer. On the one
hand, the latter performed a productive role in coordinating what became
an increasingly complex organization involving the interaction of numer-
ous workers with differentiated tasks and competences; but, on the other,
to survive and prosper it was necessary to increase the amount of surplus
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which workers produced, in the face of their own resistance. This necessi-
fiteda cocrcive apparatus of supervision and control.

How could employers—competing against each other—maximize the
{tuportion of surplus value in their production? One method was to
ietease the number of hours worked by employees. But at the time
whvn Marx was writing, this option was being restricted in England both
by legislative rules (though these contained many loopholes) and by
watkers” own collective resistance through trade unions. A second was to
CUl wages; at times Marx seemed to suggest that ‘immiseration’, in an
ihaliite sense, was integral to the dynamic of capitalism. But there were
Ny ambiguities in his discussion, and here too he recognized that
Hilons could make wage cutting difficult (and by implication, that ex-
jwetations of rising subsistence standards could actually lead to higher
Wipes). A third was to make labor more productive, either by mechaniza-
Hion or by managerial pressure (or both). A fourth was to displace more
illed, and more expensive labor by less qualified and cheaper workers,

purtly again through mechanization and partly through the subdivision of
tsks (anapproach previously identified by Adam Smith).

I volume 1 of Capital Marx analyzed what he termed the labor process.
Witkerny” productive activity was the way in which their labor power was

fatisimed by the employer in order to create use-values, and at one and
e same time a process of creating surplus value (a ‘valorization process’),
which, tor the capitalist, has all the charms of something created out of
Huthing'. Marx explored this process in detail in notes apparently in-
fended to form: part of Capital but not published until the 1930s (and in
Faglish, only in the 1970s). Here, he argued that the development of
capitalism displayed a qualitative shift from an initial phase when work
dtanization reflected precapitalist social relations—what Marx termed
e tormal subordination’ (or as precise translations of the German ren-
deied 1, ‘subsumption’) of labor—to a process of ‘real subordination’, or
sapitalist production proper’, in which the whole system of production is
siictuted in order to minimize workers’ autonomy and discretion and

aslmize the creation of surplus for the employer.

babor process analysis exploded into English-language sociology of
walk in the 1970s with the publication of Harry Braverman’s Labor
Wi Monopoly Capital (1974). Central to Braverman'’s thesis was the ‘deg-
fdation” of the labor process: the competitive forces always inherent
W capitalism, but combined with the organizational power generated

By modern monopoly capitalism, both required and enabled a cheap-
sl of labor by the erosion of the skills which (in an era of ‘“formal
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subordination’) made key workers both relatively expensive and relatively
autonomous. Twentieth-century capitalism attacked these surviving, es-
sentially precapitalist forms of organization of the labor process. One
weapon was mechanization and the division of labor, extolled by Adam
Smith as the route to enhanced productivity (and thus surplus); another,
closely related, was the ‘Babbage principle’, named after the early nine-
teenth-century advocate of the strategy of stripping craft labor of all
ancillary tasks which might be adequately accomplished by lower-skilled,
and cheaper workers. A twentieth-century approach highlighted by
Braverman was the ‘scientific management’ propagated by F. W. Taylor,
who called on employers to separate the design of the labor process
(‘conception’) from its actual performance (‘execution’) in order to ensure
the single most efficient technique and also to eliminate the discretion
which enabled workers to determine their own pace and method of work,
potentially as a means of resistance to employer authority.

Braverman did not claim to have developed a new theory of work under
capitalism; rather, he argued (correctly) that Marx’s analysis of the labor
process had been largely neglected for much of the twentieth century. His

objective was thus to restate this aspect of Marxism, and to set it to work to -

interpret the dynamics of management-worker relations in a very differ-

ent economic context and within a very different occupational structure =
from when Marx wrote. In Britain, his study stimulated intense discussion -

of the labor process, first among Marxists (e.g. Brighton Labor Process
Group 1977), then among sociologists of work more generally. A by-
product was the series of annual labor process conferences which com-
menced in the early 1980s, and the succession of edited volumes which
resulted. Some referred disparagingly to ‘Bravermania’.*

Critical discussion of Braverman’s account (among relatively early ex-
amples see Littler 1982 and Salaman 1986) focused in particular on two
related issues: the inevitability of deskilling and the status of Taylorism as
the ‘ideal’ management approach to labor. In both cases, a consequence

was to stimulate extensive empirical research, by Marxists, non-Marxists, -

and anti-Marxists alike. Such research led in turn to increasing efforts to
revise and reformulate labor process analysis in what became frequently a
debate with, or often against, both Braverman and Marx (see, notably,
Knights and Willmott 1990).

* Today, a Google search for labor process will yield over two million results, Some refers

ences are obstetric in content, but most relate to the post-Braverman debate
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I'he deskilling issue arose in the context of what, in the 1970s, was still
vy much ‘new’ technology, or as Braverman termed it, the ‘scientific—
(v hinical revolution’. In his view, the application to industrial production
ulcomputer technology enabled the definitive separation of conception
fuin execution, to a degree impossible in practice when devised in prin-
tIple by Taylor and his successors. As Braverman added in a concluding
chapter, ‘A Final Note on Skill’, existing trends were confusing: techno-
lleal change was indeed creating some new skills—though in his view,
ny ol these might prove precarious—but on balance the erosion of
fany traditional skills was the dominant tendency. Critics argued, first,
it Braverman offered an idealized account of traditional craft work, and
ftled to appreciate the complex character of skill. This was only partly
tuttectan important element of his argument was that much work trad-
Honally viewed as unskilled in fact required considerable experience and
Iained capacity, and that occupations of this kind were particularly vul-
Hetable to ‘new technology’. The second objection was that the transform-
o of work in the late twentieth century actually involved, on balance,
i ipskilling” of labor. The strong version of this argument was that in
what would today be called the ‘knowledge economy’, enhanced educa-
Honand training were more extensively required than in the past. The
weaker version was that ‘tacit skills’ remained important in any kind of
fahior process: electronics could never displace human discretion, and in
wine respects the introduction of expensive hardware and software made
siiployers even more dependent on workers’ initiative when systems
ftledd
How should one evaluate this debate? Noon and Blyton (2002: ch. 6)
provide o useful overview, and I'will not attempt to cover the same ground
Here One key issue concerns levels of generalization and abstraction. As
Vistiong has insisted (1988: 157), Braverman (like Marx himself)
feparded the deskilling tendencies of technical change as a system-wide
dyimic which could, temporarily and locally, be interrupted or reversed’.
lechinological innovation inevitably creates a need for new competences
which are initially in short supply, as was the case with the invention of
v computer, or the typewriter more than half a century earlier; but such

catipetences tend rapidly to become routinized and devalued. Also at
e I the relationship between the notions of, and evidence for, ‘des-
Blling" and ‘degradation’. The notion of skill can encompass the range of
Lapetences required in a specific occupation; the degree of training and

srpetience necessary for effective performance; the amount of judgment
sl discretion routinely exercised (with the benchmark provided by ‘the
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unity of conception and execution’); and the relative scart ity of these
capacities. In treating ‘craft mastery’ as the paradigm ol skill, Braverman
assumed perhaps too easily that these elements were typically comples
mentary; whereas much subsequent literature has foc used on the disjuncts
ures between them.

Much empirical work in the Marxist tradition (see the studies in Pollert
1991) has explored the ambiguities inherent in occupational change since
Braverman wrote, but has also endorsed the broad sweep of his argument,
Smith and Thompson (1998: 554) summarize the essence of most ‘new
work systems’ as the creation of ‘an enlarged number of interchangeable
tasks carried out by interchangeable labour’. What recent research has also
emphasized is evidence of a contradictory combination of work intensifis
cation and new areas of employee responsibility: what in managements
speak is ‘empowerment’ is more accurately described as degradation
through stress. This contradiction is perhaps especially evident in service
work, which Braverman (like Marx) discussed, but relatively briefly; this
large but extremely heterogeneous category of employment has attracted
substantial empirical and theoretical scrutiny within the framework of
labor process analysis. An important addition to the analytical repertoire
is the concept of emotional labor (Hochschild 1979, 1983): the constraints
on (typically female) workers, from shop assistants to nurses to airline
cabin crew, to sustain a facial expression, form of address, and body
language pleasing to the client or customer. Such behavior represents in
some respects a distinctive skill, but its enforced production can be viewed
more fundamentally as a form of degradation. It is interesting to note that
in her initial article on ‘emotion work’, Hochschild made no reference to
Marx and drew primarily on the interactionist social psychology of Goff-
mann; in her subsequent book she commenced with a reference to Capital
and made Marx’s analysis of alienation an important point of reference.
This is another indication of the imprecise boundaries between Marxist
and non-Marxist sociology.

The debate over Braverman'’s focus on ‘scientific management’ connects
to that over de-skilling but raises more fundamental issues. In effect,
Braverman agreed with Taylor that there was ‘one best way’ for the em-

ployer to organize the labor process in order to maximize surplus value,

and this involved the elimination of employee discretion and the impos-
ition of ‘scientific’ controls over performance. This perspective links dir-
ectly to the fact that he intentionally made ‘no attempt. .. to deal with the
modern working class on the level of its consciousness, organization, or
activities’ (1974: 26-7); and also perhaps to an exaggerated conception of

e s iplining capacity ol innovative technology.” Yet I there 18 no
oot technologlieal shorteut to the translation-of labor power into
patitabile production, ‘real subordination’ can never be fully achieved
Uty and Macinnes 1980); hence ‘at some level workers’ cooperation,
wative and productive powers, and consent must be engaged and mobil-
Lo ompson 1990z 101). Put differently, workers’ capacity to resist and
St cannot be wholly eliminated and therefore requires in addition
Wi subitle countermeasures. Management strategy necessarily involves a
Sl th between capital and labor: an attempt by employers to impose
il whitle still evoking consent, with both elements of this contradict-
W4 et of objectives conditioned by the actual and potential recalcitrance
ul thol eiployees,

o (his understanding—certainly not inconsistent with much that
Mais wiote on the contradictory dynamics of capitalism, even if at odds
with Iiis (and Braverman’s) somewhat unilinear reading of the evolution
Wl the labor process—have stemmed many attempts to explore a diversity
Wl anagerial strategies and their evolution over time. An early, binary
Aaslfication was provided by Friedman (1977) who argued that capital-
L terded to divide workers between a comparatively privileged segment
Liloving relative job security and a measure of task discretion, benefits
depeiident on their ‘voluntary’ compliance with managerial objectives;
sl & mote vulnerable segment subject to oppressive discipline. The ‘re-
sonsible autonomy’ of the former was reinforced by the risk of falling
Wit the latter category, whose insecurity was matched by subjection to the
At control’ of the employer. This analysis can be seen as a precursor of
(e 110tion of the ‘flexible firm’ proposed by Atkinson (1985).

(her writers in the Marxist tradition have attempted to periodize
{hanpes between different modes of labor control. For example, Edwards
(1479) suggests (like Braverman) a historical evolution in management
Aiateples, largely on the basis of US experience. In the early phase of
Jilustrial capitalism, the typical mode was arbitrary, authoritarian ‘simple
Luntiol’; more sophisticated forms of work organization in the twentieth

Century resulted in “technical control’, in which the system of production
{ell (notably, the assembly line) imposed its own disciplines; subse-
quently, when confronted with the rise of worker collectivism, employers

{11 Volume 1 of Capital, Marx accepted the accuracy of Andrew Ure's remark, with refer-
Liie 1o technological innovation in cotton-spinning in the early nineteenth céntury that
W lien capltal enlists science into her service, the refractory hand of labor will always be tz’mght
A ility', Yel contrary to the expectations of both Marx and Ure, relatively skilled and highly
(il male spinners were not displaced by cheaper female workers when new ‘self-acting’
i hinery was introduced (Lazonick 1979).
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introduced a system of partially negotiated ‘bureaucratic control’. In a
later work of which he was a coauthor (Gordon et al. 1982), there is an
ambitious attempt to relate the evolution of forms of labor management
to long-wave changes in ‘social structures of accumulation’. Much subse-
quent critique, however, has argued the limitations of such ideal-typical
classifications as instruments for analyzing changes over time as well a§
differentiations both within and between societies. The same criticisms
have often been made of Burawoy (1979, 1985), whose work is in somé
respects nevertheless sophisticated in combining both cross-national and
historical analysis. While he also offers a simple distinction—between
‘despotic’ and ‘hegemonic’ regimes, and a possible synthesis of the two
in an era of intensified global competition—a crucial element in his work
is the exploration of the contradictory dynamics of coercion and consent:
in his terms, the need for capital simultaneously to secure and to obscuré
the production of surplus value. We may note, in passing, that some of the

studies which have built critically on such contributions have evident

affinities with recent ‘varieties of capitalism’ writings (for example, Hall
and Soskice 2001) which focus on the cross-national institutional strucs
turing of a diversity of modes of labor management. As Smith and Thomps
son have suggested (1998: 563-70), such non-(and often anti-) Marxisl
approaches can in principle offer a valuable complement to Marxist
analysis of the labor process. Such complementarity can be found, for
example, in the wide-ranging historical and cross-national study by Tilly
and Tilly, who link Marxism to other varieties of interactionist and instis
tutionalist analysis in order to explore ‘the triad of compensation, coms
mitment and coercion’ in the world of work (1998: 3)

Another development in labor process analysis is less readily compals
ible. Criticisms of Braverman’s neglect of ‘subjectivity’ coincided with the
accelerating impact on English-speaking sociologists of the work of Fous
cault, and in particular his Discipline and Punish (1977). Whether or nof
Foucault’s explorations of the dynamics of power and discipline in prisor
and workplace should be seen as a negation of Marx, many of those wha
have applied his work to labor process analysis (for an early example se@
Knights and Willmott 1989) have explicitly rejected Marxism. There at@
some potential complementarities, however. Marx wrote of the ‘barracks
like discipline’ inherent in the new factory system:

[I]n the factory code, the capitalist formulates his autocratic power over his worker
like a private legislator. ... This code is merely the ¢ apitalist catlcature of the socl
regulation of the labor process which becomes necessaty in co-operation on a lary
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S0 i the employment in common of instruments of labor, and especially of
“ ey The overseer’s book of penalties replaces the slave-driver’s lash.

Shlin (1999),in his meticulously researched comparison of the theor-
Sab waltings of Marx and Foucault, insists not only that the two are
Cotpatible but that their analytical complementarities are so strong that
ol Hhaminates the complexities of the other. In terms of empirical re-
~ b the influential account by Sewell and Wilkinson (1992: 283) of the
“lbnde Panopticon’ imposing ‘surveillance systems using computer-
Lo fechnology” could in principle be read as a modern elaboration
B RLAEA s analysis.

fpieally, however, such approaches mark a sharp break with Marxism
Lt least Tour respects. First, they often merely reverse the objective/
Sbetive disjuncture criticized in Braverman: an exaggerated emphasis
S lpaistic and discursive practices is disconnected from the macrosocial
S institutional dynamics in which they are embedded. Second, there is

Cononly aone-sided focus on the individualization of human subjects,
Sealicting the degree to which production is necessarily a social and

Sl tive process. Third, the production of ‘docile bodies’ is often treated
S anpiablematic for modern capitalism: it is assumed that the contradic-
SO herent inany strategy to maintain both control and consent have
S been transcended. Fourth, while the some of the language of labor
t;m Lananalysis may be retained, it is emptied of content: ‘any distinctive

e ol the relations between capital and labor in the workplace or
B political economy are largely set aside’ (Smith and Thompson 1998:
S0 Thin s to reduce the labor process to a decorative label, innocent of

Heetieal meaning or purchase.

% L ullectivism, Control, and Resistance

L pioletarians have nothing to lose but their chains. They have a world

S Poletarians of all countries, unite!’” The ringing conclusion of the
LinIst Martfesto is commonly regarded as the crystallization of Marx’s
Sl of the world of work, and ever since it has inspired an important
SOl CTORS ) critichzed Braverman, and the early literature which followed the publi-
;zllvu ok Labor and Monopoly Capitalism, for neglecting the ‘full circuit’ of capitalist produc-
S g capitalism to the labor process alone, This seems unfair to Braverman: he
S pesenited his study (19740 11) as a corrective to twentieth-century Marxist analysis
LR e critigue of the mode of production gave way to the critique of capitalism as a
S0 b ditbuation”, But Kelly's objection clearly applies to most ‘labor process’ writing of

B PR times




Hyman

stream of the labor movements which emerged in the following decades.
In London he developed close links with many of the more politically
advanced leaders of British craft unions, while maintaining relationships
with many of the continental socialists involved in the creation of unions
elsewhere in Europe; and these culminated in the formation in 1864 of the
International Working Men'’s Association, later known as the ‘First Inter-
national’, within which he played a dominant role throughout its turbu-
lent existence (Collins and Abramsky 1965).

Yet somewhat surprisingly, Marx never produced an extended and sys-
tematic theoretical analysis of trade unionism and of workers’ collective
struggles more generally. A Marxist account can indeed be compiled from
his numerous writings, and many have attempted to synthesize their
insights (Hyman 1971; Kelly 1988); but most of what Marx wrote was
colored by the immediate circumstances with which he was concerned,
and the tactical polemics in which he was engaged. In consequence, as

with so much of his work, many conflicting ‘Marxist’ theories may be

proposed.

Central to Marx’s analysis was the principle that capitalism itself organ-
ized workers collectively: the division of labor made them interdependent
units in a collective production process—a ‘collective laborer’; the factory
gathered numerous workers together under a single roof; the slums and
tenements of the rapidly expanding urban proletariat formed a seething
new working-class community. Trade unionism gave this organic collects
ivity a formal character. Engels, in his Condition of the Working Class in
England in 1844, had written of the struggles of the early unions of cotton
factory workers; and Marx drew on his account in 1847 in The Poverty of
Philosophy, when he declared that ‘large-scale industry concentrates in one
place a crowd of people unknown to one anothetr. ... The maintenance of
wages, this common interest which they have against their boss, unites
them in a common thought of resistance—combination.’

Though the impetus to combination was economic, Marx largely diss
counted the economic potential of trade unions. While he did not accept
the idea of an ‘iron law of wages’—a thesis which is often attributed to him
but was actually devised by Lassalle, whom Marx sharply criticized—he
felt that capitalist competition imposed constant downwards pressure o
workers’ pay and conditions, which unions could only partially with«
stand. Yet the counterpart of unions’ relative economic weakness was
their potential political force. Engels had been impressed by the outbreak
of strikes which, though usually defeated, served ‘to nourish the bitter
hatred of the workers against the property-holding cliass As schools of
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st the Unions are unexcelled.” Marx went on to draw a historical analogy
fetween the combinations among the rising bourgeoisie which led even-
Hially to o successful challenge to the feudal regime, and the emerging

dbinations of workers. “That union, to attain which the burghers of the

Stilidle Apes, with their miserable highways, required centuries, the mod-
S proletarians, thanks to railways, achieve in a few years.” The revolu-
Hinany upsurge across much of Europe in 1848, when the Communist
Sanlfesto appeared, was seen as vindicating this analysis.

Hul the revolutionary wave ebbed, and much of Marx’s subsequent

St suggested reasons why trade unionism failed to live up to his
satly expectations. One, particularly associated with Engels, was the argu-

st that trade unionism primarily encompassed a ‘labor aristocracy’,
slatively secure and advantaged groups of skilled workers, who did not
Sentily their own interests with the working class more generally. An-
it which Lenin would later elaborate, was that trade unionism was
st Himly established in imperialist nations and that the profits from
solininl exploitation allowed some of the benefits to ‘trickle down’ (as
sl be sald today) to organized workers who underwent a process of
sbiogeoisement’.” A third, also to be developed by Lenin in his theory
o veonomism’, was that trade unions tended to formulate their demands
st bargain-—and on occasion fight—with employers on terrain shaped
B the exdsting capitalist society. In terms used by Marx in 1865, unions
S ghting with effects, but not with the causes of those effects’; in
Sanbidiction to his earlier prognosis, unions seemed more comfortable
Spliting economically within than politically against capitalism.

What cana modern student of industrial relations learn from Marx? At a
e when union membership and effectiveness are in decline in almost
b countries where unions were formerly strong, Allen’s proposition
H8an LD that ‘wherever labour is freely bought and sold trade unionism
Setdemic, universal and permanent’ seems less convincing than when he
siate almost four decades ago. Likewise, the falling levels of collective
Slitaney Inomost countries entail that the thesis of Lane and Roberts
L1, that ‘strikes are normal,” requires significant qualification.®

Shen Fogels wrote to Marx in 1858 of an apparent trend in Britain towards the emer-
S ol s Thodigeols proletariat’, this was an exasperated flight of rhetoric in no way consist-
SOE B Marddst class theory; a century later, the concept of ‘embourgeoisement’” was
M.,he—h sl e more serlously by some British soclologists.

SR watk of Kelly (1998) I tmportant in offering an analytical model for the explanation
SRS contingent nature of collective resistance, Yet it is interesting that one of his core
Sty vatlables, the perception of Injustice, was central to a previous, and not specific-
S Bt storteal compartson by Moore (1978)
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Nevertheless, Marx retains his relevance in pointing to the omnipresent
potential of collective resistance, since the employment relationship is
inherently conflictual. Edwards (1986) developed the same theme in iden-
tifying a ‘structured antagonism’ between labor and capital. He terms his
approach materialist but non-Marxist, and this is correct: not only because
he rejects the inevitability of proletarian revolution (which, as suggested
earlier, many of those who otherwise follow Marx have disputed), but also
because his analysis of conflicting interests in the workplace is not em-
bedded in a broader political economy of class relations. Even so, his
emphasis on exploitation as central to the dynamic of capitalist produc-
tion places him closer to Marx than is the case with a writer like Dahren-
dorf (1959), who defines ‘class conflict’ in Weberian terms as an outcome
of hierarchical authority relations alone.

From this it follows that worker resistance is rational (Hyman 1989:
ch. 5): there is no need for psychoanalysis to explain why workers strike,
work to rule, take the odd day off, or disregard management instructions.
Traditionally, Marxists have tended to document, analyze, and celebrate
the apparent historical advance in the strength and cohesion of collective
struggle, exploring the ways in which the point of production constitutes,
in the words of Goodrich (1920)—not himself a Marxist—a ‘frontier of
control’ over which workers and employers battled for supremacy.’ But in
recent decades they have been forced to search for explanations for the
limits to collective resistance. Four main arguments may be noted, in
addition to those indicated above.

First, Marx himself was forced to recognize (in his 1847 lectures on
Wage-Labour and Capital) that workers do have something to lose but
their chains; or, to put it differently, though the relationship between
capital and labor is exploitative it involves interdependence: ‘so long as
the wageworker is a wageworker his lot depends upon capital’. Hence
workers are bound by ‘golden chains’; and if the employment relationship
appears precarious—as has been increasingly the case for many employees
in recent times—its material advantages may dominate workers’ attitudes
and actions. As Desai has commented (2002: 65-6), the logic of Marx'
own analysis appears to entail that ‘if employability depends on high

9 Aswell as examining overt forms of collective action such as the strike, Marxists have also
provided valuable analyses of ‘hidden forms’ of resistance, the term Cohen (1991: ch. 6) uses
in his study of African workers. In developed industrial societies, Marxist writers some decadey
ago analyzed sabotage (Taylor and Walton 1971; Beynon 1973; Dubols 1979), Perhaps surpriss
ingly, this theme seemed for a long time to have disappeared from the concerns of sociologlsts
of work, but it has resurfaced under the guise of ‘organizational mishehavior (Ackroyd and
Thompson 1999).
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politability, workers would want to co-operate with employers in keeping
patis high'.
[1iis connects with a second emphasis, on consciousness and ideology.

When Marx began to write, capitalism was a novel social experiment
Sl many believed soon would be reversed. Today, capitalism is hege-
Wil and alternatives to the capital-labor relationship are remote from
puipilan lmagination. Fighting the system thus commonly appears futile
Whaph, significantly, some of the most substantial recent examples of
e feslstance have been in the countries of the south and east where
Captiadinim still represents a disruptive innovation). In consequence, con-
Hict aid tesistance may themselves be self-limiting; a central theme of
e wuik of Burawoy, mentioned above, was how workers’ successes in
Wipstng limits to the day-to-day exercise of managerial control could
Lot thelr assent to the basic structure of the capitalist employment
latinnship

i, Marxists have developed more sophisticated analyses than those

Wl K s or Lenin of the role of trade unions themselves in ‘manufacturing
Lonsent’ At a theoretical level, Zoll (1976) has explored what he terms the

Al character” of trade unionism: at one and the same time, unions
Wit capitalist exploitation and function as a source of social order
Wl b helps stabilize capitalist society.'® Detailed empirical accounts of
His piocess, leading even militant trade union representatives to recog-
Wiee linits to the possibility of resistance, were produced in studies in the
L by Bleynon (1973) of the Ford Halewood car factory and by Nichols
S Atnstrong (1976) and Nichols and Beynon (1977) of the ICI Severn-
Sile leitilizer factory. These studies, written in a period of trade union
Svai e and near-full employment, still provide a basis for understanding
Wi dyiamics of union-management relations in times of recession and
M Tetreal
Puuith, o major controversy among Marxists for over a century has
Lt the role of leadership. For Marx and Engels, in many of their
Sl at least, and for many of their successors (notably Rosa Luxem-
Bl workers' experience of class oppression would lead more or less
Staneously through a process of collective learning to a struggle against
Saplialint soctety, For others, notably Lenin, as indicated above, workers’
oh Zoll diaws on the writings of Marx himself to elaborate this analysis, non-
S bave developed o stmilar interpretation of trade unionism. A notable example is
Skl M (19, 8 soctologlst more Influenced by Weber than by Marx, who described

SRS A8 nanagers of discontent’, More explicitly Marxlst is the analogous (though more
S b eaplaration of a dualism in trade unton action by Offe and Wiesenthal (1985).




