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Preface to the First 
Edition 
My interest in the labour process first developed in political 
activity with shop stewards and shopfloor workers in the 
motor industry on Merseyside in the early 1970s. The experi­
ences of the restructuring of work and pay began to be put to 
academic use in subsequent years of part-time research at 
Liverpool University. At first most of the innovative writings 
on the changing nature of work and class derived from Italy 
and France. All that changed with the publication of Braver­
man's Labor and Monopoly Capital in 1974, and the explosion 
of interest in the labour process that followed in its wake. 

My research became increasingly directed towards tying 
together and evaluating the new debates, comparing them 
with older sociological traditions. This book draws on the 
knowledge I gained in those years, although its scope, aims 
and content are very different. I owe a considerable debt to 
Tony Lane for his encouragement and support through that 
period. Richard Hyman, too, was kind enough to give me 
some very useful advice which helped me to revise a number 
of my ideas about labour process theory and its limitations. 

In working on the present book, my thanks go to Theo 
Nichols for a set of fair and useful comments on the whole 
manuscript, and to Dave Robertson and Lynne Segal for 
looking at particular chapters. I have continually drawn on 
the advice and knowledge of Mike Jones, the discussions 
between us contributing considerably to the development of 
my own ideas. In addition, the critical attention of Hazel 
Davies to the style of the manuscript has greatly added to its 



X Preface to the First Edition 

readability. My editor at Macmillan, Steven Kennedy, has 
also been an invaluable source of help in improving its form 
and content. Responsibility in all respects remains, of course, 
my own. 

Thanks also go to Jean Pearson for work on the bibliography 
and index; and while most of the typing of the manuscript 
was my own, Tricia Houghton was kind enough to help with 
some of the chapters. Most of all, I would like to record my 
debt to Jill and our daughter Jane who have tolerated what 
often appeared to be endless periods of work on the book 
and its forerunners. Without their support such efforts could 
never have been completed. 

Liverpool 
December 1982 

PAUL THOMPSON 



Preface to the Second 
Edition 

Many people influenced and helped me in preparing this 
second edition. The feeling that there is a distinctive labour 
process debate has been greatly facilitated by the Annual 
Aston-UMIST Conference on the Organisation and Control 
of the Labour Process. These conferences have allowed me 
and many others to receive feedback and test ideas in a 
sympathetic and critical environment. David Knights and 
Hugh Wilmott deserve considerable credit for putting in the 
practical and intellectual work to make this happen. 

Graeme Salaman and Stephen Wood have encouraged and 
supported my work; and Peter Armstrong's humour, penetra­
ting analysis and commitment has helped keep me sane and 
on the right path. 

Fairly soon after the publication of the first edition, I 
moved to Lancashire Polytechnic. My colleagues there have 
been consistently supportive. I would particularly like to 
thank Jim McGoldrick. Whenever ideas needed exploring, I 
have been able to pop next door to continue our increasingly 
similar intellectual journey. I hope that I've been as useful to 
Jim as he has been to me. My students, too, especially on the 
'People and Work' course, have provided valuable feedback. 

Visting the Institute of Advanced Studies in Vienna during 
198 7 gave me a chance to put many of my ideas in order and 
enable them to be given a much-needed critical jolt. I would 
particularly express my thanks to Georg Aichholzer, Gerd 
Schienstock and J org Flecker. 



xii Preface to the Second Edition 

My family have again supported me and put up with a dis­
appearing act, though this time of a mercifully shorter 
duration. Finally I would like to thank Victoria Y ogman and 
Steven Kennedy at Macmillan for their advice and encourage­
ment in getting out this second edition. 

August 1988 PAUL THOMPSON 



Glossary of Labour 
Process Terms 

The aim of this glossary is not to produce a set of definitions 
for the complete range of sociological and Marxist concepts, 
but rather to deal with those terms used throughout the text 
which have specific relevance to the labour process. 

alienated work Work performed under conditions in which 
the worker is estranged from his or her own activity in the 
act of production, through the sale of labour power and 
the subordination of skills and knowledge to the capitalist, 
or other external social forces. 

automation A form of production in which all manual inter­
vention by the worker is eliminated, in some cases to be 
replaced by supervision, monitoring or control of machin­
ery. It includes a number of types such as continuous 
process, numerical control and automated assembly; and is 
distinguished from mechanisation, which concerns the 
operation of tools or machinery through sources independ­
ent of the worker's manual dexterity. 

capitalism A mode of production based on the generalised 
production of commodities for exchange and profit. 

collective worker At a certain stage of capitalist production, 
manual and intellectual workers are combined together in 
association by the machine system. The term is used to 
stress the partial interchangeability of functions, and the 
potential for genuine co-operation in the labour process in 
a socialist society. See also homogenisation. 
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control system Mechanisms by which employers direct work 
tasks, discipline and reward workers, and supervise and 
evaluate their performance in production. See also subord­
ination. 

deskilling Incorporation of the crafts, knowledgeable prac­
tices and elements of job control held by workers into the 
functions of management, or operation of machinery. 

division of labour This is not the existence of different jobs, 
but the simplifying and fragmentation of tasks into smaller 
parts, so as to cheapen and control the costs of labour. 
Marx also uses a distinction between this technical division 
and the social division of labour, related to wider societal 
processes through which workers are allocated to different 
branches of production. This has relevance to the analysis 
of relations between social hierarchies of race and sex, and 
hierarchies in work. 

fetishism The process in production whereby the workings 
of the market, exploitation and private ownership appear 
as natural and inevitable rather than social relations capable 
of transformation. 

forces and relations of production A distinction between 
skills, machinery and other physical properties of produc­
tion, and the social relations of ownership, command and 
control. These are held by Marx to act constantly on one 
another, enabling a critique to be made of those who 
believe that science and technology are neutral. 

Fordism A term used by some labour process theorists which 
extends the technique of factory production - based on 
the assembly-line- developed by Ford into a category 
referring to a general stage in capitalist production. 

homogenisation Controversial term used by Marx and other 
labour process writers to refer to the equalisation of twes 
of work under the impact of des killing and related trends. 

intellectual and manual labour All human labour involves 
mind and body, but this concept is used to describe the 
separation of conception and execution that is built into 
the design of jobs, reflecting the objectives of capital. 

job enrichment One form of work humanisation by employ­
ers. It is often used as a generic description of a number of 
different processes of enlarging, aggregating and rotating 
tasks. 
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labour market The means of alloc;ating and pricing jobs in 
the economy as a whole, and within particular firms (an 
internal labour market). 

labour power The capacity to work which is transformed 
into labour that produces value for the capitalist through 
the creation of commodities. 

labour process The means by which raw materials are trans­
formed by human labour, acting on the objects with tools 
and machinery: first into products for use and, under 
capitalism, into commodities to be exchanged on the 
market. 

large-scale industry A term used by Marx to distinguish 
between the mature factory system in which the labour 
process is transformed by the uses of science and machin­
ery, and previous stages such as manufacture (dominated 
by the introduction of the division of labour), and co­
operation (characterised by the concentration of workers 
into the same or connected processes by the capitalist). 

reproduction of labour power The wider means of ensuring 
the continuity of wage labour through the organisation of 
the fundamental material and social needs of human life -
food, clothing, leisure, etc. This is a crucial part of connec­
tions between the labour process and institutions such as 
the family. 

reserve army of labour What Marx described as a relative 
surplus population of unemployed workers, or potential 
workers - such as the sporadically employed, housewives 
and migrants - who form a necessary part of the working 
mechanisms of the capitalist mode of production. 

subordination of labour Marx used these terms in a more 
precise way than that of control. The formal subordination 
of labour is established when workers and their skills are 
subsumed in a labour process under the control of the 
capitalist. This is ultimately transformed into real subord­
ination through the incorporation of science and machinery 
within the expanded scale of production- which, in tum, 
allows a qualitatively new and more effective means of 
domination of labour. 

Taylorism Management control strategy named after F. W. 
Taylor. The first systematic theory and practice of manage­
ment, its defining characteristic has been the attempt to 
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separate mental and manual labour, subjecting both to 
exact measurement. Taylorism spawned a more general 
movement known as scientific management. 

valorisation The process of creating surplus value. The labour 
process only becomes distinctively capitalist when it is 
combined with valorisation. 

worker resistance A widely used term by labour process 
writers to refer to informal and organised worker opposition 
to management and employers in the labour process. It is 
more specific to work than the often misleading application 
of the concept of 'class struggle'. 
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If we actually analyse this new so-called technology, we 
shall find that it is not a technology at all. It is not an 
arrangement of physical forces. It is a principle of social 
order. This was true of Ford's work ... He made not 
one mechanical invention or discovery; everything 
mechanical he used was old and well-known. Only his 
concept of human organisation for work was new. 

(Drucker, quoted in Beynon, 1973: 18). 

This description of the introduction of the assembly line by 
the American management writer Drucker was unusual in 
helping to demystify science and technology in a context 
where mainstream writers often showed little interest in their 
origins, design and development. But if social scientists are 
now asking questions about the politics and human choices 
concerning work and technology, it is more likely to be a 
result of thinking about work as a labour process and the 
influence in particular of Harry Braverman's Labor and 
Monopoly Capital. 

By the time the first edition was published in 1983, 'labour 
process theory' had already begun to 'radically restructure 
the individual and collective agenda of Industrial Sociology' 
(Salaman, 1984: 593). In pulling together and evaluating the 
theory and research, the book played a modest part in further­
ing this process. More than five years have now elapsed, and 
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the mountain of writing stimulated by, or critically respond­
ing to, a labour process framework has grown substantially. 
But what goes up must come down. This is as true of social 
science theories as anything else. Even some of those who are 
broadly symapthetic, such as Salaman, have shown signs of 
weariness with 'Bravermania' and the 'swamping of any 
alternative agenda' (1986: 24) by a focus on the relations 
between capitalism, work design and control. Nor is that the 
most hostile response. There has been much talk of band­
wagons running into the sand and being beyond repair 
(Storey, 1985). However, as Morgan and Hooper (1987: 609) 
note, many of the same authors 'seem to take delight in pick­
ing over the corpse and indeed reassembling it, so that, like 
Frankenstein, it can rise again.' 

The aim of this new introduction is to give an overview of 
how the debate, of which this book is a part, has progressed. 
To understand the current state of play, it is necessary to 
elaborate the sequence of events summing up the labour pro­
cess debate. Some of you may wish to read Chapter 3 on 
Braverman to give a sense of his ideas first. The initial phase 
of the debate consisted of the work of Braverman himself 
(who died tragically in 1976) and those (e.g. Zimbalist, 1979) 
who used their own research to support the main thrust of 
the arguments concerning the deskilling thesis and intensifica­
tion of control. By the end of the 1970s, however, a second 
phase had taken shape. Writers- notably Friedman, Edwards 
and Burawoy - explicitly using the same general theory of 
the labour process derived from Marx, reached different sub­
stantive conclusions, notably about the direction and forms of 
management control. Others stuck to more specific themes, 
utilising their own research to modify the established frame­
work by pointing to the mediating effects of particular work 
contexts or factors such as gender or labour markets. The 
debate on those ideas forms the basis of Part Two of the 
book. 

The third phase marked the beginnings of a sharper break. 
It was felt that many of the important texts modifying the 
approach still suffered from a 'panacea fallacy' (Littler and 
Salaman, 1982). In other words, one unilinear, historical 
account of the 'necessary' relations between capitalism and 
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particular forms of design and control had been swapped for 
others. This coincides with the conclusions reached in Chap­
ter 5, that emphasis should be put on the combinations and 
different dimensions of control that are present within par­
ticular firms, let alone capitalist production as a whole. The 
importance of specific economic contexts such as sectors, 
and mediating factors such as gender, were also an important 
feature of this phase. This much was common ground for 
many, but not for all. Some writers (e.g. Rose and Jones, 
1985) found a recognition of conjunctural factors within the 
overall dynamic of capital-labour relations still too restrictive. 
General explanation was largely eschewed in favour of case­
by-case contingency analysis. By building up a body of case 
studies that purported to refute or qualify any general argu­
ment, it was hardly surprising that labour process theory 
could be presented as full of holes. I return to the validity of 
this approach in Part Three. 

Ironically, the final and most recent phase puts this trend 
sharply in reverse. We are witnessing the development of the 
first alternative, general paradigm of capitalist work organisa­
tion since Braverman reshaped the agenda. This takes the 
form of the flexible specialisation thesis, which challenges the 
ideas of deskilling and bureaucratic control, even to the point 
of asserting the return of the craft worker and work. Again, 
this will be evaluated in the final chapter. Having virtually 
completed the theoretical cycle, one observation about the 
development of the whole debate is worth making, because it 
is crucial to the argument of the second edition. Many of the 
attacks on labour process theory are directed at a Braverman­
esque straw-man. They often appear to be based on a shallow 
and probably second-hand reading of his work. But even that 
is not the main problem. The worst aspect is that at the end 
of the 1980s, labour process theory can still be confused with 
the specific ideas of Braverman, given that so much has been 
done to advance the key debates. A cynic might observe that 
it is always easier to hit a static target. It will be important in 
Part Three, therefore, to restate both some of the advances 
and point to new common starting points, as well as the basis 
for a core theory. 

Towards the end of a theoretical cycle, just what made 
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labour process theory popular and influential tends to be 
forgotten and therefore also needs briefly restating. All 
theoretical frameworks gain their initial power from the 
critique they make of established orthodoxy. In the early 
1970s industrial sociology was in the doldrums and 'in danger 
of losing its distinctive competence' (Burrell, 198 7: 4 ). The 
dominant methods of workplace investigation - attitude sur­
veys, studies of the formal characteristics of organisations, 
and studies of occupational groups- had largely failed to give 
any real prominence to underlying changes in the nature of 
work and its attendant social relations. With respect to the 
content of work, the 'upgrading thesis' was dominant. Tech­
nological developments were taken to be heralding a proges­
sive rise in skill and work satisfaction. 

At the same time, in the wider industrial social sciences, a 
prominent theme concerned the declining significance of 
work. What mattered were orientations to work, as employees 
shifted their interests towards consumption and family in the 
context of a post-industrial society. Taken together, this mix­
ture of neglect and optimistic complacency entailed a real 
loss of explanatory and predictive power - even more so 
when contrasted to the growing tide of unrest associated with 
modern forms of work in large-scale organisations. The differ­
ent strands of mainstream social science are examined in 
detail in Chapter 1. 

With this as the context, the rediscovery of the labour 
process by Braverman and others constituted a revitalisation 
of interest in the study of work. That rediscovery was not of 
the workplace in isolation, but of the connections between 
the labour process and the wider political economy. Instead 
of simply dealing with a 'work in general' whose character­
istics had been largely taken for granted, labour process 
theory sought to locate working arrangements inside the 
wider system of production and class relations. Work is not 
just something which a society organises to meet social needs, 
or which people carry out in order to survive. It is a frame­
work within which those who own and control the economic 
resources seek to ensure the appropriation of the surplus. The 
ways that surplus are appropriated will shape and condition 
those arrangements. 
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This way of thinking involved a more realistic and critical 
assessment of the trends towards the degradation of work 
under capitalism. Lost and submerged issues concerning 
management, control and the politics of work were brought 
to the surface. It is worth quoting Hyman (1982: 93) in 
detail: 

The focus on the labour process points also to the 
irremediable necessity 'of a coercive system of control 
and surveillance, leading to a critical perspective towards 
the role of 'management'. Of crucial importance, such a 
focus also helps deflate the ideology of 'technology' as a 
neutral, autonomous and irresistible force, revealing the 
technical organisation of production as an element in 
the competitive struggle among capitals and in the antag­
onistic struggle for control over production between 
capital and labur, and thus demonstrating the need to 
locate materially and historically the tendencies sub­
sumed under the label of 'rationalisation'. 

This reminds us of the opening point about the social choices 
underlying scientific and technological processes. 

A final point concerning the importance and impact of 
labour process theory is that it challenged the often artificial 
distinctions between the various sub-disciplines of social 
science dealing with work. Littler (1982b: 26) comments: 
'Braverman's major contribution was to smash through the 
academic barriers and offer the potential for the birth of a 
new, in~egrated approach to the study and history of work'. 
For example, the analysis of management control strategies 
now brings together industrial relations, industrial sociology, 
and management and organisation theory on reasonably 
common terrain. Labour process theory is, of course, not the 
only intellectual influence changing the agenda and breaking 
barriers. Feminist writings have also had an interdisciplinary 
emphasis and effects, notably in shifting the focus away from 
the '3 Ms' - male, manual workers in manufacturing. But 
there has been fruitful interaction between the two (see 
Chapter 7). 

Burrell likens Labour and Monopoly Capital to a modernist 
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project - a brilliant meta-narrative which served 'to unify, 
explain and unite a whole series of disparate phenomena 
within a total framework' (1987: 7). As with most 'stories', 
there is a degree of inaccuracy, exaggeration and over­
extension. One of the prices of all dominant paradigms is 
that they tend to subsume too many diverse ideas and issues. 
Armstrong (1988a: 2) aptly comments about the labour pro­
cess: 'During the British debate of recent years, the term has 
lost all semblance of definition and become no more than a 
synonym for "work".' But as the narrative weakens and 
fragments, we should not lose sight of its importance and 
strengths. The purpose of the first edition was to describe 
and evaluate what were then the new writings, much of 
which had not been made available to a wider audience. 
Given the amount that has been added since then, it would 
not be possible or desirable to add fresh research to the chap­
ters in Part Two. I felt it was more important to give some 
sense of the main and often unresolved issues and debates. 
Therefore a new Part Three has been added to replace the old 
one. 

In Part One, a background to the debate is provided. Chap­
ter 1 examines the main features of the treatment of work in 
the various branches of social science. No single chapter can 
hope to deal with these trends in detail. Instead the aim is to 
indicate the main points of continuity between the various 
theories and concepts, and the discontinuities with those 
used in labour process theory. Beyond that, signposts are pro­
vided to the sources of more detailed exposition and critique. 
It is not my intention to argue that there are no overlapping 
ideas and research between the two traditions; rather that a 
comparative examination can lay the basis for a synthesis on 
some issues in a new sociology of work. Chapter 2 puts the 
labour process concepts used throughout the book such as de­
skilling, subordination and division of labour in their original 
context of the writings of Marx. Marx's ideas were themselves 
rooted in the context of the nineteenth-century English fac­
tory system. By combining theoretical material with empirical 
examples from the period, the chapter seeks to show their 
continuing relevance, as well as areas of ambiguity and weak­
ness. Finally it goes on to show how and why Marx's attention 
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to the labour process was abandoned in the subsequent evolu­
tion of trade union practices and political events. 

Part Two looks at the contemporary labour process debates 
themselves. In Chapter 3, the central feature is an exposition 
of the main analysis that rediscovered the conceptual tools of 
Marx on work - that of Braverman. His contribution is dis­
cussed alongside supportive and parallel research concerning 
work under monopoly capitalism. The breadth of Braverman's 
analysis ensures that it raises most of the major themes neces­
sary to the debate: the impact of science and technology on 
skills, managerial strategies of control; relations between 
production and society; and the changing class and occupa­
tional structure. 

Braverman's distinctive theories on these questions have 
raised a host of critical comments, as well as further research 
using his analytical framework. Nevertheless, labour process 
theory cannot be contained within the parameters of that 
debate, both because of what it omits and what others have 
contributed. Therefore subsequent chapters in Part Two of 
the book deal with the key themes in more general terms. 
Chapters 4 and 5 take up the two central questions at the 
heart of the early debate. Is the autonomy of workers being 
increasingly subordinated by decreasing the level of skill in 
production tasks, while increasing managerial control over 
their execution? In Chapter 4, 'The Degradation of Labour?', 
the focus is the historical variations in relations between skills, 
labour markets and worker resistance. Particular attention is 
paid to the contemporary impact of new technology. In 
Chapter 5, 'Forms of Control and Resistance', the emphasis is 
on the available means of managerial control open to capital. 
Capital has to coexist with worker initiative and organisation. 
Therefore careful consideration has to be given to evidence 
on how much autonomy workers can exert or be given with­
out endangering existing patterns of ownership and control. 
This includes a discussion of job enrichment and work 
humanisation. 

Chapters 6 and 7 turn to areas that are neglected or under­
developed in the main body of labour process theory. Chapter 
6 deals with theme of 'Legitimation and Consent in the Work­
place'. The conventional idea of managerial control is limited 
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in important ways. A small but growing number of writers 
are beginning to examine how workers control themselves in 
the context of practices deeply embedded in the capitalist 
labour process. This means taking up issues of ideology and 
culture, and how they influence the relations between con­
sent, coercion and resistance in work. In Chapter 7 the focus 
is shifted to a further area of analysis inadequately dealt with 
through orthodox Marxist categories, namely that of the 
social division of labour in society as a whole. 'The "Other" 
Division of Labour' discusses the effects of the wider divisions 
on the nature of the labour process. By focusing on gender 
relations, evaluation is made of the extent to which patriarchal 
forms influence work allocation, tasks and rewards; and also 
the suitability of Marxist concepts like the industrial reserve 
army and deskilling. 

Part Three consists of a new final chapter. It examines the 
two major theoretical challenges to labour process theory. 
The first concerns the nature and centrality attached to 
management control; and objections and responses that have 
arisen explicitly from within the post-Braverman debate. In 
contrast, the theory of flexible specialisation is a fully-fledged 
theoretical alternative in the sphere of work organisation, in­
cluding the question of skill. In neither case is there any 
attempt to hold the line for any 'orthodoxy', but rather to 
take stock of where we are and how the debate can advance. 
An important aspect of this is a capacity to spell out a core 
theory which carves out a distinct space for the labour pro­
cess at the same time as recognising clear boundaries with 
other theoretical problematics. That is the task undertaken in 
the rest of the chapter. 



PART ONE 

The Established 
Traditions 
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The Sociological Study 
of Work 

The slogan of the 1933 World Fair was 'Science Finds, In­
dustry Applies, Man Conforms'. Within the social sciences the 
conceptualisation of the changing nature of work has often 
corresponded with this mechanistic notion. Scientists and 
technologists are seen as making independent discoveries 
which constantly renew the productive apparatus, while 
managers put the results to their most efficient use, and 
workers react and adapt to the changes. Meanwhile industrial 
sociologists theorise about the best combination of conditions 
for productivity, progress and harmonious relations. 

It is a framework of ideas normally standing in sharp con­
trast to a labour process theory emphasising the social con­
struction and conflictual character of work relations, science 
and technology. Yet the contrast is not with any single set of 
ideas in the social sciences. There is a bewildering variety of 
disciplines which claim work as their province. Industrial 
sociology coexists with organisational theory, management 
sciences, industrial relations, the social psychology of work, 
the sociology of occupations, to name only the major ones. 

The origins of the sociology of work lie in the attempts of 
the classical theorists to come to terms with the nature of 
industrialisation. Marx, Weber and Durkheim all wrote about 
work, not as specialists, but within wider general theories 
(Esland and Salaman, 1975). Their respective theoretical in­
fluences have remained strong, though increasingly fJ.ltered 
through narrow specialisms. 
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A particular concentration on the sphere of work as such 
is normally dated from the emergence of plant studies like 
those of Western Electric in Chicago in the 1930s by Mayo 
( 1945 ). In this period sociologists, psychologists and even 
anthropologists combined to study workplace behaviour, 
primarily in the context of helping management to under­
stand variations and restrictions of output. 

Dissatisfaction and further developments in the post-war 
era have led to rival schools of thought and further special­
isms. Some researchers have maintained an emphasis on 
studying workplace behaviour directly, shifting the focus to 
the relations between forms of technology and the social 
organisation of work. Others have diverged to examine the 
rules underlying the functioning of organisations, with direct 
applications to patterns of control; or in a parallel shift away 
from direct work relations to an emphasis on industrial rela­
tions; the framework of bargaining and conflict between 
capital and labour. A further alternative has been to stress the 
more general features of class and class imagery, noting the 
interrelations with the world of work. 

The pUipose of this chapter is not to provide an historical 
account of the development of various specialisms and schools 
of thought (see Rose, 1975), nor to make a full examination 
of the theories and the contrasts between them (see Salaman, 
1981).1 The aim is to look at the major systems of ideas and 
concepts that link the sociology of work together, so that a 
contrast is provided to concepts used in labour process 
theory in the rest of the book. While the fragmentation of 
the social science treatment of work is an important problem 
in its own right,2 there are sufficient conceptual and method­
ological overlaps - concerning understandings of skill, tech­
nology, the division of labour, and the organisation of work 
-to make such a comparison necessary and worthwhile. 

There is a newer sociology of work influenced by labour 
process theory, but the traditionally influential body of ideas 
can be examined through a series of debates on key issues 
that have taken place. Before this, however, it is worth noting 
that the parallel debates took place in a context of general 
models of industrial society in the post-war period. The most 
influential of these was presented by Kerr and others in 1962. 
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They argued that the following interrelated factors were basic 
to the dynamic of post-war societies: 

1. Industrialism has replaced capitalism. 
2. Technology demands rising levels of skill and responsi­

bility. 
3. A growing proportion of technological and managerial 

personnel is transforming the class structure. 
4. New wealth and leisure is created. 
5. The decline of overt protest characterises industrial rela­

tions. 
6. Humanistic managers and professionals are replacing capi­

talists. 
7. Classes and hierarchies have been shown to be 'eternal' in 

Western and Eastern Europe, as part of a process of 
industrial convergence. 

8. Power is diffuse. In a pluralistic industrial society, the 
working class has been fragmented and conflict institu­
tionalised. 

9. The state is omnipresent, and bureaucracy necessary. 

There have been a number of major recent critiques of Kerr,.!! 
yet the themes persistently recur in a variety of different 
theoretical contexts. It is to these that we now tum. 

Workplace Behaviour 

The major schools of industrial sociology have always been 
more interested in the behaviour of workers than in the 
nature of work. Who owns, controls and designs work has 
largely been taken as given, as have the consequences of these 
social relations on forms of technology and the division of 
labour. The focus has been on the reactions of workers, 
manifested particularly in the long-running debate on the 
reasons for 'restriction of output'. This emphasis has been 
reinforced by the well documented connection between 
sociological investigation in the workplace and managerial 
sponsorship and concerns ~Baritz, 1960; Bendix, 1963). 
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Origins of industrial sociology 
These factors have led to a belief that industrial behaviour 
can be explained and changed within the workplace. The 
result has been a well established tradition of 'plant sociology', 
isolated from any wider environment but carrying the advan­
tage of a direct and immediate connection with shop-floor 
life. The previously mentioned Western Electric studies, which 
largely set this tradition underway, were themselves a reac­
tion to Taylorism. 

Connecting his ideas on the organisation of work with his 
experience on the shop floor of a steel mill, F. W. Taylor 
developed the theory of 'scientific management'. The applica­
tion of scientific techniques for controlling and measuring 
work were aimed at eliminating inefficiency. This inefficiency 
was rooted on the workers' side in a rational attempt to con­
trol and limit output, thus maximising rewards. On the 
management side it derived from their lack of knowledge, 
and thus control, of the productive process. 

By appropriating that knowledge from the workforce and 
locating it in separate managerial functions, and developing a 
payment and selection system that appealed to workers' self­
interest, a profitable and efficient partnership could be 
created.4 That, of course, was not how workers saw it. They 
saw the hated stop-watch and time and motion man. Nor was 
the apparatus of work study developed by Taylor and his 
followers in the USA and Europe in the 1920s only unpopu­
lar with the unions. Some employers were sceptical of its 
value and fearful of the resistance provoked. Many social 
scientists condemned it in forthright terms. 

Until recently it has been the convention to describe 
Taylorism as a partly failed and superseded system. Rose is 
typical in his description of the contribution of Taylor: 'The 
sheer silliness from a modern perspective of many of his 
ideas, and the barbarities they led to when applied in in­
dustry, encourage ridicule and denunciation' (1975: 31). 
Workers were not mechanisms whose willingness to work 
could be switched on and off by payment systems, without 
reference to individual difference and social needs. 'Taylor's 
worker is a monstrosity: a greedy machine indifferent to its 
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own pain and loneliness once given the opportunity to maim 
and isolate itself' (Rose, 1975: 62). 

It was not suprising that later perspectives on workplace 
behaviour described themselves in terms of human relations. 
Associated primarily with a long period of observational 
research in the Western Electric plant from 1926 to the early 
1940s, the Human Relations Movement had a more sophisti­
cated explanation of workplace organisation and action.5 

The factory was presented as a social system where the cul­
ture and conditions of the work-group affected and often 
restricted output. 

But this was not due to Taylor's 'economic rationality'. 
For Mayo and his co-researchers, the worker was motivated 
by· a compulsion towards sociability, too often restricted by 
working conditions. The problem lay in the social system of 
the factory itself. This system contained two interrelated 
aspects, its technical and human organisation. The former 
process does not necessarily provide a basis for co-operative 
working relations. However, the human or informal organisa­
tion can secure harmony. 

Hence managerial intervention within factory life can 
modify social processes, improving efficiency and meeting 
social needs. On this basis recommendations were made to 
Western Electric's management on improving social skills of 
supervision, creating better working conditions, counselling 
programmes, and the like. As one commentator favourably 
remarked: 'The Human Relations Movement demonstrated in 
numerous studies how the style of supervision and com­
position of different groups affected their work performance 
and satisfaction' (Argyle, 1972: 2).6 

Post-war plant sociology 
A reaction to and critique of human relations theory reached 
its peak in the immediate post-war period, when the familiar 
charges of managerial bias, insularity from wider socio-econo­
mic factors, and neglect of workers' organisation and conflict 
were effectively made. However, new research remained 
focused on the plant and within the most basic conceptual 
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framework established by previous studies, i.e. the separation 
of technical and human organisation. 

This time the emphasis was reversed, with technological 
influences taken to be the central determinant of attitudes 
and behaviour. Some studies continued in the tradition of 
examining work-group behaviour, for instance in Sayles's 
analysis of 300 primary groups in thirty plants. Degrees of 
conflict were linked to group patterns established by plant 
technology. In terms of the factory as a whole, 'the social 
system erected by the technological process' (Sayles, 1958: 
93) is referred to, although a recognition is retained of worker 
motivations in initiating action. 7 

A shift towards technological determinism is also apparent 
from studies emphasising work attitudes. The 1950s were 
notable for the strengthening of trends towards mass produc­
tion, which stimulated sociological interest, such as Walker 
and Guest's Man on the Assembly Line (1952). Based on 
single-plant interviews with 180 workers, mass production 
was presented as: 'a code of law governing ... behaviour and 
way of life in the factory' (1952: 2). With the machine as the 
unalterable 'commanding feature' of factory life, the work­
force had to be the factor to be adjusted. For despite the 
noted dislike of machine-paced work, it was reforms of the 
human organisation that were stressed. This was to include 
job rotation and enlargement to overcome 'psychological 
starvation' and the 'loss of bonding' resulting from the new 
patterns of technology and management associated with m~s 
production. 

The more influential research of Blauner (1964) can be 
situated within a similar framework. 8 Once more the emphasis 
is on attitudes, although with greater theoretical attention 
given to the question of alienation. Blauner's findings were a 
useful check on prevalent trends asserting widespread job 
satisfaction (Brown, 1954), or concern with leisure and con­
sumption rather than work (Dubin, 1956). In restoring tech­
nology, the division of labour and alienation as central con­
cerns, a clear distinction was made with Marxist theory. 
Blauner contrasted Marx's stress on the homogeneity of work 
with his own view that work is subject to structural differ­
entiation related to changing technologies. 
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Four basic types of work technology were distinguished: 
craft, machine-tending, assembly line and continuous process. 
In itself this was unexceptional, coinciding with conventional 
divisions into single units, small batch, large batch, continuous 
process and mass production (Woodward, 1958). What is 
distinctive in Blauner's argument is the assertion that tech­
nologies were evolving towards the continuous process type, 
as manifested by industries like chemicals. 

This was seen as leading to a reduction in alienation, 
'automation' completing a 'U-curve' of stages of technology 
and work satisfaction within capitalist development.9 Blauner 
argued that 'The worker in the automated factory "regains" 
a sense of control over his technological environment, that is 
usually absent in mass production factories' (1964: viii). 
Such experiences were held to lead to 'social integration' and 
identification of belonging and function within the enterprise. 
So even if Blauner distanced himself from some of the pre­
vailing orthodoxies, the difference is not substantial. The 
worker may not always be satisfied and integrated, but the 
future trend will lead in that direction. The emphasis on the 
emergent 'utopia' of automation was a characteristic feature 
of writings in this period (Kumar, 1978). 

One problem with the research on technological influences 
was that it failed to elaborate a view of the relations between 
the technical and human aspects of work organisation. The 
most influential attempt to do this was through the concept 
of socio-technical systems associated with the work of the 
Tavistock Institute in Britain.1 0 Though based strongly on a 
long-term research programme in the mines in the 1950s 
(Trist and Bam forth, 1951 ), the perspective is most commonly 
linked to Woodward's studies of the relations between tech­
nology and management organisation (1958 and 1965). 

In a survey of firms, she found that styles of management 
and formal work organisation were determined primarily by 
technology: for example, lengthening lines of command as 
technological complexity increased. This attacked the ortho­
dox human relations perspective in that it emphasised the 
formal work organisation and its constraints on the previously 
favoured ability to manipulate informal practices and mana­
gerial styles. Yet a space wali still seen for varying managerial 
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practice within technological constraints. This was explained 
succinctly by Rice: 'any production system requires both a 
technological organisation- equipment and process layout 
- and a work organisation relating to each other those who 
carry out the necessary tasks. The technological demands 
place limits on the type of work possible, but a work organi­
sation has social and psychological properties of its own 
independent of technology' (1958: 4). 

Not all early post-war research went in a technological 
direction. Some developed what Rose calls a neo-human 
relations school (Maslow, 1958; Argyris, 1957; McGregor, 
1960; Likert, 1967; Herzberg, 1968). Like Woodward and 
some of the other previously mentioned studies, they were 
concerned to look at workplaces as organisations, rather than 
the older idea of factory social systems. But even this search 
for the pyschological characteristics of organisations was 
partly in the plant sociology tradition, with its emphasis on 
modifying styles of management and conditions of work in 
an effort to improve satisfaction and efficiency. 

They remained in the framework of anti-Taylorism, be­
lieving that workers were not primarily motivated by econo­
mic self-interest, needing to be tempered by the harsh hand 
of managerial discipline. Although each theorist saw the 
alternative in a slightly different way, the overall emphasis 
was on inherent social needs for self-fulfilment, status and 
belongingness, which although arising outside work, could 
be satisfied within it. The new theorists differed from the old 
partly in being more critical of existing managerial practices, 
seeing a 'clash between the individual's psychological aspira­
tions and needs and contemporary organisational structures 
and management styles' (Brown, 1980: 158). A further dif­
ference lay in the recognition that workers brought needs 
with them to work. Taken together, it meant that workers 
were not seen merely as passive factors to be 'adjusted'. 
Managerial practices needed changing, and proposals for 
participatory leadership, group decision-making, decentralisa­
tion of organisational power and job enlargement became 
popular among some managers. 

Other researchers were also trying to modify human 
relations theory, although from the traditional concerns 
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of work-groups and restriction of output rather than the 
psychology of organisational behaviour. Two of the more 
prominent and useful studies, both using participant obser­
vation methods, were by Lupton (1963) and Roy (1973). 
Production norms were related concretely to work-group 
culture in an attempt to explain that restriction of output 
did not arise out of an irrational failure to comprehend 
managerial logic. Instead it needed to be seen as a means 
of surviving work, maintaining earning power and jobs, 
and as a response to managerial authoritarianism. 

Technology, work organisation and alienation: a critique 
Conventional critiques of orthodox plant sociology -
insularity, managerial bias, assumption of industrial consensus 
-all express partial truths. But it is necessary also to make 
a critique on its own terrain, in terms of the concepts used to 
explain work relations. The basis of the weaknesses of these 
studies of workplace behaviour lies in an inadequate treatment 
of work as a system and a process. 

To understand this we have to return to the recurrent 
theme of industrial sociology, namely the relationship be­
tween technical and human organisation of work, and examine 
it in greater depth. 'Technical' is normally taken to mean 
technological hardware - what Marx called the instruments 
of labour. The human organisation itself is normally divided 
into a division of labour and a social organisation of work. 
Within the latter, formal components deal with the structure 
of command and co-operation, while informal aspects refer 
to the work-groups and their behaviour patterns. 

From Taylorism onwards, the technological side has been 
taken for granted as a neutral form. The arguments have 
been about the most effective means of human organisation, 
though recognising in some cases the technological influences 
upon it. Taylorism dealt with the social organisation, but its 
principles and methods - particularly the separation of con­
conception and execution and the fragmentation of tasks -
had direct relevance to the division of labour and the design 
of work, including technology. 

In this context it has been quite wrong to describe Taylor­
ism as silly and outdated, given that, 'it dealt with the funda-
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mentals of the organisation of the labour process and of 
control over it' (Braverman, 1974: 87). As Braverman explains, 
work organisation has long since incorporated Taylorist 
principles, which often become the province of industrial 
engineers rather than managerial personnel. He quotes Peter 
Drucker, a management consultant, to explain this split: 11 

Personnel Administration and Human Relations are the 
things talked about whenever the management of worker 
and work is being discussed ... But they are not the con­
cepts that underly the actual management of work in 
American industry. This concept is Scientific Management. 
Scientific Management focuses on the work. Its core is the 
organised study of work, the analysis of work into its 
simplest elements and the systematic improvement of 
the workers' performance of each of these elements ... 
And it has no difficulty proving the contribution it makes; 
its results in the form of higher output are visible and 
readily measurable. 

(quoted in Braverman, 1974: 280) 

As admitted in numerous textbooks on industrial behaviour, 
studies deriving from a human relations tradition have focused 
on styles of management and the relations between formal 
and informal aspects of social organisation, leaving the funda­
mentals of the labour process relatively untouched. Braver­
man argues that this has led to a concern only with the 
'habituation of the worker', the best means of adjustment to 
the existing labour process. 

While the worst studies lean in this direction, the idea is 
slightly misleading. What has happened is that orientations 
deriving from a human relations approach have run parallel 
to the substance of work organisation: 

most present technology was born and developed in a 
strictly Taylorist spirit ... Only, in general, when a new 
technology has been developed, and is put into production, 
is there any recognition of the social problems embodied 
in it. At that stage, the techniques of the social sciences 
can be applied: job enrichment, job enlargement, or the 
use of semi-autonomous work groups. 

(Rosenbrock, 1979: 2) 12 
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Even the best concepts from traditional industrial sociology 
do not grasp the interaction between social relations and 
technical organisation within the labour process as a whole. 
A good example is the socio-technical systems idea. Different 
social arrangements of manpower are regarded as compatible 
with the same technology, establishing a greater degree of 
organisational choice. But the effects of the social relations 
of ownership and control on technology remains unacknow­
ledged. This is in contrast to some of the newer sociology of 
work, in which the social design of jobs has been recognised 
as being influenced by principles of scientific management, 
existing patterns of production and strategies for controlling 
the workforce (Davis and Taylor, 1972; Dickson, 1974; Fox, 
1980; Reeves and Woodward, 1970). 

The growth in the 1950s of studies exploring technological 
influences merely tended to add a touch of determinism 
to an already existing concept of the neutrality of technology. 
For instance, Blauner says three factors shape technology; 
the state of mechanical and scientific processes, the nature of 
the product, and the economic and engineering resources in 
particular firms (1964:6). No mention was made of the work­
place conflict that may shape technological change; nor was 
there any notion that machinery embodies social purposes. 
The consideration of such factors is separated out into the 
sphere of social organisation. 

Even when people and technology are combined, the trad­
itional fetishism of social relations is retained. Argyle put this 
neatly when referring to 'man-machine systems', 'in which 
the best combination of men and machines is designed, where 
both men and machines do what they can do best' (1972:32). 
Many of the studies of the influence of technology on work 
have in fact been predominantly about attitudes towards 
types oftechnology (Blauner, 1964; Walker and Guest, 1952). 
When technology itself is defined, it has often been in narrow 
and superficial terms: as the hardware of tools and equip­
ment, and as taken-for-granted broad classifications such as 
mass production, continuous process and small batch (Sayles, 
1958; Blauner, 1964; Woodward, 1965). Beneath the formal 
definitions, the underlying labour processes have seldom been 
examined.13 

Furthermore, the view of science and technology as neutral 
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tended to be accompanied by an assumption of linear 
progress of production systems, the end product of which 
would be a humane, continuous-process system. This per­
spective has been particularly associated with Blauner. There 
have been justifiable criticisms of the notions that auto­
mation leads to the integration of the worker into the enter­
prise (Mallet, 1975; Gallie, 1978) and to more skilled and 
satisfying work (Nichols and Beynon, 1971). But assumptions 
of rising skill and responsibility, combined with the blurring 
of manual-white collar distinctions, have been widely held 
(Kerr, 1962; Crozier, 1971; Argyle, 1972), even among critics 
of Blauner (Gallie, 1978). 

It is hardly suprising, then, that an understanding of aliena­
tion has been weak. The most conventional criticism of this 
kind of industrial sociology has been that of ignoring prior 
orientations to work which strongly influence rewards 
expected and satisfaction experienced (Goldthorpe, Lock­
wood, et al; 1968; Wedderburn and Crompton, 1972; Cot­
grove, 1972; Gallie, 1978). But while this point is partly 
true, the major weaknesses still lie within the analysis of the 
workplace. Given the mistaken view of the direction and con­
sequences of changes in production systems, the objective 
features of alienation were inevitably misunderstood and 
underestimated. Marx's concepts, developed in his study of 
the labour process, could be safely described as having an 
anachronistic ring (Faunce, 1968). 

In addition, the methods of definition and identification 
of alienation became increasingly suspect. It was assumed 
that alienation could be measured subjectively through survey 
techniques, even when related to objective features of work 
(Walker and Guest, 1952; Blauner, 1964). Yet the survey 
content has generally been based on 'sponge' questions (i.e. 
those that 'soak up' a meaningless variety of responses), 
which fail to make clear what aspects of the job - pay, 
skill, security, relations with workmates - are being linked to 
'satisfaction' (Fox, 1971; 1980). To add to this there is the 
other problem that respondents may simply be reproducing 
expected social attitudes in a context where individual worth 
is still measured through work status. 

This methodological orientation tends to slip into defin-
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itions of alienation based on subjective feeling states (see 
Seeman, 1959). As Salaman comments: 

Very often the lack of any proper theoretical conception 
of the nature of work in modern society, or of the inter­
ests that determine the design of work and organisation, 
or of the forces in society at large that determine the 
development of appropriate and realistic expectations, 
entirely invalidates these exercises in a- theoretical, 
management-biased empiricism. 

Industrial sociology has not successfully linked together 
the voluminous literature on restriction of output and the 
debate on alienation. In fact it is remarkable that there has 
been no solid explanation of the source of the continual battle 
over output. Various studies have referred to workers' ir­
rationality, managerial inefficiency and monetary motiva­
tions, but this has been abstracted from any analysis of the 
nature and purpose of production under capitalism. Rather 
work has been linked, as a general phenomenon, to the need 
to produce goods and supply individual satisfactions. 

The capitalist economy is a backcloth that is occasionally 
acknowledged, as when Rice (1958) refers to socio-technical 
systems needing'economicvalidity', while Herzberg promotes 
his Consultancy techniques by noting the need to optimise 
the return of investment in people (1968)} 5 Yet it is the 
struggle for profitability that impels capital to transform and 
control the labour process, shaping and stimulating workers' 
own battle to satisfy economic and social needs. Without this 
insight, restriction of output simply appears alongside lack of 
motivation, difficulties of communication and conflict be­
tween groups as pathologies departing from the norm of 
harmony.16 

Organisation, Hierarchy and Control 

A number of industrial studies in the post-war period began 
to show an interest in wotkplaces as organisations. These 

management-biased 23 
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included attempts to examine the constraints placed by tech­
nology on the goals and structures of management (Wood­
ward, 1970) and the effects of size of company on organisa­
tion and worker attitudes and behaviour (Ingham, 1970). 
Preceding and consolidating this trend were more general 
studies of the characteristics of organisations, which are 
reflected in more specific studies of work (Etzioni, 1961; 
Crozier, 1964). 

This has been presented as a drift from plant to organ­
isational sociology (Burawoy, 1979), Zimbalist pointing out 
that 'The study of the workplace was largely neglected during 
the 1960s' (1979: xi). Why, therefore, take it up here? Des­
pite the shift in emphasis, key aspects of organisational 
theory have strongly influenced analyses of work, particularly 
pertaining to the division of labour, hierarchy and control. 

In general terms, emphasis has been given to the relation­
ship between organisations and their working environment, 
so as to determine what kind of organisation is best for the 
enterprise. This has involved looking at what appear to be 
persistent features of organisations- hierarchy, control, 
division of labour- in an attempt to describe systematically 
the rules underlying organisational behaviour. We have 
already seen how the social relations of work tend to be 
separated into the sphere of work organisation. Unfortunately 
more attention has been paid to the way people are organised 
than to the way in which a particular organisation of produc­
tion structures social relations (Fox, 1971). 

Furthermore, the organisation of work into particular 
skills, crafts and tasks is taken to be synonymous with the 
existing distribution and nature of occupational categories. 
The division of labour becomes identified with occupational 
roles separated from the socio-economic forces that created 
them (Freedman, 1975). This sharply contrasts with labour 
process theory, which begins from the analysis of the" separa­
tion of work into constituent elements as a means of cheap­
ening parts and ensuring managerial control. 17 

An additional component of organisational sociology has 
been to associate the forms of hierarchy and control with 
specialist functions within the organisation structure. Author­
ity relations, therefore, are seen as a technical factor deriving 
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from this aspect of the division of labour. Capitalism and its 
production relations are thus dissolved into an imperative to­
wards bureaucratic hierarchy. While the extension of bureau­
cratic patterns into all areas of society is an important pheno­
menon, treating it as a general theory results in concealing 
its specific roots in capitalist development: 'With the sub­
sumption of industrial sociology under organisation theory, 
the distinctiveness of the profit-seeking capitalist enterprise is 
lost' (Burawoy, 1979: 5). In consequence, specific and detailed 
knowledge of labour processes are seldom prominent. 

Perspectives on the division of labour are often based on 
underlying Durkheimian theory. Like many nineteenth­
century writers, Durkheim believed that industrialism and the 
associated rise of a whole new set of tasks and roles was a 
progressive force. Progression lay mainly in the basis the 
division of labour provided for new forms of social solidarity 
and co-operation. The idea that workplace organisation could 
be based on a 'web of rules' and consensus of values has 
influenced contemporary sociology, as in the concept of a 
harmonious socio-technical system (Salaman, 1981: 126-30). 

Durkheimian influences can also be seen in the work of 
Mayo and the human relations school, but this time deriving 
from the qualifications Durkheim made to the division of 
labour as a source of integration and fraternity. He re­
cognised that excessive specialisation could result in a dis­
ruptive loss of meaning- anomie. Human relations theory 
noted the varieties of lack of attachment of workers to the 
organisation and, like Durkheim, believed that a sense of be­
longing and function could be re-created by altering work­
group values and managerial skills. However, in contrast to 
the concept of alienation, the concept of anomie fails to 
recognise that fragmentation of work and hierarchical control 
are objective features of the capitalist organisation of produc­
tion. 

Bureaucracy and capitalism 
The more specific influences on organisation theory derive 
from the legacy of Weber. He argued that bureaucratisation 
was endemic to industrial societies. The search within the 
capitalist system for the the most intensive and efficient 
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methods of working was said to result in a process of rational­
isation whereby jobs could be systematically ordered, routin­
ised and subject to centralised managerial control (Weber, 
1964). Such a hierarchical division of labour, however, was 
not simply a product of capitalism, but of a universal neces­
sity for rational authority and organisation. Furthermore, 
these tendencies were held to increase with the growing com­
plexity of organisations. 

These concepts have been central to much of modem 
industrial and organisation sociology. The inherent rationality 
of bureaucratic hierarchy and its implications for control are 
taken up by Tannenbaum: 'Organisation implies control ... 
Control processes help circumscribe idiosyncratic behaviours 
and keep them conformant with the rational plan of the 
organisation' (1967: 3). Similarly, the identification of 
authority structures with technically necessary specialisms 
has served to strengthen the view, most succinctly put by 
Kerr et al. (1962), that there is an 'inevitable and eternal' 
separation between managers and managed. 

With the growth in size of modem enterprises, Weber's 
views concerning the bureaucratic consequences of scale and 
complexity have been taken up in plant studies by Ingham 
(1967) and Scott (1963). Making the link explicit, Crozier 
sounds a hymn of praise to the modem organisation: 'The 
large corporation ... seems to be a uniquely powerful instru­
ment for carrying on economic activity. This organisational 
construct has come to embody collective rationality for all 
industrial and post-industrial societies' (quoted in Kumar, 
1978: 272). In addition, some writers have taken the growth 
of large-scale production and bureaucratisation to confirm 
that alienation is an inevitable function of industrial develop­
ment (see Faunce, 1968). 

The most systematic recent critique of Weberian theories 
of work and power has been made by T.J .Johnson ( 1972) and 
1980). He argues that the Weberian categories ignore the dual 
nature of bureaucratisation, as a necessary feature of co­
ordination on the one hand, and as a means of control and 
surveillance by capital on the other. But the argument that 
the impetus to bureaucratisation arises from the necessity 
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for capital to control the labour force is not new. The critique 
of Weber was made prominent by Marcuse (1964) and other 
members of the Frankfurt School18 who asserted that 
bureaucratisation was not an abstract rationality, but a pro­
duct of certain tendencies in capitalist development. More 
recently, Edwards ( 1979) has given an empirical basis to this 
view in an historical account of the shift from personal to 
bureaucratic control of the labour force in US industry. This 
is seen as a specific response by employers to problems of 
discipline and integration in the labour process. 

Another dimension of the Weberian legacy is the emphasis 
that has been given to professional managerial strata as the 
guardians of a rational division of labour within the hierarch­
ical enterprise and society (see Hughes, 1963; Halmos, 1970; 
Bell, 1974). According to Blau and Schoenherr, rational 
decisions require 'that the recommendations experts make on 
the basis of their technical competence govern as much as 
possible such decisions of organisation as to whether to 
shut down a plant and lay off its workers' (quoted in Sala­
man and Thompson, 1981: 15). On the surface the existence 
of professions based on complex bodies of knowledge may 
seem to contradict the tendency to fragmentation and 
centralised control. But this forgets the parallel trend towards 
the separation of conception and execution of tasks, of 
which many professionals have been beneficiaries (Esland, 
1980). 

The presentation of these strata as a neutral technocracy 
ties in with the inflated role given to managers in running 1 

modern capitalism. As Anthony (1975) points out, managerial 
control of a neutral system of production was often posed as 
an equivalent to emergent state planning of the economy. 
This type of thinking about the role of management was not 
new. Early plant sociology was saying similar things, although 
perhaps in a more blatant form: 'management is capable, 
trained and objective. Management uses scientific knowledge, 
particularly engineering knowledge, for making decisions. 
Political issues are illusions created by evil men. Society's 
true problems are engineering problems' (Mayo, quoted in 
Baritz, 1960). 
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Radical perspectives 
Not all sociologists have accepted what Salaman (1981) calls 
a naive and one-sided interpretation of Weber's views. There 
has been some recognition, particularly in Gouldner (1954), 
of the negative effects of bureaucracy, and of the possibility 
that informal patterns could be functional to organisational 
goals. The importance of the unofficial rules of workshop 
culture towards maintaining work commitments has also 
contributed to a non-mechanistic concept of organisations 
(Roy, 1973). In addition there has been an emphasis on the 
development of bureaucracy as a form of managerial philo­
sophy and control, rather than simply rationality (Crozier. 
1964; Merton, 1957; Blau, 1972). 

Some modem followers of Weber's 'economic sociology' 
use labour process perspectives to criticise some of his ideas; 
notably that the dispossesion of workers' powers in produc­
tion by a capitalist bureaucracy is a necessary, technical 
requirement of industrialism (see Hill, 1981: 7-11). This 
neo-Weberianism has been complemented by interactionist 
theory which emphasises organisational models as a product 
of negotiation and social construction (see Salaman and 
Thompson, 1973, for a representative collection of articles). 19 

An important part of this thinking has stressed alternative, 
non-bureaucratic forms of organisation, in which choices are 
dependent on factors like power relations and control strate­
gies (Child, 1973; Perrow, 1972). 

These modifications have established some useful points, 
but they do not provide an alternative to the dominant 
mechanistic frameworks of Durkheim and Weberian theory. 
For example, what if informal patterns are not functional to 
work organisation? Indeed, there is considerable evidence 
that autonomous shop-floor organisation is an aspect of 
contested 'rationalities' concerning the frontier of control 
between capital and labour (Beynon, 1973). Conflicts and 
inequalities cannot be explained solely by reference to 
patterns of organisation. Moreover, there has been little 
attempt to analyse the origin of forms of work, technology 
and social relations. While there may be differences within 
Weberian theory, there are also strong overlaps to the domin­
ant mechanistic trends within industrial sociology. Weber 
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was aware of Taylorist seientific management and regarded it 
as part of the general movement towards the rationalisation 
of industrial society (Albrow, 1981: 290). The classic descrip­
tion of bureaucracy as a tight specification of procedures and 
responsibilities runs parallel to the fragmentation of work 
and the separation of conception and execution. Only a 
recognition of these kinds of convergent concepts can explain 
how plant sociology was able to drift into organisational 
pastures without making a substantial break from established 
theoretical frameworks. 

Class, Work and Industrial Society 

A common point of criticism regarding both plant sociology 
and organisational studies has been their insularity from 
wider non-work factors. While there were assumptions that 
modem society was, as Nisbet summarised, 'urban, demo­
cratic, industrial, bureaucratic, rationalised, large scale, 
formal, secular and technological' (quoted in Kumar, 1978: 
112), they were seldom given explicit consideration. How­
ever, there were trends in industrial sociology that broke 
from the predominant patterns of technological determinism, 
insularity and organisational formalism. 

Certain studies adopting an industrial relations perspective 
have shown that levels of strike activity varied despite tech­
nological constancy between plants (Turner, Clack and 
Roberts, 1967), and that the variety of work experiences and 
conflicts can counteract tendencies towards bureaucratisation 
of enterprises and trade unions (Eldrige, 1971). But too often 
industrial relations writing has betrayed an equivalent formal­
ism, whereby excessive emphasis has been placed on the for­
mal mechanisms of collective bargaining. Trade unions become 
part of organisational systems inexorably leading to an in­
stitutionalisation of conflict (Dunlop, 1958). Any breakdown 
of this orderliness, such as unofficial strikes, wage drift and 
restrictive practices, therefore tended to be seen once more 
as pathological problems (Flanders, 1970; Clegg, 1972).20 

The nature of work itself was seldom placed on the agenda. 
Indeed, the underlying rd1soning was based on a mistaken 
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assumption that industrial conflict was limited to the realm 
of distribution. Because these conflicts were temporarily 
reconcilable and subject to institutionalisation, those con­
flicts located in the conditions of production of the surplus 
were correspondingly neglected (Hill, 1981: 259-60). 

Orientations to work 
The major alternative was provided through attempts to look 
at orientations to work, integrating themes concerning the 
changing nature of class and industrial society'. At the core 
of this approach was the view that people's experience of 
work was primarily shaped by factors external to the work 
situation. The most prominent of these studies, that of Gold­
thorpe, Lockwood et al. (1968), argued that a new type of 
affluent worker was coming into being, attached particularly 
to the advanced mass production industries and relocated 
housing and communities. 

Such 'privatised' workers were outside the proletarian 
traditions of cohesiveness of community and comradeship 
at work. Instead, the impetus of consumer society and the 
emphasis on provision of family needs created a context 
where workers' commitment centred on the instrumental 
regularity of the pay packet, regardless of the limits of work 
satisfaction. 21 The question of the wider framework influ­
encing work attitudes was taken up in other studies, each 
establishing aspects of prior orientations to work. Dubin 
(1956) had already emphasised the supposed shift of the 
search for satisfaction towards the home and consumption, 
and this was reinforced by Cotgrove (1972). 

Others sought to confinn the existence of instrumental 
attitudes (Ingham, 1967;Wedderburn and Crompton, 1972)22 

while more recently Gallie has developed the concept of 
socio-structural patterns from a comparative examination of 
French and British chemical workers. He argues that attitudes 
towards and integration into work depends on the 'specific 
nature of aspirations and wider conceptions of society cur­
rent in the working class sub-cultures of the specific society' 
(1978: 35). 

Studies of this nature, using an 'action frame of reference' 
that takes into account people's own perceptions as shaped 
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by society-wide experiences and ideology, were not wholly 
new. In the USA, Chinoy (1955) produced a sensitive account 
of the contradictions between the illusory values of the 
'American Dream' and the more mundane realities of car 
workers' lives. Later, Gouldner ( 1955) stressed the effects of 
community ties and social origins on the work outlook of 
groups involved in industrial action in a gypsum mine. 23 

However, the theoretical framework developed, particular­
ly by Goldthorpe and Lockwood, established a more signifi­
cant and general trend away from the sphere of work, and 
towards the wider question of class and class imagery (see 
Bulmer, 1975, for a discussion of these issues). It is beyond 
our scope to deal with the full range of critical discussion 
on Goldthorpe and Lockwood, particularly concerning the 
theory of class and the methodological limits of the action 
approach (see Daniel, 1969; Westergaard, 1970; Mackenzie, 
1974). Attention will be focused on the issue of work. Gold­
thorpe and Lockwood, together with similar studies, con­
firmed a shift from production and a denial of the centrality 
of work experience as a source of shaping consciousness and 
conflict. Yet the concepts and methods for analysing work 
were both superficial and distorted. 

It was propounded that the work situation produced only 
slight involvement and attachment to fellow workers. Lock­
wood, in a further article, asserted that the modem worker 
'is unlikely to possess a strongly developed class conscious­
ness because his involvement in work is too low for strong 
feelings of any kind' (1975: 22). Alienation is admitted, but 
of a very passive kind, related only to a general detachment 
from the job. Reflecting the search for consumer satisfaction, 
workers were held to develop a 'pecuniary model' of society 
which sustained the willingness to put up with boring work 
and co-operation with management. 

The Marxist usage of alienation was specifically criticised 
for not being a directly sociological concept, and as unten­
able, ideological rhetoric limited by a narrow concern with 
the nature of work. But the Goldthorpe and Lockwood 
study contains no examination of the objective structures of 
work, and work experience is merely assumed to be under­
stood through survey responses. For example, even accepting 
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the existence of a trend towards instrumental attitudes, there 
is a failure to consider seriously whether if it is connected to 
changes in the work process itself, rather than to external 
factors. Furthermore, Burawoy argues that the idiom in 
which workers express their attitudes is no necessary guide to 
behaviour. There is no effort to 

distinguish between coming to work, on the one hand, 
and working on the other - that is between the delivery 
of labour power and its transformation into labour. The 
cash nexus is an essential ingredient in bringing the worker 
to the factory gates [but) does not not play the same role 
in the labour process. 

(Burawoy, 1979: 139) 

Martin and Fryer (1975) make a similar point when referr­
ing to 'two vocabularies' which coexist and reflect the differ­
ence between immediate work experience and assimilated 
ideology. In addition the survey questions themselves often 
show little understanding of the social relations embedded 
in the labour process. For instance, it is hardly suprising that 
most workers will reject statements saying that team work is 
impossible because employers and workers are really on the 
opposite side. Given that co-operation and antagonism be­
tween capital and labour necessarily exist side by side in 
work, such statements are transparently untrue. 

With these points in mind, it becomes necessary to empha­
sise the importance of studying the actual process of work, 
the informal work-groups and the less obvious acts of resis­
tance and conflict. This is more difficult than survey methods, 
but studies like Beynon (1973) on Ford show that the image 
of detached but satisfied workers bears little resemblance to 
the patterns of everyday shop-floor life. As Bulmer (1975) 
points out, it is remarkable how little action there is in 'ac­
tion approaches'. Such an orientation would also reveal the 
continuing centrality of work to specific aspects of working­
class experience. 

Post-industrial societies 
In stressing the non-integration of workers and the contin­
uance of class-based inequalities, Goldthorpe and Lockwood, 
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Gallie and others differ from the model established by Kerr 
et al., Dahrendorf ( 1959) and similar 'industrial society' 
theorists. This model of convergent industrial societies had 
as its basis the idea of the decomposition of capital and 
labour and the 'end of ideology': skilled, responsible and 
satisfied workers took on increasingly white-collar and 
middle-class characteristics, with signficantly reduced conflict. 
Kerr stated: 'In the mid-twentieth century, workers do not 
destroy machines. The protest today is more in favour of 
industrialism than against it ... The industrialists need not 
shake in their boots before the raised fists of the new in­
dustrial workers' (1962: 7). 

Yet in other ways prior orientations to work theorists 
confirm that model. There is the broad acceptance of an 
expanding economy free from structural conflict and work 
deprivation. Like industrial society analyses, Gallie stresses 
the stages in technological development, upgrading skills and 
ending the age of mass production with the emergent sector 
of advanced automation. He says that automation has 're­
versed the trend towards an ever-increasing division of labour', 
and 'blurred the clear-cut distinction between manual and 
non-manual labour' (1978: 7). 

Despite differences of interpretation concerning its con­
sequences, a diverse number of commentators tie in these 
supposed developments to the key role of a neutral science 
and technology. Giddens (1973), for example, in agreeing 
with Dahrendorf that Marx was wrong in supposing the elim­
ination of the skilled worker, points to scientific knowledge 
as the primary force of production in 'neo-capitalist societies'. 
In this machine-created world, engineers, scientists and tech­
nicians occupy the pivotal place. Thus the theories emphas­
ising the shift away from work converge with those of in­
dustrial and neo-capitalism to lay the ground for the eventual 
emergence of concepts of post-industrial society, dominated 
by professional and scientific labour and the ethos of service 
and technocracy (Bell, 1974). 

The argument is not that we have a world without work, 
but that the development of scientific-technological labour 
finally buries the Marxist notion of a bi-polar class structure 
and gradual proletarianisatioB. For Bell, Marxist class theory 
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is 'warped' because of the erosion of industrial work, and he 
repeats the well-worn idea that 'the US has become a white 
collar society' (1974: 131). The variety of post-industrial 
society theories came to the fore at a useful time for con­
ventional sociological theory. As Kumar (1978) points out, 
substantial evidence had been building up on the dark side of 
this 'triumph of industrialism', with its rational, bureaucratic 
organisation of society. 

With the re-emergence of social and industrial conflict 
from the late 1960s came ideological confrontation. The near­
contempt expressed for work in Terkel's (1977) book of 
interviews finally seeped through to official thinking, when a 
US Government Special Task Force reported that worker 
dissatisfaction was being shown in low productivity, strikes, 
absenteeism and lack of committment generally (Work in 
Amen'ca, 1973). Meanwhile, academic studies had begun to 
question the skill-upgrading thesis (Braverman, 1974) and the 
extent and progressive nature of automation (Fox, 1974; 
Nichols and Beynon, 1977). 

But just as post-war capitalism Mark I was being brought 
into question, it suddenly ceased to exist! In its place was 
Mark II - post-industrial society - which would go beyond 
the accumulated problems of its predecessor. Evidence for 
this proposition was little better than for the previous model. 
The increased weight given to professional and service work 
'is assumed from its merely quantative expression in the pub­
lic records' (Kumar, 1978: 200). The nature of such work, its 
place in the labour process and its interrelations with manual 
occupations are given insufficient attention. Such an emphasis 
only came with the new labour process theory examined in 
later chapters. 

Conclusion: Contrasts and Continuities 

In terms of theories and concepts- the treatment of alien­
ation the character of science and technology, the skill com­
position of the workforce, the origins of hierarchy in work -
the various strands of industrial sociology normally stand on 
the opposite side to Marxist labour process analysis. But it 
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would be foolish to erect a 'Chinese wall' between the two 
traditions. There are continuities as well as contrasts in a 
number of senses. 

First, there are a number of excellent studies which, what­
ever their defects, give us considerable insight into the world 
of work. In this category would come Lockwood's classic, 
The Blackcoated Worker ( 1958). Through an attempt to 
construct a typology of work relations and class identifica­
tion, many of the basic features of the world of work are 
highlighted in this book including: 'The size of the factory, 
the organisation of the workgroup, its relations to super­
visors and management, the degree to which workers have 
control over the work process, the extent to which the job 
facilitates or prevents communication between workers' 
(256-7). 

However, it is significant that many of the best studies, 
often unintentionally, have to confront and explain actual 
struggles, thus providing a historical and active dimension to 
theories and methods missing in conventional analysis. Warner 
and Low exemplify this in The Social System of the Modern 
Factory (1947). Part of the 'Yankee City' research series, the 
book situates a 1933 Massachusetts strike against a back­
cloth of long-term technological and economic change. It 
focuses on shifts in ownership and control of tools and 
production away from the immediate producers, the decline 
of the local economy and the rise of international cartels, 
and the changing nature of shoe-making from skilled handi­
craft to fragmented and hierarchical mass production. 

Even if workers' concerns are then misleadingly re-inter­
preted as a search for lost community, the study is similar to 
a later one by Gouldner (1955) in presenting the case study 
of a strike. For Gouldner the strike acts as an impetus to add 
to the interesting descriptive material an examination of man­
agerial strategy, changing technology, and the environment of 
economic market and social community. The second socio­
logical contribution exists in spite of the narrowness and 
fragmentation of its specialisms. 

Indeed, it is the narrow focus that often generates insights 
requiring Marxism to 'selectively incorporate sociology's 
partial truths' (Burawoy, 1979: xiii). Burawoy refers in par-
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ticular to some of the empirical detail of plant sociology. 
But a similar case could be made out for Gallie's study of the 
relations between cultural traditions and workplace con­
sciousness; or the important debate about class imagery 
among British social scientists (Bulmer, 1975). A reverse 
movement is also taking place, whereby sociology incorpor­
ates aspects of Marxism, and this constitutes a third factor of 
continuity. 

Thus in recent years labour process theory has begun to 
make a significant impact on sociological debates. Evidence 
can be seen in theories of work, organisations and industrial 
relations within a radical Weberian tradition (Esland and 
Salaman, 1980; Hill, 1981) and in the debate on deskilling 
collected together in Wood (1982). Such material has added 
to the existing analysis by Marxist sociologists on industrial 
themes, particularly Beynon (1973), Lane (1974), Hyman 
(1975) and Nichols and Beynon (1977). But as Hill points 
out, 'The influence of new perspectives is strong even among 
people who do not support them, because they have success­
fully structured the agenda of what is held to be worth 
discussing' (1981: vii). These trends have created the basis 
for a 'new sociology of work' which can combine the best of 
both traditions. 

A final reason for avoiding a complete separation of theor­
etical frameworks is that Marxism has not constituted a 
unitary tradition. In fact it is remarkable how many sociolo­
gists thought their own notions of a neutral technology's re­
shaping work and class were confirming Marx's methods, 
while refuting his theoretical conclusions. An example is 
provided by the US sociologist, Mayer 'The proletariat has 
not absorbed the middle class but rather the other way 
round ... In the sense that class structure here described 
reflects modem technology, it vindicates the Marxist thesis 
that social organisation is "determined" by technological 
forces' (quoted in Goldthorpe, Lockwood et al., 1968: 9). 

Goldthorpe and Lockwood themselves refer to 'The Marx­
ist claim that the development of the forces of production is 
the ultimate determinant of patterns of stratification' ( 1968: 
6). By renewing Marx's theory of the labour process, recent 
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writers have made it more difficult for such misconceptions 
to flourish. To enable an accurate comparison of theoretical 
traditions to be made, it is therefore necessary to trace the 
rise and fall of that original analysis. 



2 

Marx and the Idea of the 
Labour Process 

In modern studies of work, concepts such as deskilling, 
fragmentation and hierarchical control play a prominent 
part. Disconnected from and unrelated to an economic and 
historical context, they make little more than a fleeting, 
descriptive sense. Marx's writings, particularly in Capital, 
Volume One, provide such a framework. Marx argued in 
general terms about the nature of work relationships inside 
a capitalist mode of production. In addition he combined 
these theoretical categories with an attempt to chronicle 
the major changes in the economy and the labour process. 
To understand the latter, it is necessary to start with the 
general framework. 

The General Otaracter of the Labour Process 

Work has always been necessary to satisfy the various social 
needs that exist in human society. In production the purpose 
is to create goods that serve those needs, i.e. commodities 
that have a use value. Contact with human labour has been 
the only means of producing use values, yet as a totality a 
labour process is an activity between man and various com­
ponents of 'nature'. Marx therefore identified three simple 
elements of the labour process, independent of any particular 
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social formation: 

1. Purposeful activity of man, directed to work. 
2. The object on which the work is performed, in the form 

of natural or raw materials. 
3. The instruments of that work, most often tools or more 

complex technology. 

The latter two elements are referred to by Marx as the means 
of production. Taken all together, the components of the 
labour process form the general preconditions of all produc­
tion. Furthermore, it is made clear that the human and 
technical aspects of the labour process interpenetrate. This is 
indicated in Marx's famous analogy of the architect and the 
bee. Although the bee works in a complex and productive 
way, the architect consciously constructs the operation -
an exclusively human characteristic. Hence, 'Man not only 
effects a change of form in the materials of nature, he also 
realises his own purpose in those materials' (Marx, 1976: 284). 

Whether it is a skilled worker adapting tools for a new use, 
or employers organising the design of machinery for a par­
ticular goal, man is shaping the means of production. So 
when Marx makes the following comment he is not being 
technologically determinist: 'Instruments of labour not only 
supply a standard of the degree which human labour has 
obtained, but they also indicate the social relations in which 
men work' (Marx, 1976: 286). He is arguingthat technology, 
or any other productive force, embodies relationships between 
people. Technology in particular provides a manifestation 
of the relations between social classes. 

For instance, when capitalists began to bring together 
independent craftsmen in a workshop under their control, 
the nature of production changed, even when the same 
commodity was being introduced. The forms of co-opera­
tion and division of labour inevitably bore the imprint of 
capital in its search for greater productivity and profit. In 
tum, this affected the nature and uses of tools, machinery 
and the means of production in general. 

This analysis of the components and interrelationships 
of the labour process parallels Marx's general usage of the 
concept of forces and relations of production. Once again, 
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they are meant to be seen as mutually conditioning. Micro­
processor technology, for example, will quite clearly have 
a considerable effect on relations between workers and 
managers, between workers themselves, and indeed on life 
outside the factory in terms of leisure and family. Yet 
such technical innovation itself is a partial reflection of 
the existing social relations and struggles between labour 
and capital. Hence the numerous advertisements stressing 
that the new machines will not go on strike, get tired, become 
sick, or take time off to have a family. 

The effect industrial conflict can have on technical innova­
tion is one example of the way social relations themselves 
can be a productive force. Moreover, social relations do not 
have to be inside production to affect it. The sexual division 
of labour embodied in housework is part of the social rela­
tions necessary for efficient capitalist production, in that 
housework reproduces some of the conditions that enabled 
the 'labourer' to work. In summary, 'Production, then, is 
both a material and social process, an activity whereby 
people transform both their circumstances and themselves. 
Each of its facets, in Marx's view, conditions and constrains 
the other' (Corrigan, Ramsay and Sayer, 1978: 2). 

The Capitalist Labour Process 

The description of the labour process and its attendant con­
cepts does not make clear the conditions under which people 
work in particular socio-economic formations. The specific 
features of capitalism derive from the fact of the capitalist 
purchasing the various components of the labour process -
the means of production and labour power - setting one 
to work on the other. Marx used the term labour power, 
rather than simply work or worker, to indicate that the 
worker's physical and mental capabilities exist in a relationship 
to capital. The capacity to work is transformed into a means 
of producing value for the capitalist. 

The production of commodities with a use value is not the 
sole goal of the capitalist. He needs to exchange those com­
modities for a price greater in value than the costs incurred 
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in production. The process of production must therefore 
combine the labour process with the creation of value. Hence 
the labour process becomes inextricably linked to the 
struggle for profitable production. In purchasing its com­
ponents, the capitalist must not only provide the right 
materials, but seek to exert control over the conditions 
under which the speed, skill and dexterity of the worker 
operates. Hence, when Marx referred to the labour power of 
workers as van·able capital, it was not just an economic 
category. Only living labour could create value, and the sur­
plus varied according to 'the relative strengths of the com­
batants in the production process' (Nichols, 1980a: 35). 

To ensure profitability, it is vital that in the work of trans­
forming the product into a commodity for the market, no 
more time is consumed than is necessary under the given 
social conditions. As the old saying goes 'time is money', and 
labour time is the key question.1 It is not enough to create 
value that is an exact equivalent of the payment for labour 
power. Production must be extended into surplus value, 
which although created by labour power, becomes the legal 
property of the employer. The labour process becomes dis­
tinctively capitalist, therefore, when it is combined with what 
Marx called valorisation (the process of creating surplus value). 

However, as we shall see later, in the early period of 
industrialisation the specific character of the labour process 
was not greatly different from when the worker worked for 
himself. The capitalist had little choice but to take labour 
power - skills and the organisation of work - as he found it 
on the market. But there are still two new preliminary 
features. First, the work was under the control of the capi­
talist in general terms. Second, the product was his property 
and not that of the immediate producer. From this point 
the goal of capital became the subordination of labour on its 
own terms. Marx established a further conceptual framework 
to show how this was done. 2 When the labour process was 
first subsumed under the control of the capitalist, it involved 
only a formal subordination of labour: 

If changes occur in the traditionally established labour 
processes, after their takeover by capital, they are nothing 
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but the gradual consequences of that subsumption. The 
work may become more intensive, its duration may be 
extended, it may become more continuous or orderly 
under the eye of the interested capitalist, but, in themselves, 
these changes do not affect the character of the actual 
mode of working. 

(Marx, 1976: 1021) 

Lacking the means to increase the productivity of labour 
on a technological basis, economies could only be achieved 
through such methods such as increasing the length of the 
working day. A shift towards the real subordination of labour 
could only be ensured by a development of the productive 
forces, and introducing and using machinery, science, and the 
expanded scale of production associated with large-scale 
industry. As Marx said, 'With the real subordination of labour 
under capital, a complete (and constantly repeated) revolution 
takes place in the means of production, in the productivity 
of the worker and in the relations between workers and 
capitalists' ( 197 6: 1035 ). 

The search for a constant increase in profitability implies 
an equally constant search for reductions in cost price. As 
one nineteenth-century agreement between woollen unions 
and the Bradford Dyers Association stated, the union accepted 
'The right of the Association to organise its equipment and 
to regulate its labour with a view to the lowest cost of 
production' (quoted in Goodrich, 1975: 57). The application 
of science and technology to the production process became 
the major means of directing the labour power of workers 
on behalf of those who owned and ran the factories. These 
trends acted to deepen Marx's concept of alienation. Time 
and again in Capital he describes the social relations of 
alienated work and their destructive effects on the worker. 
For example: 

In this process, then, the social character of their labour 
comes to confront the workers, so to speak in a capitalised 
form: thus machinery is an instance of the way in which 
the visible products of labour take on the appearance of 
its masters. The same transformation may be observed in 
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the forces of nature and science ... they too confront 
the worker as the powers of capital. They become separated 
effectively from the skill and knowledge of the individual 
worker. 

(Marx, 1976: 1055) 

Furthermore, the new situation in the 'modem' factory 
allowed employers to develop much more effective and 
sophisticated methods of increasing the intens£ty of labour, 
rather than its mere duration.s Marx's analysis of the factors 
governing the capitalist labour process still remained on a 
relatively abstract level. However, he also produced a parallel 
and more empirically rooted explanation of the historical 
development of changes in working methods and relation­
ships.4 

From the workshop to large-scale £ndustry 
The first factories in Britain appeared in industries developing 
in the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries. Often these 
pioneering establishments were based on large-scale workshops 
that had replaced the domestic unit, for instance in woollen 
manufacture. At this stage there was more emphasis on 
reorganising work than on mechanising it. Mechanised 
factories and the beginnings of assembly-line production 
needed further technological and economic change, and 
this was not to reach its peak until the heyday of the factory 
system in the mid-nineteenth century. 

The features of such changes were identified by Marx as 
constituting particular stages in the development of the 
labour process, from co-operat£on, to manufacture and then 
to large-scale £ndustry. Combining his economic theory with 
reference to contemporary records like the Reports of Factory 
Inspectors, Marx was able to reveal the transformations taking 
place in skills, forms of authority and work o,rganisation. 
Using other historical documentation, notably the fine collec­
tion gathered by Maxine Berg,5 both the practice and con­
cepts connected with these transformations can be established. 

Co-operation refers to a form of labour in which workers 
were brought together in the same or connected processes, 
and the means of production were concentrated in the hands 
of an individual capitalist. The fact that production is then 
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based on the 'plan' of the employer establishes a capital 
relation. In this context the directing authority becomes a 
function of capital rather than the artisan or 'little master' 
of the workshop. Naturally that plan came up against the 
existing skills, power and rewards of the workforce. Thus 
in creating the beginnings of an industrial army, a command 
structure founded on despotic authority was required by 
capital. 

Nevertheless, the period of co-operation only established 
these relations in primitive form, acting to pave the way for 
the emergence of manufacture and large-scale agriculture. 
In the early period of the industrial revolution employers 
relied heavily on handicraft and domestic production. There­
fore machinery and division of tasks were insignificant, and 
in spite of despotic authority, the real power of capital over 
labour tended to be limited by the means at its disposal 
to subordinate the worker. The movement from the cottage 
to the workshop was aimed at changing this situation. Lacking 
the technical means of control, the employers' purpose was 
to establish direct authority over work. This could not exist 
while domestic production - based on sub-contracting or the 
'putting out' system - persisted. As Friedman notes with 
regard to the silk ribbon-weaving industry, 'A great advantage 
of the trade from the weavers' point of view was the degree 
of direct control they exercised over their hours and pace 
of work' (1977a: 152). Marglin's (1976) research on the 
origins of management shows that the shift from cottage to 
workshop and then factory was not only a result of techno­
logical efficiency. Employers directed their efforts at ending 
the internal contradictions of the 'putting out' system with 
respect to control, using the discipline and supervision of 
the workshop to reduce costs. 

The division of labour 
Having established the workshop, capital needed to extend 
its capacity to control and cheapen those costs. As the pace 
of industrialisation quickened, hand technology became 
more prominent, but this still rested largely on the skill and 
strength of the worker. Employers' attention turned to the 
possibilities surrounding the division of labour, i.e. attempting 



Marx and the Idea of the Labour Process 45 

to combine handicrafts under one roof, or splitting the 
tasks into partial operations. Leading political economists 
like Adam Smith and Charles Babbage were extolling the 
benefits of increased productivity and the perfection of 
methods using these techniques. 

Recognising this, Marx argued that this period (roughly 
1550-1770) constituted the phase of manufacture, charac­
terised by the struggle to consolidate the division of labour. 
That division enabled capitalists' authority to be extended, 
and combined with the external competitive market forces 
to constrain workers' power. This led Marx to make his well 
known comment that 'anarchy in the social division of labour 
and despotism in the manufacturing division of labour 
mutually condition each other' (1976: 477). In production 
itself, discipline was backed by other forms of coercion: 
'Elaborate and severe systems or fines were imposed by 
employers on workers who arrived late of left early, and for 
faulty work' (Friedman, 1977a: 87). Attention was directed 
particularly to attack the old guilds which tended to restrict 
the number of journeymen and apprentices that could be 
employed. 

In terms of the effects of the manufacturing division of 
labour on workers, two major features should be noted. A 
hierarchy is created based on skill, training and wages, in­
cluding a substantial class of unskilled labourers. Further­
more, work itself begins to be revolutionised, resulting in a 
much greater specialisation of tasks that subordinates the 
knowledge, judgement and will of the worker. The economist 
Ferguson commented: 'Manufactures, accordingly, prosper 
most where the mind is least consulted and where the work­
shop ... may be considered as an engine, the parts of which 
are men' (quoted in Marx, 19 76: 483). It was this combination 
of specialisms that led Marx to use the concept of collective 
worker to describe the interdependent organisation of labour 
prior to the use of extensive machinery. 

The systematic organisation of labour within the shop 
structure was, as historian Eric Roll noted, a transition 
between handicraft production and modem mass production. 
Fitters, for example, in the early days of the nineteenth 
century were still highly skilled craftsmen using complex 
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manual skills backed by a degree of technical knowledge. 
But subdivision took place, systematising fitting work so 
that 'To each fitter or group of fitters only one article or 
group of similar articles were assigned' (quoted in Berg, 
1979: 33) 

At the time, these changes were best theorised by Charles 
Babbage, who echoed later themes of 'scientific management' 
when he emphasised the advantages of dividing tasks between 
and within mental and manual labour; each part of the process, 
having been separated, was then cheaper. He envisaged three 
'classes' involved in the production process. The entrepreneur 
and his technical aides would design the machinery, operative 
engineers would execute their plans based on a partial know­
ledge of the processes, while 'a multitude of other persons, 
possessed of a lower degree of skill, must be employed in 
using them' (quoted in Berg, 1979: 50). 

Once again, however, the reduction in skill and control of 
the workforce is relative to the period: 'Since hand skill is 
the foundation of manufacture and since the mechanism of 
manufacture possesses no objective framework which would 
be independent of the workers themselves, capital is con­
stantly impelled to wrestle with the subordination of the 
workers' (Marx, 1976: 489). Indeed, there was considerable 
resistance to the deskilling involved in the division of labour. 
Workers responded to the dilution of their skills by forming 
exclusive craft unions, taking up issues ranging from the 
length of the working day, fighting against speed-up and job 
loss as a result of mechanisation, and falling piece rates. The 
forms of organisation reflected the hierarchy oflabour powers: 
they excluded the unskilled, women and children. When 
machinery was introduced, it was often opposed, sometimes 
through calls for taxation on the machines, and in some cases 
-for instance the agricultural 'Swing' riots- by machine­
smashing.6 

Mechanisation and its effects 
The more perceptive of the defenders of the factory system 
recognised that the strength of worker resistance was rooted 
in the existing nature of the labour process. In his Philosophy 
of Manufactures, Andrew Ure attacked those like Babbage 
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who believed that the division of labour was sufficient to 
ensure capitalist control. Only the introduction of the self­
regulating power of machinery could succeed in 'training 
human beings to renounce their desultory habits of work, 
and to identify themselves with the unvarying regularity 
of the complex automaton' (quoted in Berg, 1979: 66). 
Employees would become 'factory hands' instead of the 
'cunning workman', prone to 'irregularities of many kinds'. 
He accurately noted that: 'The principle of the factory 
system then is, to substitute mechanical science for hand 
skill, and the partition of a process into its essential con­
stituents ... skilled labour gets progressively superseded, and 
will, eventually, be replaced by mere overlookers of machines' 
(quoted in Berg, 1979: 67). 

Marx used the views of commentators like Ure in support 
of his distinction between manufacture, and large-scale 
industry, with a labour process transformed by the uses of 
science and machinery in pursuit of cheapening labour and 
increasing surplus value. Although Marx's distinction between 
the phases of the labour process were not entirely accurate, 
as we shall see later, the period of the mid-nineteenth century 
closely approximated to most of the features of modem 
industry that he identified. 

Where Marx differed from the political economists on 
whom he drew for numerous examples was in the conceptual 
framework for understanding the transformation of the 
labour process in modern industry. Indeed, although 'modern' 
was intended to refer to the second half of the nineteenth 
century, much of the debate has considerable relevance to 
understanding the nature of work today. Despite Ure's refer­
ence to 'the union of capital and science, to reduce the task 
... of work people to the exercise of vigilance and dexterity' 
(quoted in Berg, 1979: 67), he and other political economists 
asserted that science and machinery were independent forces, 
determining the future development of production on the 
basis of technical necessity and efficiency in the common 
interest of capital and labour. 

Machines were regarded as neutral and held to determine 
human relations. Marx quoted Ure to the effect that: 'In 
these spacious halls the benignant power of steam summons 
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around him his myriads of willing menials' (Marx,1976: 545). 
It was both pointless and harmful for those 'menials' to resist 
the nature and impact of technology. The Society for the 
Diffusion of Useful Knowledge argued to workers that: 'The 
word Machine seems to convey to your minds some contri­
vance necessarily attended with mischief to the Poor, whereas, 
in truth, the word Machine means the same as tool or instru­
ment' (quoted in Berg, 1979: 73). Furthermore, it was held 
that value was a result of capital and science being applied 
to production, causing the radical economist Thomas Hodg­
skin to comment: 'By the common mode of speaking, the 
productive power of this skill is attributed to its visible 
products, the instruments, the mere owners of which, who 
neither make nor use them, imagine themselves to be very 
productive persons' (quoted in Berg, 1979: 81). 

It was these attitudes that Marx attacked as fetishism, 
whereby social relations involving people are represented as 
relations between unalterable things. These representations 
are not a sleight of hand; they reflect people's actual ex­
perience of work. Although commodity production is based 
on definite relations of ownership and exploitation, this is 
hidden by the workings of the market whose characteristics 
appear natural and inevitable. The detachment of the social 
nature of labour from the conditions that produced it is also 
reflected in the appearance of technology as an external and 
unalterable power over workers. But, contrary to the view 
that the productive forces were untouched by capitalist 
social relations, Marx commented that: 'It would be possible 
to write a whole history of the inventions made since 1830 
for the sole purpose of providing capital with weapons against 
working class revolt' (Marx, 1976: 563). He gives numerous 
examples of the origins of machinery, in particular various 
self-acting tools, in the service of capital. Such was admitted 
by many employers' spokesmen. For example, hand tools 
were usually designed for the immediate user, like the hand 
mule of Crompton. In contrast the impetus for the develop­
ment of the self-acting mule came from the cotton industry 
employers in an effort to undermine workers' organisation. 
Ure stated that this situation 'naturally led to an anxious 
desire on the part of the proprietors of cotton-mills, that 
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some means should be devised to enable them to dispense 
with the labour of the "spinners"' (quoted in Council for 
Science and Society, 1981: 16). 

Only with this generalised mechanisation, notably the 
creation of machines by machines, did large-scale industry 
develop an adequate technical basis for the further expansion 
of labour productivity. The workforce experienced a number 
of immediate effects of machine production, many of which 
profoundly altered the form and content of their work. 
Although new 'perpetual motion' machinery presented the 
opportunity of prolonging the working day, legal and trade 
union resistance accelerated a growing trend towards intensi­
fication of labour. Furthermore, given the physical repetitive­
ness of tasks, extending the duration of work would eventually 
become incompatible with increased intensity. Methods to 
ensure the latter included speed-up, piecework payment and 
improvements in machine operation. 

The other major effect was a further reduction in skills. A 
leading industrialist stated that in the interests of factory 
discipline it was necessary to 'make machines of men as 
cannot err'. 7 While this overstated the possibilities, there 
were a number of clear examples of the trend. With the use 
of labour-saving, hydraulic riveting machines in boilermaking, 
one skilled worker was able to do the work of nine craftsmen, 
with eight unskilled labourers or boys taking their place. 

A similar combination of displacement of labour and de­
skilling took place in engineering. James Nasmyth, one of the 
leading industrialists in this sector, gave testimony that he 
had reduced 1,500 of the workers in his employ by such 
means, commenting: 'All that the mechanic has to do now, 
and which any boy or lad of 14 or 15 is quite able to do, is 
to sharpen his tool, place it in the machine in connexion with 
the work, and set on the self-acting motion, and then nine­
tenths of his time is spent in mere superintendence' (quoted 
in Berg, 1979: 156). 

Industrialists and economists, however, talked of the 
introduction of machinery as elevating the intellect and doing 
away with the monotony of toil. Like similar references 
today to automated plant, this tends to confuse the reduction 
of hard, physical labour with gains in skill and intelligence: 
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Fifty years ago there existed a class of engineers known as 
millwrights, who, so far as regarded scientific knowledge 
were no doubt quite uneducated, but who were neverthe­
less, men of great intelligence, whose work-boxes contained 
the tools of nearly every trade, and who could handle 
these tools with skill and dexterity. Before the days of 
easy communication, they used to be sent to great distances 
in charge of works both extensive and intricate, and 
generally executed them with a thoroughness and intelli­
gence that left nothing to be desired. Through the sub­
division of labour, however, this class of highly skilled 
mechanics has become well-nigh extinct.8 

Part of this sub-division therefore involved an increasing 
separation between the mental and manual aspects of labour. 
As early as 1824, William Thompson noted that: 'The man 
of knowledge and the productive labourer come to be widely 
divided from each other' (quoted in Rosenberg, 1981: 22). 
Hence the often repeated refrain from management and 
workers alike that they are paid to work, not to think. 

It follows that these conditions extend the progressive 
alienation of the productive process from the worker: 

In the factory we have lifeless mechanism which is inde­
pendent of the workers, who are incorporated into it as 
its living appendages ... By means of its conversion into 
an automaton, the instrument of labour confronts the 
labourer, during the labour process, in the shape of capital, 
of dead labour, that dominates and pumps dry, living 
labour-power. 

(Marx, 1976: 548)9 

Because workers are no longer responsible for parts of the 
living mechanisms of work, the control and supervision over 
them, which Marx called factory despotism, also increase 
correspondingly. This brings back into focus the concept of 
the real subordination of labour, which can only become a 
reality at this stage of development of the labour process. 

The other major focus of Marx concerning the effects of 
changes in this period was directed towards the composition 
of the workforce. Instead of the hierarchy of specialised 
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workers in the period of manufacture, the new conditions 
tend to equalz"se types of work through the process of deskill­
ing and homogenisation of tasks. One consequence of the 
resulting greater potential for interchangeability was the 
employment of more women and children as the factory 
system expanded and machine work replaced heavy physical 
labour. Often, they would be used to undercut and dilute the 
skill of the existing workforce. 

Even where a direct replacement was absent, women 
tended to work in formerly male preserves that had already 
been degraded in terms of skills and rewards: such as the case 
when women became the predominant part of the labour 
force in cigar making, being used to strip, sort and pact the 
tobacco (Oakeshott, 1979). Nonetheless, it should be noted 
that the work still involved a five-year apprenticeship, and 
there were elements remaining of complex and skilled tasks. 

Within the trend towards homogenisation of labour, Marx 
still recognised divisions. First of all, the concept was meant 
to refer primarily to workers engaged in forms of machine­
minding, not to all categories. For instance, it was clear that 
a minority of workers still belonged to a craft category, 
employed in satellite positions to the labour process. Joiners, 
fitters and mechanics came into this category, and despite 
being largely peripheral to the process of production, remained 
in part, scientifically educated. In addition there were div­
isions of authority embodied in distinctions between head 
workers and assistants, and of function between machine 
workers and attendants. 

It was clear that Marx believed the above changes in work 
completed the trend towards the collective worker. Capital, 
having separated workers from their own subjective forms 
of co-operation and initiative, creates an objective socialisa­
tion of labour. 10 That is, workers are combined together in 
association by the machine system, work only taking place 
in a large-scale collective labour process existing as an objec­
tive reality prior to the entry into work. The use of the con­
cept was not meant to imply that the capitalist organisation 
of work was to be regarded in a favourable or neutral light. 
Rather, its necessarily collective and partly interchangeable 
character raises the possibility, once freed of capitalist rela-
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tions of producton, of a co-operative labour process in a 
socialist society. This process would be dominated by the as­
sociated producers themselves, allowing individual talent, 
freed from narrow specialisms, to flourish. 

Finally in this section, a comment is necessary about the 
concept of 'real subordination of labour', the intention of 
which is not to dismiss the importance of worker resistance 
and struggles. Indeed, Marx deals at length with 'the struggle 
between worker and machine' .11 He pointed out that there 
had been a long tradition of opposition to machinery per se 
before workers learned to distinguish between an under­
standable Luddism and the form and use of the instruments 
of labour by capital. 

Workers' struggles were directed to issues of wages and 
hours, but also to the dilution of skills and the control of 
working conditions. An example of the latter were attempts 
by engineers to 'throttle' the use of machinery, restricting 
its use as a device to save labour and speed up work. The 
political economist, F. W. Hirst, commented: 'The masters 
have fought far more against interferences in regard to 
machinery and the claim of trade unionist officials to "boss" 
their workshops than against the demand for an eight hours 
day' (quoted in Berg, 1979: 201). 

The concept of real subordination was therefore meant to 
indicate the new and more powerful mechanisms for control 
embodied in this stage of the labour process. Capital was 
given a greater opportunity to appropriate 'the knowledge 
required to design and enforce the way in which each indi­
vidual .worker functions as a appendage to the machine' 
(Brighton Labour Process Group, 1977: 12). But the thrust 
for control was always tempered by worker resistance, modi­
fying and multiplying the variety of means used to subor­
dinate labour. This example indicates some of the problems 
of how to understand the interpretation and use of Marx's 
concepts, and this is one of the themes of the following sec­
tion. 

Theory and Reality: a Reflection 

The changes in technology and work organisation, which 
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Marx linked to specific periods of 'manufacture' and 'modern 
industry', were not in practice so clearly separable. Berg 
(1979) argues that they were actually overlapping and inte­
grated processes. Nor was the transition between the periods 
solely that result of technical transformations. Generalised 
economic expansion and the results of an increased scale of 
production were also influential. Kumar (1978) goes further. 
Using historical studies, he points out that Britain was an 
industrial society more in intent than accomplishment. 12 

Substantial numbers of people were still employed in agricul­
ture and domestic service. Some factories were little more 
than glorified workshops. 

Marx and the political economists were writing about 
economic and technological trends, sometimes without ac­
knowledging their often embryonic and contradictory fea­
tures. Marx had described the period of manufacture as being 
characterised by the division of labour and hand technology, 
yet the early forms of machinery required new specialisms 
and skills in engineering and metals. Similarly, although. 
modern industry did include considerable deskilling, new 
skills were created in a double-edged process, even if they 
became subject to the same changes at a later stage. 

Methods of work organisation from the early or even pre­
capitalist periods sometimes survived in later circumstances. 
There were still artisans, and other skilled workers used in­
formal job practices and craft unionism to maintain their 
degree of work control, consequently limitinf changes in 
technology and labour process restructuring.1 Employers, 
too, sometimes avoided fully mechanised factory organisation 
of work. A minority continued to use 'outwork' or sub­
contracting. In the former case, although employed by 
capitalists, work was done at home by workers using craft 
methods. Sub-contracting involved employment becoming 
the responsibility of foremen or even of head skilled workers, 
who also arranged payment and methods of control and 
organisation (Littler, 1980; Dobb, 1963; Stone, 1973).14 

Such arrangements may have been a result of pre-industrial 
tradition, reinforced by workers' resistance to change, or 
a preferred form of control by employers, enabling them to 
avoid problems of manage'ment and labour organisation 



54 The Established Traditions 

(Salaman, 1981: 37). A case' in point is the shoemaking 
industry, which remained largely unmechanised in Britain 
despite the availability of American techniques. Though sub­
divided, the work was done in the homes of male workers, 
factories not becoming the norm until the last decade of the 
century. Workers' craft traditions and an economic return 
sufficient to satisfy the owners limited the pace of change. 15 

Even when the sewing machine was introduced, it was only 
the women who were taken into a factory framework; the 
main work was still done by men as a home industry. Further 
use of machinery did bring the sub-division inside the factory, 
although even then the editor of the Shoe and Leather Re­
cord noted that 'trade union tyranny prevents the machin­
ery being run to its full capacity',l 6 as workers sought to 
control and restrict output in order to protect their craft 
and their employment prospects. 

The sewing machine provides a link to another major 
example of an industry existing outside the factory system 
at its peak in the late nineteenth century: the sweated trades 
like dressmaking and tailoring done by women in the home 
or in small workshops. Like many of the new instruments of 
labour, the sewing machine made work lighter and required 
less physical hand labour, but it also replaced existing craft 
work. It enabled employers to expand the sweated system 
rapidly, based on a variety of sub-contracting arrangements 
(Alexander, 1975). 

Marx recognised the coexistence of such domestic indus­
tries, but overestimated the tendency to convert them rapidly 
with other types of manufacture and handicrafts into the 
factory system. 17 Not only is this an instance of a failure to 
grasp the variety and pace of change in labour processes, but 
it also indicates the limits of the concept of homogenisatipn 
of the workforce. When writing of the tendency in modem 
industry to equalise machine work, Marx argued that 'in 
place of the artificially produced distinctions between the 
specialised workers, it is natural differences of age and sex 
that predominate' (Marx, 1976: 545). 

But there was nothing natural about the sweated system 
being based, on female labour that was degraded, unorganised 
and underpaid. The construction of the labour process re-
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fleeted the wider social division of labour and sexual hier­
archies. Furthermore, the displacement of women workers 
into the reserve army of labour, identified by Marx as an 
important feature of the development of capitalism, was also 
closely linked to the pre-existing sexual division of labour. 
Once again, this was insufficiently recognised} 8 

As the nineteenth century drew to a close, international 
competition from newly industrialising countries like Ger­
many and the USA did give an added impetus to the exten­
sion of mechanisation and other features of modern industry. 
Pockets of hand technology in printing, shoemaking and 
other industries were eliminated, while new machinery allowed 
employers to attack the power of skilled workers in the 
already mechanised industries such as engineering. Even in 
these instances, however, qualifications need to be made. Berg 
notes, for example, that in the transition from wood to iron 
shipbuilding, the new, heavily capitalised industry actually 
expanded, the number of skilled crafts in the production 
process.19 

Aside from the features of the labour process directly 
connected with technology and work organisation, methods 
of control were also more varied than allowed for in the 
concept of factory despotism. While the extension of techni­
cal and bureaucratic means to subordinate labour is not in 
doubt, this still left considerable room for different 'control 
strategies'. We have already seen how direct control was 
precluded by sub-contracting and outwork in some circum­
stances. But even in the mature factory system no systematic 
theory and practice of management existed. Therefore new 
forms of control were inevitably slow, uneven and subject 
to struggle, particularly with skilled workers (Littler, 1980). 
Nor can the techniques for control be easily located in specific 
periods of labour process development. 

In addition, there is another dimension to control that the 
despotism concept tends to hide or underplay. This is what 
Burawoy refers to as securing control and profitability 
through organising the consent of workers inside the relations 
of production. 20 Even in the nineteenth century, mechanisms 
for creating consent ran parallel with coercive measures 
connected with increasing the intensity to work. Part of this 
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process was the creation of a new breed of workers appropriate 
to the discipline of the factory system. A number of historians 
have shown how this necessitated an emphasis on transforming 
the workers' character, both inside and outside the work­
place (Pollard, 1965; Thompson, 1967): 

The widespread concern with sexual morals, drinking habits, 
religious attitudes, bad language and thrift was an attempt 
on the one hand to destroy pre-industrial habits and 
moralities, and on the other to inculcate attitudes of 
obedience towards factory regulations, punctuality, re­
sponsibility with materials and so on. 

(Salaman, 1981: 31) 

Marx was not alone in underestimating the variety of pro­
cesses involved in industrialisation. As Kumar (1978) points 
out, sociologists and political economists necessarily had to 
try and treat the changes taking place as if they were part of 
a clear system, so that the main features could be identified. 
He adds that: 'It was not until the coming of systematic 
"scientific management" at the turn of the century, sym­
bolised by the organisation of the assembly line, that one 
could truly say that industrialism had arrived in the factory' 
(Kumar, 1978: 135).21 

What was remarkable about Marx's analysis was just how 
many of the trends he identified came to figure so prominently 
in future developments. The legacy he left was not a complete 
body of theory without flaws, but rather a series of con­
ceptual tools with which to unlock the problems of the 
changing nature of work. While it is impossible to ~nderstand 
or completely separate these concepts from a framework of 
economic theory concerning the functioning of capitalism as 
a system, it is possible to identify a number of tendencies in 
capitalist production which in themselves constitute a distinct 
body of labour process theory .22 

The greatest advantage Marx held was that of refusing to 
accept things as they appeared, accusing the political econo­
mists such as Adam Smith of taking 'the conditions of the 
existing system of production for the necessary conditions 
of production in general' (Weiss, 1976: 108). Consequently 
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the critique of fetishised attitudes to work relationships lies at 
the heart of the analysis. This enabled a clear distinction to 
be drawn between an inevitable differentiation of functions 
and a specifically capitalist division of labour. 

This division of labour did not exist because of its techni­
cal superiority. As was indicated earlier, 'The social function 
of hierarchical work is not technical efficiency, but accumu­
lation' (Marglin, 1976: 14). Furthermore, there is a number 
of potential ways in which the 'efficiency' of a production 
process can be achieved (Gordon, 1976). For capital, the 
labour process must be organised so as to ensure profitability 
and the reproduction of the class relations necessary for its 
domination. 2 3 

On this basis, Marxian analysis is able to make a critique of 
the social character of technology and science, emphasising 
the distinction and interaction between the forces and rela­
tions of production. In contrast to the conventional vision of 
a neutral technology determining the nature of production, 
its social construction is located inside class relations and 
their antagonisms. 24 The capitalist labour process is therefore 
subject to a number of identifiable tendencies, whose central 
features are deskilling, fragmentation of tasks, hierarchical 
organisation, the division between manual and mental work, 
and the struggle to establish the most effective means to 
control labour. 

It must be stressed, however, that they are trends and not 
finished processes. Each aspect can take a variety of historically 
relative forms. For instance, a previous example was given of 
the erosion of craft skills in the nineteenth century. But this 
dilution was relative to the skills and mechanical means 
available. Four decades later, as the US sociologists Warner 
and Lowe (1947) were able to show, the shoe industry was 
once again subject to a cycle of deskilling as mass production 
took root in the industry. 

Taking into consideration the points made in this reflection, 
it is clear that Marx's analysis of the capitalist labour process 
needs to be constantly reviewed and renewed in new con­
ditions. This is the theme of Chapter 3 and the debates that 
follow it. But before this is examined it is necessary to trace 
briefly the trajectory of tht Marxist understanding of work 
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between the original formulations and recent additions. For 
as Braverman points out, such a renewal did not take place: 
'Neither the changes in the productive processes throughout 
this century of capitalism and monopoly capitalism, nor the 
changes in the occupational and industrial structure have 
been subject to any comprehensive Marxist analysis since 
Marx's death' (1974: 9). 

One Step Backwards: Explaining the Drift from the Labour 
Process 

Marxist analysis inexorably drifted away from a concern with 
the labour process. A full explanation of these events would 
require a history of Marxism and working-class movements. 25 

However, two major tendencies can be identified as having 
profoundly affected Marxist theory in relation to work. 

Politics and the workplace 
Although the labour process was central to Marx's theories, 
he was writing in an era when class struggle in industry was 
only beginning to take shape. Naturally, the early trade 
unions were focal points. Marx described them as organising 
centres, political movements and even as schools for socialism 
(Lozovsky, 1935). In the context of the whole Marxist tradi­
tion this was in the 'optimistic camp' regarding the limits and 
possibilities of trade union action (Hyman, 1971). More 
importantly, such optimism was not based on any viable 
theoretical and strategical framework. Marx failed to reconcile 
adequately his analysis of the transformation of work, and 
the form and content of workers' struggles. As Burawoy 
accurately comments, 'In his later study of the dynamics 
of the capitalist mode of production, politics only appeared 
as an external and unexplained given' (1981: 85). 

The separation of the spheres of politics and economics, 
or factory and state, continued to bedevil the development 
of a proper politics of production. In its place the socialist 
movement established an institutional boundary between 
political activity and trade unionism. This division was 
partly a genuine reflection of the existing interrelations 
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between capital, the state and the working class. The role 
of the state was largely to provide a political and legal basis 
for the socio-economic structure. Compared with today, there 
was little intervention in the economy, except in crises like 
the 1926 General Strike. Inevitably this encouraged the view 
that the workplace was a separate sphere whose struggles 
were restricted to relations between particular employers and 
workers. 

Politics, for the reformist wing of socialism -like the 
British Labour Party and the German Socialist Party (SPD) -
was regarded as the evolutionary conquest of parliamentary 
power. For the revolutionary wing led by Lenin and the 
Bolsheviks, the emphasis was on the necessity to challenge 
and overthrow the state itself. But while there were differences 
about the degree of support for militant mass action, both 
wings accepted trade unionism as a necessary and restricted 
'politics' of the workplace. Lenin was insistent that only 
trade union consciousness could develop from within the 
labour process; socialist consciousness arose from the relations 
between all classes, the state and government. 

Trade unionism comes in a variety of forms and ideologies, 
but its essence is the bargain between capital and labour over 
the terms of the sale of labour power. Historically it has 
tended to accept the existence of the division of labour, the 
nature of work and wage labour under capitalism in its prac­
tices, if not in its philosophies and constitutions. These 
questions have normally been the province of informal 
activity and unofficial shop-floor organisation. Friedman 
suggests that as a consequence of following Lenin's separation 
of categories, Marxism has failed to give due recognition to 
the importance of worker resistance as 'an extremely power­
ful and growing force in the development of the capitalist 
mode of production' (1977b: 44). 

Goodrich's classic 1920 study of workshop politics (re­
published in 19 7 5) showed how workers countered managerial 
power by extending their own 'frontiers of control' with 
respect to organisation of work, changes in technology, 
and methods of payment. Demands for workers' control 
were an extension of the degree of job control already exer­
cised. But the official so6alist movements showed little 
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interest and sometimes active hostility, leaving such issues to 
syndicalists and others. 26 

As trade unionism and the working-class parties became 
more widely established, particularly after the Second World 
War, the failure to integrate a politics of production was con­
solidated. As Braverman notes, 'This labor movement formed 
the immediate environment of Marxism, and Marxists were in 
varying degrees compelled to adapt to it' (1974: 10), the 
critique of capitalism as a mode of production gradually 
giving way to one merely at the level of distribution. That 
adaptation led to an increased focus on intra-union pre­
occupations. If problems were seen in trade unionism, they 
were predominantly associated with the existence of con­
servative bureaucracies and the perennial 'betrayals' of 
leaderships, as noted by Lane (1974). 

A number of Marxist writers did begin to chronicle the 
important changes in workplace organisation and conscious­
ness. Particularly highlighted were the increased incorporation 
of unions and the growth and contradictions of the shop 
stewards movement and of unofficial organisation and 
activity (Beynon, 1973; Lane, 1974; Hyman, 1974, 1975; 
Clarke and Clements, 1977).27 But until recently changes 
in the content of work and the interconnected changes in 
class composition and ideology were still relatively uncharted 
territory. 

Already existing socialism 
The experience of forms of 'socialism' has also had a major 
effect in determining the absence of an effective politics of 
production. This can most clearly be seen with respect to 
the Soviet Union. It has become a commonplace among 
sociologists and radical critics alike to note the Bolshevik 
admiration of Taylorism and use of capitalist technology. 
Lenin saw Taylorism as a 'great scientific achievement' in 
'elaborating the correct methods of work', and as a necessary 
component of modernising the Soviet Union. 

He was not wholly uncritical, however. Lenin acknowledged 
the role of Taylorism in increasing exploitation, but believed 
that by improving productivity of labour under socialism, 
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workers would be freed to take a greater part in the running 
of society and state (Linhart, 1976). However, the exclusion 
of critical evaluation of social relations in the factory was to 
have major theoretical and practical consequences. Not only 
did it result in a failure to transform methods of work and 
relations between mental and manual labour; it also in­
evitably fed other trends such as the decline of factory com­
mittees, the erosion of workers' control and their replacement 
by one-man management (Goodey, 1974). Indeed, there was 
a link between the Leninist view of the working class as only 
capable of trade union consciousness, and a parallel con­
ception of a labour process guided by experts (Claudin­
Urondo, 1977). These ideas of the labour process were also 
linked to a particular and limited view of the transition to 
socialism. 

It was basic to Marxism that a high level of productive 
forces was the essential basis for socialism. Ultimately 
socialism had to be based on abundance and freedom from 
want. But these productive forces had come to be seen as 
neutral, that is, reliant on production techniques developed 
under capitalism. In tum this was linked to a reproduction 
of existing models of industrialisation that were uncritical 
of the necessity and features of large-scale enterprise. These 
views were held not only by Lenin, but by Trotsky, Stalin 
and much of the international socialist movement (see Corri­
gan, Ramsay and Sayer, 1978).28 Trotsky expressed the 
'technicist' view perfectly when he said: 'Soviet forms of 
property on a basis of the most modem forms of American 
technique transplanted into all forms of economic life -
that indeed would be the first stage of socialism' (quoted 
in Thompson and Lewis, 1977: 36). 

Yet this limited view of socialism and the possibilities of 
transforming work were backed up by reference to Marx; 
notably to his thesis that the development of the forces of 
production stand in ever greater contradiction to the social 
relations of production in capitalist society. In a broad sense 
this is unexceptional. The technical and economic means and 
skills already exist as a potential basis for satisfying the needs 
of the mass of people. Yet their effective use is held back by 
the private character of their appropriation for profit. But as 
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one set of critics noted, 'What is' at issue is what the "produc­
tive forces" are, and what is involved in "developing" them' 
(Corrigan, Ramsay and Sayer, 1978: 30). The Bolsheviks and 
others took the concept of productive forces in isolation 
from Marx's critical analysis of social production (Colletti, 
1972).29 Yet if as Marx argues, the means of production 
indicate the social relations within which people work, the 
working class cannot merely appropriate them for itself. 
Workers will have to transform the technology and authority 
relations which embody their own subordination (Gorz, 
1976a). 

Inevitably this unfortunate legacy has shaped the 'official 
Marxism' of modem Eastern European societies.30 Take this 
gem on the Soviet economy from a leading Russian theoreti­
cian: 'Machine technology does not divide people, on the 
contrary, it unites them in collective labour and teaches them 
to work together, teaches them discipline, collectivism ... In 
that sense the technology of large scale machine production 
serves as the material basis for the establishment and develop­
ment of socialist ownership' (Sukharevsky, 1974: 46). He 
goes on to say that the attitudes of workers in socialist 
factories are different because they are working for themselves, 
even when working the same type of machinery. No recog­
nition is given to technology and work organisation em­
bodying social relations, or to the fact that alienation concerns 
the separation of skill and knowledge from the worker, in 
addition to non-ownership. Contemporary accounts from 
inside Eastern Europe of actual work experience indicate that 
it differs little from the West with respect to hierarchy, divi­
sion of labour and payment systems (Harastzi, 1977; Bahro, 
1978).31 

With existing socialism becoming identified solely with 
nationalised property relations and state planning, and 
measuring its progress by how much it can 'catch up with the 
capitalist world', it is easier to understand why many Western 
sociologists have come to regard Marxism in the technicist 
manner described at the end of the last chapter.32 The course 
of events in Eastern Europe have appeared to confirm the 
prominent view that there is an inevitable convergence of 
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industrial societies into a single type. Yet this ignores the 
real historical processes and ideas that shaped those societies. 
Furthermore, they are not of the same type, as the more 
detailed examination in Chapter 8 of the nature of work in 
Eastern Europe will show. 

Conclusion 
The result of our experiences of the dominant trade union 
and socialist practices has been that a critical perspective on 
the labour process was lost, other than generalities about 
class and alienation: 'Marxist theory between the wars almost 
entirely ignored the internal evolution of the world of work' 
(Mallet, 1975: 18). The trade union and labour movements 
were thus deprived of the theoretical resources to make sense 
of technological and other factors, as is illustrated by a state­
ment made by a leading member of the technical section of 
the Associated Union of Engineering Workers at a conference 
on new technology: 

When you are on the shop floor in other countries, you 
cannot tell whether you are in this country, the States, the 
Soviet Union, Czechoslovakia, or Hungary, because the 
production lines all look the same. Basically they are 
working with the same kind of equipment. In some of the 
socialist countries the equipment is more advanced. But 
you come to the conclusion that our production is socialist. 
We do it together. We know how to do it. What we have 
not learned is how to socially distribute the profits that are 
made out of it. 

(TASS/NDC, 1979: 20) 

It follows that any rediscovery of the labour process is also a 
reaction to existing Marxist theory. Not all theoretical develop­
ments followed the above path. But when orthodoxy was 
departed from in the post-war period, it was unfortunately 
often also away from a concern with work.ss For example, 
in the early writings of Gorz (1965) and of Marcuse (1964), 
some of the assumptions of social science were implicitly 
shared, particularly the declining centrality of work and 
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production-based classes. For Gorz, alienation was seen as 
being located increasingly in consumption, while Marcuse 
looked towards students and youth for the future source of 
social change. Nevertheless, events were soon to change many 
of these assumptions, returning us to the workplace. 



PART TWO 

The Contemporary 
Debates 



3 

Braverman and the 
Re-discovery of the 
Labour Process 

After the long and largely barren period when work became a 
forgotten issue, studies of the labour process have blossomed 
to such an extent that they constitute a growth industry in 
themselves. The major research of Braverman (1974), Fried­
man (1977a), Edwards (1979) and Burawoy (1979) concerning 
the development of the capitalist labour process as a whole 
has stimulated, and coexists with, studies of particular issues 
or industries (Gorz, 1976a; Zimbalist, 1979; Berg, 1979; 
Nichols, 1980a; Levidow and Young, 1981; Wood, 1982).1 

This research did not develop in a vacuum. Both theoretical 
and practical pressures developed to challenge the drift from 
the labour process. It became increasingly apparent that post­
war capitalist development had created significantly new 
conditions for the nature of work and for class formation. 
This chapter begins by making clear some of the most impor­
tant precursors to the emergence of labour process perspec­
tives. The bulk of it, however, is an examination of what 
many regard as the seminal contribution, that of Braverman's 
Labor and Monopoly Capital. His analysis played such a 
pivotal role in later debates because he combined a renewal 
of Marx's categories with an explanation of the dominant 
trends in the world of work. In focusing on this and support­
ive contributions, we can set out the key issues, as well as 
omissions, for subsequent discussions. 



68 The Contemporary Debates 

New Beginnings: Theory and Practice 

A central factor in the return to a workplace focus was the 
breakdown of the illusion of industrial consensus. Throughout 
the industrial world, recorded workplace conflict dramatically 
increased from the period of the middle of the 1960s. Even 
at this time the unofficial strike rate was so high in Britain as 
to justify a Royal Commission, which produced the Donovan 
Report (1968). In other countries a higher peak of industrial 
and social conflict was reached, as in the mass strike waves in 
France in 1968 and Italy in 1969. But as the impressive col­
lection of evidence on European class conflict by Crouch and 
Pizzorno (1978) found, the significance lay in the nature as 
well as the scale of the action. 

Pizzorno notes that they were 'chiefly struck by the new 
types of qualitative demands' (1978, vol. 1: xi). Activity and 
demands showed a marked shift towards issues beyond wages. 
Case studies from various countries, notably France, Belgium 
and Italy, gave a wide range of examples of struggles over the 
control of line speeds and piece work, authority relations in 
the plant, challenges to job hierarchies and classification 
schemes, over general upgradings, and so on. Although these 
are prominent examples, it is a long-term trend, as Kumar 
notes: 'The changing pattern of strikes, especially since 1945, 
gives further evidence of an increasing restlessness about the 
quality of working life and the nature of the job itself' ( 19 7 8: 
285). 

As previously noted, academic commentators and official 
government and business circles began to take increased notice 
of these trends. In 1970 the US business magazine, Fortune, 
proclaimed that the 'blue-collar blues' were resulting in 'less 
efficiency, wasted manpower, higher costs, a need for more 
inspection and repairs, more warranty clauses and grievous 
damage to company reputations as unhappy customers rage 
over flaws' (quoted in Pignon and Querzola, 1976: 64). Work 
had once more become, in the words of Edwards, a visibly 
'contested terrain'. Fortune has a particular explanation for 
this phenomenon, linking it to the increased number of 
younger, well educated workers. Similarly, other writers noted 
the role of newer groups in the workforce, particularly unskil-
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led mass production workers (Dubois, 1978) and immigrant 
and female workers (Baudoin et al., 1978). 

This helps to shed some light on the subsequent theoretical 
development back towards the study of work from a Marxist 
viewpoint. For the debate started not so much about changes 
in the labour process, but about the extent of a new working 
class. Orthodox Marxism had followed the path of treating the 
working class as increasingly homogeneous and unified by the 
impact of capitalist production; only occasionally was it 
diverted into an examination of class differentiation by prob­
lems like 'labour aristocracies'.2 Yet with massive changes in 
production and organisation of capitalist society, growing 
diversity needed explanation. Even Braverman's study of 
work started off as an examination of occupational shifts. 

But well before that, major studies were taking place, par­
ticularly in France by writers like Mallet (1975, French original 
1963) and Gorz (1967). In the early 1960s they argued that a 
new vanguard had come into being, consisting of highly skilled 
technical, white- and sometimes blue-collar workers, particu­
larly in the high technology industries like chemicals, tele­
communications and nuclear plant. It was said that workers 
in these strata were more interested in non-wage and control 
issues. The basis for this was the desire of such workers to 
maintain acquired skills and put them to creative use, in a 
situation where the workplace was still structured as an 
authoritarian and profit-orientated hierarchy. 

The question of work changes was dealt with. Indeed, Mallet 
believed that the reshaping of technology and production 
relations formed the basis of any new type of class composi­
tion. But if the methodology is useful, the actual analysis is 
less so. Like many of his sociological contemporaries, Mallet 
accepted the inaccurate image of an emergent golden age of 
automation that would negate the trend towards the frag­
mentation and dequalification of jobs. Hence he drew the 
opposite political conclusions concerning class consciousness. 
Thus the material foundation for this new working class was 
partly unsound. 

In the high technology industries there is still a strong 
reliance on semi-skilled workers, and many new skills are 
characterised by isolation and over-specialisation (Nichols 
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and Beynon, 1977). In addition such industries are still a 
minority, and new working-class theory seriously underesti­
mated changes in traditional manual jobs and their significance 
for patterns of organisation and conflict. The research carried 
out did not thoroughly examine changes in the labour process. 
Mallet himself relied on formal and general descriptions of 
technology and its relations to workers' attitudes, even in his 
case studies. Far from posing a 'fundamental questioning of 
capitalist production' (Mallet, 1975: 29), Mallet and Gorz 
saw the contradiction not as being within the labour process, 
but between work of an increasingly autonomous social char­
acter and the hierarchy of the workplace. 3 

Nevertheless, the events of May 1968 in France - in which 
educated young workers played a key role - appeared to 
confirm the notion of a new, vanguard working class. Further­
more, it led to an enthusiastic adoption of the ideas in many 
other countries, especially the USA (see Hodges, 1971; Welch, 
1979). Enthusiasm was understandable. The theory provided 
a framework for understanding the important changes taking 
place in the jobs for which student radicals were largely des­
tined. It offered the hope of a leading role in an enlarged and 
revitalised working-class movement. 

Technical and professional workers were assigned the lead­
ing role by virtue of increased sources of antagonism to 
employers and the state, who would seek to limit and misuse 
their skills. But what of their privileged relations to the skills, 
knowledge and position of other workers? A close examina­
tion of their actual functions and relations in work would 
have revealed a far more contradictory process than new 
working-class theory allowed. As Gorz admitted in a later 
study (1976c), the theory extended the concept of a prole­
tarianisation to insert a very 'mixed bag' inside the working 
class, let alone make it a leading component. 

Nor was this the only attempt to rethink class by reference 
to work. In Italy there had been a substantial tradition of 
studying changes in the labour process, deriving from Panzieri 
(1976 and 1980).4 This important school of Italian Marxism 
argued that developments in capitalist production were creat­
ing a deskilled labour force corresponding to Marx's collective 
labourer. As in France, practical struggles of these 'mass 
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workers' on the assembly lines of Fiat and other factories in 
the 1960s boosted the ideas. 5 But in contrast, the Italian 
theory concentrated on a new manual working class, rather 
than new technical and professional strata, although such 
workers were held to be similarly proletarianised and part of 
an enlarged working class. Despite this welcome attention to 
changes in manual work, there were parallel weaknesses. Con­
cepts were over-generalised and lacked an understanding of 
the complexities of the position and experiences of different 
strata in the labour process. Differences in conditions and 
consciousness within and outside the manual working class 
were covered over by a blanket application of the categories 
of deskilling and proletarianisation. 

The early debates about new class composition were there­
fore inconclusive and often misleading. But taken together 
with other contributions like the Marxist industrial sociology 
of Nichols and Beynon, it constituted an important step for­
ward. These trends did not represent a single theoretical or 
political tendency, but it was the beginning of a critical 
theorisation of work and the provision of a politics of produc­
tion. 

The Degradation of Work: the Braverman Thesis 

In one of the first studies of the labour process, Gorz (1976a: 
vii) argued that the capitalist division of labour had been for­
gotten as a source of alienation until it found itself at the 
centre of many of the struggles just described. The subsequent 
awakening of sections of Marxist thought to the process of 
production led not only to a questioning of the 'tyranny of 
the factory', but also to the whole historical evolution of the 
world of work. To take the new beginnings further required 
a precise and detailed examination of the productive process. 
Braverman was the first to provide this, and in a manner 
which deliberately eschews any attempt to accompany it by 
an explicit theory of class consciousness and social change. 

This preference for the 'objective' features of work and 
class has been the subject of much subsequent criticism. But 
the clarity of purpose, breadth of research and theoretical 
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originality ensured its prominence, regardless of weaknesses. 
The latter point concerning originality is important, because 
Braverman's centrality arises also from the particular and 
distinct perspective advanced. One of the many writers using 
Braverman as a reference point for discussion of their own 
research sums up the basics of the perspective: 

A certain current in Marxism, seeking to elaborate the con­
cept of the 'labour process' has been influential in represent­
ing changes in types and scale of new production technology, 
as effects of necessary and general 'tendencies' or 'laws' ... 
proposed as primarily the subordination of the autonomy 
of manual production workers, through simultaneously 
decreasing the level of skill in production tasks and increas­
ing managerial control over their execution. 

Uones, 1982: 179) 

In some senses Braverman and others in this 'certain current' 
have only advocated a return to Marx. Certainly Braverman 
begins (see his chs 1-3) by restating many of the essential 
features of Marx's theory of the labour process, with the 
addition of material from modem historians and critical 
comments on parallel sociological concepts. Indeed, all the 
major new studies of the labour process- Friedman, Edwards, 
Burawoy and Gorz - start with similar reminders of aspects 
of the original approach, although, as we shall see, modifica­
tions are proposed in some instances. 

There are three aspects that Braverman chooses to empha­
sise. First, the necessity for capital to realise the potential of 
purchased labour power by transforming it into labour under 
its own control, thereby creating the basis for alienation. 6 

Second, that the origins of management lay in the struggle to 
devise the most effective means of imposing employers' will 
within a new social relations of production different in kind 
and scope to what had existed before. Third, that a division 
of labour based on a systematic subdivision of work, rather 
than simple distribution of crafts, is generalised only within 
the capitalist mode of production. The separation of work 
into constituent elements reflects the necessary principle for 



Braverman and Re-discovery of the Labour Process 73 

capital of dividing the craft to cheapen the parts, providing 
the basis for the subsequent destruction of all-round skills. 

Unlike others, Braverman does not seek to alter Marx, and 
the concepts of deskilling and managerial control are to be 
found in the original framework. In what sense, then, is 
Braverman distinctive? Essentially it derives from a successful 
attempt to renew Marx's theory of the labour process and 
apply it to subsequent historical development, taking a fresh 
look at skills, technology and work organisation. By doing so, 
he outlines the greater possibilities for widespread deskilling 
through the use of new forms of technology and science in 
the service of capital. In addition there is considerably more 
scope for tighter managerial control, a process that Braverman 
argues comes to be located round Taylorism. 

Taylorism and control 
In retracing the origins of management and hierarchy in work 
to the combined need for accumulation and control, rather 
than the imperatives of technology and efficiency, Braverman 
shares a similar perspective with two other studies often linked 
to his own (Stone, 1973; Marglin, 1976).1 For aside from 
providing more detailed historical evidence on this score, 
particularly in Marglin, a further emphasis is added: that is, 
the centrality of the struggle to wrest control of the workplace 
from skilled craft workers. As we have seen, this degree of 
control was based on both the existence of craft skills and on 
methods of work organisation, notably the sub-contracting 
and 'putting-out' systems. 

Whereas Marglin's evidence is largely contemporary to 
Marx, Stone provides a case study dealing with the steel 
industry at the turn of the century. She charts how the 
demands of competition forced employers to try to end the 
sub-contracting system. Under this arrangement craft workers 
organised production and even hired their own manual help 
out of the payments for the amount of tonnage made by 
employers. To break the 'equal partnership of capital and 
labour' and introduce labour-saving machinery, it was neces­
sary for employers to make combined use of mechanisation, 
reorganisation of work that removed planning from the shop 
floor, and individualistic wige systems.8 In this battle steel 
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employers increasingly had access to Taylor's emergent theory 
and practice of scientific management, which was developed 
within the industry itself. 

This is the emphasis taken up and made distinctive by 
Braverman. He was not the first to note the logical sequence 
of events that led to Taylorism, as Landes says: 'seen from 
the hindsight of the mid-twentieth century, scientific manage­
ment was the natural sequel to the process of mechanisation 
that constituted the heart of the industrial revolution' (quoted 
in Kumar, 1978: 176). But Braverman showed that as a syn­
thesis of disconnected ideas and experiments concerning the 
organisation of work, Taylorism was able to 'render conscious 
and systematic the formerly unconscious tendency of capitalist 
production' (1974: 121) with respect to the control and uses 
of skill and knowledge. 

Hence it is not merely one managerial method, nor a general 
science of work, but an essential and defining feature of the 
capitalist labour process. Taylorism was an explicit recognition 
that the general managerial setting of tasks, order and discip­
line was insufficient, even within the factory despotism identi­
fied by Marx. Neither was machinery alone a reliable means 
of control of labour. Braverman argues that as long before 
this as Babbage's principle of dividing the craft to cheapen 
the parts, capital had been groping towards a theory and 
practice of management. By systematically combining together 
previous insights, Taylorism provided methods of control 
that could be applied at any given level of technology. 

Scientific management was not just a framework of ideas. 
It was a set of tried and tested practices. As a gang boss in a 
steel mill, Taylor spent many years perfecting his methods of 
work organisation in a struggle against what he freely admitted 
to be perfectly rational means of collective workers' organisa­
tion for restriction of output and control of earnings. His 
battle against 'systematic soldiering' was written up in great 
detail and reproduced by Braverman, so as to give clear ex­
pression to the ideas. Out of his experiences, Taylor developed 
a series of principles, summed up by Braverman: 

Thus, if the first principle is the gathering together and 
development of knowledge of the labour process, and the 
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second is the concentration of this knowledge as the 
exclusive preserve of management- together with its con­
verse, the absence of such knowledge among workers - then 
the third step is the use of this monopoly of knowledge to 
control each step of the labour process and its mode of 
execution. 

(Braverman, 1974: 119) 

This summary is not an unwarranted and excessive interpreta­
tion. Taylor was quite explicit that because the managers' 
and foremen's knowledge of the work 'falls far short of the 
combined knowledge of all the workmen under them' (quoted 
in Braverman, 1974: 101), maximum efficiency and profit­
ability could never be achieved. Therefore management needed 
to gather together the knowledge possessed by workers and 
reduce it to their own rules and laws. Furthermore, 'all possible 
brain work should be removed from the shop and centred in 
the planning or lay-out department' (quoted in Braverman, 
1974: 113). Once this had been done management could 
specify tasks in advance and determine exactly how and for 
how long they should be carried out. 

The resultant deskilling could be as effective as through 
any mechanical means, although it is a by-product, not the 
purpose of the exercise. This rendering of the labour process 
independent of craft knowledge was previously noted by the 
German Marxist, Sohn-Rethel. He argued that Taylorism was 
a qualitative change in capitalist production, the distinctive 
feature of which 'is aimed at establishing a novel and clearcut 
division of mental and manual labour throughout the work­
shops' (1976: 35).9 But Braverman characterises this more 
accurately as a separation of conception and execution, and 
he goes on to show that further to the separation of mental 
and manual labour, the tendency is for the former to be sub­
divided according to the same rule. Sohn-Rethel also raised 
the key role of payment structures in Taylor's system, a point 
recognised by Braverman, but perhaps not given enough 
weight. As part of work reorganisation, jobs were increasingly 
tied to individual incentive schemes. Taylor's dream of having 
a different rate for every worker, so as to eliminate any com­
munity of interest, was nevl:r a feasible possibility. But aside 
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from emphasising the inseparability of payment systems and 
labour processes, it did point the way towards attempts to 
make higher wages compatible with high profits. This idea 
was taken up by Henry Ford with his 'five dollar day' and by 
other manufacturers and economists in the aftermath of 
Keynesianism. 10 

In presenting the above features of Taylorism as necessary 
components of the capitalist labour process, Braverman is 
partly accepting Taylor's own definition of his methods as 
opening up the solution to finding the 'one best way' of 
organising work.11 He is thoroughly dismissive of the domin­
ant strands of social science that believe Taylorism to have 
been superseded by humanistic forms of management, an 
issue already discussed in Chapter 1. His case does not rest 
merely on the grounds that these forms are the 'maintenance 
crew for the human machinery' (p. 87), leaving the Taylorist 
world of production untouched. The power of the analysis 
lies in the evidence provided that varied types of scientific 
management have been extended to wider areas of the occu­
pational structure. 

After proof that Taylorism could be extended from simple 
to complex production processes (Braverman, 1974: 110-12), 
the most notable example has been its use in the transforma­
tion of clerical labour. The concepts of control flowing from 
scientific management, allied to complexities of scale, required 
an expansion of administrative and office tasks. This 'paper 
replication of production' in the office was first based on 
the mental labour stripped from manual work through Taylor­
ism. But the monopoly over conception and planning did not 
survive the pressures to transform office work into an admin­
istrative labour process in its own right. Taylor himself had 
no doubt that the costs of production could be lowered by 
sub-dividing mental labour and subjecting it to control and 
measurement (Braverman, 1974: 127). 

Previously, clerical labour had been a relatively small part 
of production expenses, largely self-supervising and concerned 
with 'whole' tasks. But as early as 1917 the application of 
scientific management began to lead to the 'breakdown of 
the arrangement under which each clerk did his or her own 
work according to traditional methods' (Braverman, 1974: 
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307). Under the control of office managers, all clerical work 
began to be investigated for the most effective means of 
standardisation and rationalisation. In addition, piece work 
and incentive schemes began to be introduced. · 

A scientific management manual for the office (1960) 

Open and close 
File drawer, open and close, no selection 
Folder, open or close flaps 
Desk drawer, open side drawer of desk 
Open center drawer 
Close side 
Close center 

Chair activity 
Get up from chair 
Sit down in chair 
Turn in swivel chair 
Move in chair to adjoining desk or file 

Source: Braverman (1974: 321). 

Minutes 
0.04 
0.04 
0.014 
0.026 
0.015 
0.027 

0.033 
0.'033 
0.009 
0.050 

It must be stressed, however, that these measures were 
effected prior to the extensive mechanisation of office work. 
However, Braverman argues that it signalled that 'manual 
work spreads to the office and soon becomes characteristic 
of the tasks of the mass of clerical workers' (1974: 316). 

Deskilling: science and technology in the service of capital 
Despite the extensive, if uneven and varied, spread of scientific 
management, Braverman recognises that Taylorism alone was 
not a sufficient basis for the further transformation of the 
labour process by capital. Both as a system of control, and as 
a means of des killing, it was subject to a number of constraints. 
Braverman points out that 'Taylorism raised a storm of op­
position among the trade unions' (1974: 136), because of the 
realisation that it was an effort to relieve workers of their job 
autonomy and craft knowledge. But, as is consistent with the 
methodology of the book in omitting reference to organisation 
and struggles, workers' resjstance is only briefly mentioned, 
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and only then as an example of understanding the conse­
quences of scientific management, rather than a substantial 
limit to its development. 

Such constraints are seen more in terms of the inadequate 
scale of production for meeting the cost of 'rationalisation', 
and in the limited degree of scientific-technological advance­
ment. It is to the latter that Braverman gives prominence, 
arguing that Taylorism began to coincide with a new scientific 
technical revolution. He restates Marx's view of science fol­
lowing labour into becoming an object of capital, thus restor­
ing, along with other studies like Gorz (1976a), a critical 
analysis of the forces of production. But both these writers 
go further by giving considerable historical evidence of 
twentieth-century research and technical innovation aimed at 
reducing production costs. 

New techniques and machinery are able to increase produc­
tivity rapidly through greater intensity of work, recalling 
Marx's own account of the development of new forms of 
surplus under the impact of large-scale industry (Palloix, 
1976). Yet these elaborations of Marx's concepts are an 
unacknowledged comment on the limits of the original 
writings. For although Marx showed how science and tech­
nology aided mechanisation which strengthened the sub­
ordination of labour and deskilling, retrospectively it can be 
seen to be a clearly incomplete process. In comparison large 
companies, allied to state intervention, particularly in the 
post-war period, were able to hasten the planned use of 
research in technology and product design. These develop­
ments went beyond the former, largely spontaneous innova­
tion evoked by the production processes. 

The subsequently more intensive and sophisticated mech­
anisation brought about faster and more efficient machin­
ery, which was incorporated 'within a management effort to 
dissolve the labour process as a process conducted by the 
worker and reconstitute as a process conducted by the man­
agement' (Braverman, 1974: 170). New forms of machinery 
offer capital the opportunity to extend by mechanical means 
what had previously been attempted by means of organisation 
and discipline. Even in the sphere of scientific management, 
Taylor's followers and successors were able to improve 
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methods of control through technical advance. Gilbreth, for 
example, added the concept of motion to time study, the 
chronocyclegraph providing a visual record of body move­
ments. These elementary movements, named therbligs, 
became standardised data that could replace direct observa­
tion, thus constituting a more efficient means of measurement 
and control. 

As Gorz has noted, 'Science, then, has helped to turn work 
into a strait jacket' (1976c: 172). But it has also deepened 
the trend towards deskilling and task fragmentation, which 
is most commonly associated with the emergence of the 
assembly line. Indeed, for some writers, notably those 
influenced by Italian labour process theory, assembly produc­
tion is the characteristic form of mechanisation. Palloix 
asserts that this development, labelled Fordism, innovated 
and extended Taylorism, the flow line principle allowing for 
greater mechanical control by management, while high day­
wage rates regulated the supply and conditions of labour. 12 

The unskilled assembly worker is therefore seen as a central 
result of accelerated mechanisation. 

Braverman recognises the innovative role of Fordism, but 
concentrates on the more general development and effects of 
mechanisation. One of his examples concerns machine tools 
and the introduction of numerical control systems. He shows 
how metal cutting has become virtually automatic. Numerical 
tapes control the movement of the tool, relieving the worker 
of the need to be in close control of the machine. Work tasks 
can be more easily fragmented between operators, who are 
required to know less; conceptual knowledge is placed in the 
hands of programmers. As computerised techniques become 
more complex, even the machine specifications for program­
ming can be stored on the tapes, thus extending the deskilling 
process upwards. 

Supportive evidence exists in the research of Noble (1979). 
Visits to twenty-four plants established that 'in nearly every 
case management had attempted to transfer skill from the 
shop floor to the programming office, to tighten up lines of 
authority, and to extend control over all aspects of produc­
tion' (1979: 323). One of the interesting things he shows is 
that there were other ways of automating machine tools that 
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retained operator skills and control, but he also shows that 
competitive pressures and deliberate managerial choice of the 
most effective means of control excluded this possibility. This 
strengthens Braverman's point that although conventional en­
gineering approaches treat machinery as a technical given, dif­
ferent conceptions of machinery embody alternative designs 
and uses. 

Once again Braverman establishes how mechanisation 
spreads to the office (see his pp. 326-48). Computer systems 
developing from simple card punching, through data process­
ing to the latest microchip technology for handling informa­
tion, have been the basis for the transformation of white­
collar labour. Although initially it had some craft character­
istics, data processing was quickly adapted to a new, highly 
specialised and hierarchical division of labour: 'the concentra­
tion of knowledge and control in a very small portion of the 
hierarchy became the key here, as with automatic machines 
in the factory, to control over the process' (Braverman, 
1974: 329). Braverman approvingly refers to managerial 
sources that suggest that the computer will be to administra­
tive workers, even at lower and middle-management level, 
what the assembly line was to manual employees. Although 
Braverman's research was published before some of the more 
recent office technology was introduced, his preliminary 
examination of machinery such as word processors indicated 
a strengthening of existing trends. 

Regardless of which aspects of mechanisation are stressed 
by the different theorists mentioned, the theme of general­
ised deskilling as a necessary feature of the capitalist labour 
process is a common feature. Gorz refers to the historical 
tendency towards the 'dequalification of the direct producers' 
(1976b: 57), while Palloix argues that the tendency towards 
equalisation of work is part of a double movement of capital 
(1976: 57). The analysis of this strand of labour process 
theory is therefore directly supportive of Marx's homogenisa­
tion thesis, whereby the development of capitalist produc­
tion erodes the differences between types and categories of 
work. 

Variations of conditions and time-scale within the deskill-
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ing process are recognised. Each of the theorists referred to is 
concerned to point to vital contradictory processes involved. 
At the start of a cycle of technical change and work re­
structuring there is often a partial inversion of the general 
tendency. Widespread deskilling is often accompanied by an 
increased 'qualification' of a smaller layer of workers involved 
in planning, programming and similar tasks. But the general 
tendency immediately tends to reassert itself as the enhanced 
skills are subjected to similar sub-specialisation and the em­
bodiment of skills in more complex machinery. Braverman's 
evidence of the progressive deskilling of computer program­
mers is a major example of this type of development. 

It is therefore believed that the allied tendencies towards 
deskilling and increased managerial control will persist 
through changes in technology and work organisation. 
Braverman argues strongly that the dominant sociological 
view of automation as qualitatively different from mechanisa­
tion is profoundly mistaken. There is a continuum between 
the two precisely because technological developments are 
incorporated into the same underlying methods of organising 
the labour process. He draws extensively on the detailed study 
of automation by James R. Bright of the Harvard Business 
School who said: 'I was starded to find that the upgrading 
effect had not occurred to anywhere near the extent to which 
it is often assumed. On the contrary, there was evidence that 
automation had reduced the skill requirements of the operat­
ing workforce' (quoted in Braverman, 1974: 220). 

Even in those industries where operators have been elimin­
ated from the physical process of production- such as 
chemicals - the supervision of machinery in more congenial 
surroundings has often been confused with actual increases in 
the uses of skills and knowledge. These misleading perceptions 
of early process automation in the work of Blauner (1964), 
Cotgrove (1972), Goldthorpe, Lockwood et al. (1968) and 
others, has been convincingly refuted by the 'ChemCo' case 
studies of Nichols and Beynon (1977). The work in control 
rooms was less arduous, but it could also be stressful, lonely 
and meaningless. In addition to the 'scientific work', there 
was also 'donkey work': 'For every man who watched dials 
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another maintained the plants, another was a lorry driver and 
another two humped bags or shovelled muck' (Nichols and 
Beynon, 1977: 12) 

Braverman on chemical work 

'Thus the chemical operator is singled out time and again, 
as the outstanding beneficiary of "automation", and the 
praises of this job are sung in countless variations. The 
work of the chemical operator is generally clean, and it 
has to do with "reading instruments" and "keeping 
charts". These characteristics already endear him to 
middle class observers, who readily confuse them with 
skill, technical knowledge, etc. Yet few have stopped to 
think whether it is harder to learn to read a dial than 
tell time.' 

(Braverman, 1974: 224) 

Process operators do have to be alert, knowledgeable and 
capable of reacting intelligently to the control machinery, 
and the group task nature of the work has traditionally made 
it resistant to scientific management techniques. But the 
practical utilisation of high skill levels was often a character­
istic of the early stages of automated process plant. Research 
shows that the emphasis on problem-solving and teamwork 
referred to by Blauner has declined as the reliability and 
sophistication of the plant increased (see Hill, 1981: 97-8). 
In addition, the latest round of microprocessor technology 
is enabling management to expand the selfacting character 
of control systems, leading to deskilling of operatives and 
maintenance staff, although this results in a contradiction 
'between excluding operators from the routine running of the 
plant and yet having to rely on them to deal with unusual 
events that go beyond the capability of the computer' (CSE 
Microelectronics Group, 1980: 79). 

A related point about automation is made by Palloix 
(1976). He argues that the capitalist use of automation aimed 
at eliminating all manual intervention by the worker can carry 
dequalification of productive labour to some of its most 
extreme, machine-minding forms. He does, however, make 
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the useful point that there are different forms of automation, 
describing them as continuous and discontinuous processes. 
The former are extensions of traditional mass production on 
Taylorist and Fordist lines, while the latter are based in high 
technology industries with a much higher proportion of invest­
ment in capital than labour. In the continuous-process indust­
ries there are small layers of highly skilled workers. This is in 
turn a recognition of the existence of a dual labour market 
for skilled and unskilled labour within the long-term trend 
towards dequalification. 

Palloix also believes that recent attempts to modify work 
organisation do not change the basis of the capitalist labour 
process. Different schemes of job enrichment are seen as an 
adaptation of Taylorism and Fordism, reacting to new strug­
gles and dissatisfactions in work and new conditions in the 
labour market, with the aim of preserving the profitability of 
capital. Braverman does not even grace job enrichment schemes 
with new theoretical categories like neo-Fordism and neo­
Taylorism. His dismissal of them as mere styles of management 
is part of the general argument that Taylorism is the charac­
teristic and necessary form of work organisation. Gorz, too, 
refers to attempts to reconcile workers to their work as ap­
pearing to be 'a new manipulation rather than a solution to 
basic contradictions' (1976b: 58). However, he correctly 
notes that alteration in the nature of jobs carries the. useful 
recognition that there is no objective technical necessity for 
particular working arrangements. Evidence concerning new 
forms of technology and work organisation will be examined 
in Chapters 4 and 5. 

From production to society 
Unlike some labour process theorists, Braverman has been 
concerned to show the effects of changes in the sphere of 
production on the wider social structure. He begins by noting 
how the important developments in productive processes 
have dated from the same period as the rise of the monopoly 
form of capital. Scientific management and the scientific­
technical revolution are prime aspects of this new stage of 
capitalist development, growing out of its framework and sus­
taining its existence. 
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Recognition of the monopoly stage of capitalism has be­
come a common feature of the varieties of Marxist thought, 
but Braverman shows little interest in debates about its 
precise nature.13 He follows certain lines of interest developed 
by his co-thinkers Baran and Sweezy (1968).14 In the preface 
to Braverman's Labor and Monopoly Capital, Sweezy admits 
to neglecting the labour process in their major writings. In 
contrast Braverman looks at the convergence of trends in the 
modern corporation monopolies and effects on the occupa­
tional structure: for example, the growth of service occupa­
tions and the sub-divisions of managerial functions, each of 
which creates its own specific labour process. 

But these processes have wider consequences in 'industrial 
shifts that change the entire social division of labour' (Braver­
man, 1974: 256). Following Baran and Sweezy, Braverman 
argues that one of the key problems of monopoly capitalist 
society is how to use and absorb the massive economic surplus 
that developed in the post-war period, while at the same time 
accommodating the masses of labour displaced by changes in 
the existing productive apparatus. The solution is that: 'The 
ample stream of capital meet the "freed" labor in the market­
place upon the ground of new products and industries' (p. 
2 78). The consequent spread of a new range of commodities 
and locations for investment increasingly takes in spheres of 
social life previously unorganised through the market, for 
instance aspects of food and entertainment previously the 
province of family, farming or community. 

The whole of society is now referred to as a gigantic market 
place. 'It is only in its era of monopoly that the capitalist 
mode of production takes over the totality of individual 
family and social needs and, in subordinating them to the 
market, also re-shapes them to serve the needs of capital' 
(Braverman, 1974: 271). This universal market governed by 
the quest for profit inevitably undermines community care 
and family functions. Social life in the new urban environment 
becomes increasingly atomised, and those excluded from 
participation in the market - sections of the old and young, 
and the poor- can be dealt with only by an expanded institu­
tional network. 

Combined with new economic functions designed to stabil-
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The universal market 

'new commodities are brought into being that match the 
conditions of life of the urban dweller, and are put into 
circulation in the forms dictated by the capitalist organ­
isation of society. Thus a plentiful supply of printed 
matter becomes a vehicle for corporate marketing, as do 
scientific marvels of the twentieth century such as radio 
and television. The automobile is developed as an im­
mensely profitable form of transportation which in the 
end destroys the more practical form of transportation 
in the interests of profit. Like machinery in a factory, 
the machinery of society becomes a pillory instead of a 
convenience, and a substitute for, instead of an aid to, 
competence.' 

(Braverman, 1974: 278) 

ise the system through planning and government spending, 
the social necessity for an agency to fill the gaps left by the 
market requires a vastly increased role for the state. A further 
consequence is the creation of a much larger service sector, 
which is of particular importance to the changed role of 
women in the labour force. As such opportunities develop, 
women are brought into the labour market, often to perform 
the kinds of caring and servicing tasks previously carried out 
within the home. Some commentators on Braverman regard 
the analysis of 'the penetration of the entire social structure 
by the commodification of social life' (Burawoy, 1978: 295) 
as a major aspect of the overall theory of the labour process. 

The analysis of the universal market is, however, extremely 
schematic, and lacks most of the empirical detail of the mat­
erial on changes in the productive process.15 Nor is it the first 
Marxist study to examine the changed relations between pro­
duction and social life. Gorz (1965) provided an important 
critique of the new patterns of consumption under monopoly 
capitalism, while the role of social capital was an essential 
component of Italian labour process theory.16 Braverman's 
contribution can nevertheless be seen as furthering this area 
of analysis by situating it within a much more comprehensive 
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theory of all the social relations of the new capitalist totality, 
and, in addition, by opening up important debates concerning 
under-recognised issues, notably the role of the sexual division 
of labour in new sectors of the economy. 

The class structure 
Marx did not explicitly link a theoretical model of the class 
structure to that of the capitalist labour process. In attempting 
to do this, Braverman therefore goes beyond Marx. The reason 
is not difficult to understand, given that Labor and Monopoly 
Capital started off as a study of occupational shifts and class 
composition. However, the different emphasis of the eventual 
study towards the labour process clearly enriched the discus­
sion of the changing class structure. Furthermore, it has 
beneficially influenced more explicit studies of class (Wright, 
1976; Ehrenreich and Ehrenreich, 1979). 

The great advantage held by Braverman over much of 
orthodox sociological and Marxist theory concerning class is 
that the emphasis on work is brought in to produce a more 
complex picture of social relationships. This is particularly 
evident on the question of proletarianisation. Even in the 
best studies, such as Lockwood (1958), this phenomenon is 
primarily linked to deterioration of rewards and conditions, 
allied to the expanded scale and complexity of enterprises. 
Braverman draws on his analysis of the specific features of 
the development of the labour process in contemporary cap­
italism to explain how changes in the nature of work underly 
shifts in class location. He backs up the general analysis with 
richly detailed accounts of the labour of occupations such as 
clerks, secretaries and computer programmers. This enables 
him to pinpoint some of the contradictory features of white­
collar labour that have been a source of confusion in sociology. 
A major example of this is the misleading increased demand 
for higher qualifications. These credentials are shown to be 
used for recruitment on the labour market, unrelated to the 
actual diminishing skill requirements in the labour process. 
To illustrate the point, Braverman (1974: 337) refers to 
reports showing that the practice of employers using well 
qualified girls as card punchers was a screening device related 
to their likely ability to be motivated, responsible and reliable. 
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These changes are sufficient for Braverman to place the 
expanded clerical and service sector workers unambiguously 
in a 'large proletariat in new form' (p. 355}. While this is not 
presented as a simple homogenisation of work and conditions, 
particularly among the next grouping- the middle layers of 
employment- problems begin to arise in the analysis. Sensi­
tive discussions of work and class do not necessarily translate 
into an accurate definition of class position. Braverman argues 
that the 'proletarian form' gradually asserts and impresses 
itself on the consciousness of white-collar employees, without 
indicating the basis for this development. Essentially, this 
limitation derives from the deliberate exclusion of any discus­
sion of the subjective features of class and work experiences. 
Without this discussion, 'objective factors' of these phenom­
ena, no matter how perceptively grasped, tend to be regarded 
as the dominant ones. The consequences of labour process 
theory for studies of class are therefore problematic, and 
form a distinct issue on its own to be examined in Chapter 8. 

Conclusion 
The framework of ideas developed by Braverman and other 
writers discussed in this chapter constitute only one strand of 
labour process theory. Subsequent research has either brought 
about alternative perspectives independently or through direct 
criticism, particularly of the central thesis of Braverman. 
These criticisms have largely been focused on questioning the 
extent and timing of, and variation in, the processes of deskil­
ling and Taylorism. Alternatives have stressed far more com­
plex and differentiated layers of skill, combined with the 
viability of other strategies for the exercise of managerial 
authority in the workplace. 

Underlying these positions has been a further critique of 
the general methodology used by Braverman, and to a lesser 
extent other theorists. The root of the problem is seen as 
stemming from Braverman's deliberate exclusion of the 
dimension of class struggle and consciousness. While this is 
prioritised by him as a means of painting a picture of the 
working class in work 'as it really is', it is argued that this 
involves a neglect of the important effects of worker resistance 
and organisation on technoldgy and labour processes. Capital-
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ist control cannot be separated from and understood outside 
the supportive subjective components of work experience. 
This does not refer just to managerial strategy, but to the 
problems of ideology and the degree of consent given by 
workers to their exploitation and alienation. 

By deliberately eschewing subjectivity, Braverman also 
accepts the traditional Marxist analysis that the trend towards 
homogenisation of work increasingly unifies the working class. 
This carries the danger of underplaying the way stratification 
affects the distribution and nature of work, particularly that 
which derives from the wider social division of labour con­
cerning sex and race. In these points the location of criticism 
is shifted from Braverman's methods and treatment of con­
sciousness to its consequences for an analysis of the labour 
process. Nevertheless, the role of Braverman and other earlier 
writers has provided a focal point of reference for a series of 
important debates, the examination of which will reveal the 
wider body of labour process theory. 



4 

Deskilling: The 
Degradation of Labour? 

The Deskilling Debate 

The issues of increased deskilling and managerial control have 
emerged as the two main areas of debate in labour process 
theory. Emphasis has been placed on the extent and nature 
of the trends, and their impact on the degradation of work. 
It is very difficult to separate the two questions. For example, 
Braverman has argued that the labour process has been affected 
by technical transformations and the reorganisation of work 
associated with scientific management. However, deskilling is 
not only a product of the incorporation of science and tech­
nology into capital, it is also interconnected with Taylorism. 

As a strategy for managerial control, resting on the separa­
tion of conception and execution, skills are inevitably frag­
mented and routinised. Cooley comments: 'Seventy years of 
scientific management have seen the fragmentation of work 
grind through the spectrum of workshop activity engulfing 
even the most creative and satisfyingjobs' (1981: 49). Never­
theless, the technical and control dimensions of Taylorism 
can be partially distinguished. Debates on the latter question 
have focused on Taylorism as one of the options for a capitalist 
strategy for organising workers and their work. This is distinct 
from the technical transfoqnations affecting the use of skills 
and other aspects of the worker's capacity to labour. Retaining 
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this distinction, this chapter will only discuss scientific man­
agement where it relates to the latter issue. 

The focus of the chapter will be on the degree to which 
skills have been transformed and eroded through capitalist 
development, and the extent to which such changes can be 
described as a degradation of labour. An important weakness 
of the existing deskilling debate has been that research has 
centred on what has happened to craft work. Naturally this 
reflects the evidence deriving from our greater knowledge of 
the period from the turn of the century to the impact of 
mass production industries. Consequently the structure of 
the chapter starts with the question of craft skill. The substan­
tive theoretical issues are discussed primarily in relation to 
such evidence, despite more recent vital changes in labour 
and product markets, workers' organisation, and other factors. 
Our knowledge of how contemporary changes in work and 
technology are affecting skills and experiences is inevitably 
limited. But the final part of the chapter attempts to bring 
the debate up to date, posing the theoretical questions in the 
new context. 

It is not only Braverman who argues that deskilling is an 
inherent tendency of the capitalist labour process. A number 
of recent studies have reinforced the concept, either at the 
level of general theory (Brighton Labour Process Group, 
1977) or in detailed case studies (Zimbalist, 1979). The Zim­
balist collection is directly supportive of Braverman's central 
thesis that deskilling is a long-run tendency: 'in an absolute 
sense (they lose craft and traditional abilities) and in a relative 
one (scientific knowledge progressively accumulates in the 
production process)' (Zimbalist, 1979: xv). It is noted that 
the tendency is constrained only by the uneven development 
between and within industries, or what Braverman refers to 
as 'the nature of the various specific and determinate processes 
of production' (1974: 172). 

The Brighton study is more critical, noting the necessity to 
take into account the specific effects of different phases of 
accumulation, as well as worker resistance, in that they are 
mediating factors to changes in the labour process. Neverthe­
less, deskilling is taken to be one of three 'immanent laws of 
the capitalist labour process' (Brighton Labour Process-Group, 
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1977: 16).1 Deskilling is said to be inherent in labour func­
tions that are intended to achieve maximum possible speed, 
cheapness, replaceability, standardisation and calculability 
for the needs of capital. The authors are also quite clear 
about what deskilling involves, naming three aspects: the 
replacement of skilled workers by machines or machine oper­
atives; the division and sub-division of jobs, with any remaining 
skill allocated to a few specialised workers; and the fragmenta­
tion of the remaining semi- or unskilled tasks. The latter is 
recognised as constituting only a tendency dependent on the 
particular division of labour and work organisation. 

Yet the significance of the deskilling debate does not lie 
solely in the analysis of trends in the nature of work. Of equal 
importance are the potential consequences for class conscious­
ness, action and organisation. Labour process theory is 
strongly connected to Marxism, and Marxism is ultimately a 
theory of social change, as well as of social structure. Although 
Marx did not systematically declare the relations between his 
analysis of changes in the labour process and class struggle, it 
was clearly implied that the trends towards homogenisation 
and degradation of labour were important aspects of class 
formation: objective preconditions for the transformation of 
society by the proletariat. Such themes have been taken up 
by contemporary Marxists: for example, Cooley (1981: 49) 
argues that technological proletarianisation will increase the 
likelihood of an alliance of scientific and technical workers 
with the working class and with progressive movements. 

Taking these factors into account, critics have challenged 
the assumptions of leading writers such as Braverman both on 
the extent and the consequences of deskilling (see Wood, 
1982, for the most comprehensive assessment and reference 
to other commentaries).2 However, there are two major 
problems in embarking on an examination of this debate. 
First, the connection between changes in the labour process 
and their consequences for class formation and action are not 
always spelt out. We have already noted that Braverman de­
liberately excludes the component of working-class organisa­
tion and subjectivity. 

The problem is further compounded by a lack of explicit 
theoretical consideration of concepts like homogenisation, 
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although Braverman makes general reference to 'The giant 
mass of workers who are relatively homogeneous as to lack of 
devdoped skill, low pay, and interchangeability of person 
and function' (1974: 359). Ironically, the only direct com­
ment on issues concerning the consequences of labour-process 
changes for class struggle is in a short commentary that 
Braverman made in relation to some of his early critics.5 Here 
he recognises that the value of such analysis 'can only lie in 
precisely how well it helps us to answer questions about class 
consciousness' (1976: 122). Unfortunately, aside from a 
widely noted assertion of the revolutionary potential of the 
working class, the point is taken no further. 

Second, it is not always clear what changes in skill are being 
measured against. Systematic definitions of skill are surpris­
ingly hard to come by in the literature on deskilling. We have 
already seen how the Brighton study gave a detailed definition 
of the latter phenomenon, but nothing as exact on skill was 
forthcoming. Despite a chapter entitled, 'A Final Note on 
Skill', Braverman avoids a positive definition. As Putnam 
(1978) points out, skill tends to be defined negatively and by 
implication, as part of Braverman's case against the sociological 
'upgrading thesis'. This critique centres· upon an attack on 
misleading statistics, training times and a confusion between 
skill and dexterity. 

However, the general picture built up in the assessment of 
changes in the labour process is that skill is largely based on 
knowledge, the unity of conception and execution, and the 
exercise of control by the workforce. This ties in with one of 
the few attempts to define skill closely, as 'knowledgeable 
practice' within 'elements of control' (Council for Science 
and Society, 1981: 23). But in most cases skill is measured 
less by a formal definition than by historical context and 
comparison. The central starting point of many studies has 
therefore been the nature and transformation of craft labour. 

Craft: Destruction and Resistance 

As Rubery (1980: 256) notes, 'The decline in skills in Braver­
man is essentially viewed from a craft perspective: before the 
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advent of mechanisation and scientific management, craft 
workers could control the work process, for knowledge of it 
was stored in the craftsmen themselves.' This is not an idio­
syncrasy of that author. A powerful set of writings has been 
developed which uses the craft experience to understand 
major changes in the capitalist labour process. 

The perspective 
The central theme is that general skills are reduced to job­
specific ones, largely as a result of mechanisation. The skills 
and knowledge of craft workers were crucial to production, 
but over the first quarter of the twentieth century jobs were 
broken down, allowing companies frequently to dispense 
with skilled labour. 

The example of the electrical equipment industry 

'electrical employers transformed the work of making 
lamps. The jobs were simplified and divided into minute 
segments, with the former skills built into the specialised 
machines. This allowed the companies to cut costs, 
increase production, and eliminate skilled workers. The 
craftsmen, who had used their own specialist skill and 
knowledge to produce the lamps, were replaced by 
workers- predominantly women- who performed only 
one special operation and required little training to do 
the job.' 

(Brecher, 1979: 208) 

Historians such as Montgomery (1976, 1979), Hinton 
(1973) and Stone (1973) stress the essential role of control as 
the basis for the exercise of craft skill. According to Mont­
gomery, industrial craftsmen such as iron and steel workers 
and miners were able to use this control to regulate the 
hours, pace and elements of the price of their labour. Much 
of this power and control was of course related to the sub­
contracting arrangements discussed earlier, in sectors like 
mining and manufacturing (Dix, 1979). 

Writers like Montgomery and Hinton go further than 
Braverman by emphasising the political importance of crafts-
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men's organisation in attempts to extend job control into 
wider movements for workers' control of production.4 It was 
politically important, too, in another sense. The battle over 
craft skills was part of a general struggle by employers in this 
period to rationalise production throughout the USA and 
Europe. With the gradual destruction of the old labour system, 
mechanisation in the context of the emergence of the large 
factory became the framework for decisive changes in work 
organisation, technology and payment systems. 

The stress on the craft period and the erosion of skills by 
mechanisation and later by scientific management implicitly 
identifies it with the transition from formal to real subordina­
tion oflabour (Coombs, 1978). The trend is extended beyond 
the period described by Marx, 5 and the transition is theorised 
as deskilling by Braverman, Brighton LPG and others, as 
Cressey and Macinnes (1980) note in their critique of the 
concepts. Marx's stress on real subordination resulting in 
the creation of labour as 'living appendages' of machinery is 
filled out by reference to technical and organisational changes 
Marx could not have wholly forseen. 

One such development was the assembly line. Gartman's 
(1979) study of the introduction of assembly work at Ford 
indicates that shortage of skilled labour and the indispensabil­
ity of those skills gave a high degree of control to sections of 
the workforce. But assembly allowed the progressive dividing 
of labour, the all-round mechanic giving way to specialised 
operatives. The elimination of skilled workers was also made 
possible by the emergence of precisely machined and inter­
changeable parts. In a clear evocation of the idea of real 
subordination, Gartman comments that: 'Ford's mass produc­
tion methods rendered workers largely powerless and hence 
gave capital a freehand to step up exploitation' (1979: 200).6 

The other significant development was the fragmentation 
of even job-specific skills through work reorganisation on 
Taylorist lines. For example, in the jewellery industry in more 
recent times, semi-skilled workers who had traditionally done 
assembly and soldering tasks were confronted with the 'set-up' 
for the work based on an externally designed process on pre­
cut, heat-resistant boards, stamped with the design impressions 
of the jewellery style (Shapiro-Peri, 1979: 282-3). 

It must be said, however, that many writers have been care-



Deskilling: The Degradation of Labour? 95 

ful to stress the long and uneven process involved in des killing. 
Crafts like carpentry and printing have undergone waves of 
deskilling in the past century, related largely to technical 
innovation. In the late nineteenth century, machine wood­
working technology slowly developed into a strong challenge 
to the carpenters' craft position (Reckman, 1979). Not only 
could 'green labour' be introduced to perform task-specific 
jobs, but changes in the labour process allowed capital to 
launch an attack on the weakened craft unions. In many cases 
they were forced to sign working agreements which gave 
employers unrestricted use of tools, machinery and labour. 
Nevertheless, skills survived in modified form. Similarly in 
the printing industry, significant levels of operator skill were 
retained through a number of technical changes - including 
the teletype setter - which allowed newspapers to receive news 
stories in the form of already perforated tape. 

More recent changes in such industries have often provided 
a more profound challenge to traditional skills. Zimbalist 
notes that: 'When the computer made its debut in the news­
paper composing room in 1962, the eventual extinction of all 
craft vestiges became a certainty (1979: 108). In carpentry, 
factory production of house parts (doors, windows, etc.) has 
been the main source of the challenge, rather than new tools 
and machinery used by carpenters themselves. Craft-designated 
work remains, but largely as a result of 'the evolution of a 
maze of archaic work rules specifying trade jurisdiction, 
responsibilities and prerogatives' (Reckman, 1979: 93). 

The craft perspective does not only utilise industrial ex­
amples. As in the case of Braverman, the notion of all-round 
skill and knowledge is often extended to white-collar work. 
Reid (1978) notes that older clerks working in local govern­
ment experienced a 'loss of craft' associated with computer­
related fragmentation; and similar observations are made by 
Crompton and Reid (1982) and Glenn and Feldberg (1979). 
Nevertheless, even allowing for modifications to the general 
craft perspective, it is still one that is rejected by other theor­
ists as an inadequate means of understanding changes in skills 
and working patterns. 

The critique 
Even critics of the above perspectives agree that there were 
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varied modes of deskilling from the later period of the nine­
teenth century. Littler (1978) shows how the decline of the 
internal sub-contract system led eventually to the introduction 
of supervisory labour, whereby 'feed and speed' inspectors, 
quality control and rate fixers fragmented craft control and 
the traditional foreman's role. However, Littler, like other 
commentators, argues that Braverman's analysis is permeated 
by idealised conceptions of the traditional craft workers. 

This constitutes one of the two major strands of the critique 
of Braverman and the deskilling concept, and it has a number 
of different components. At its simplest level this involves a 
challenge to the significance given to skilled work of a craft 
nature. A large proportion of the industrial population was, 
and is, in non-factory, manual occupations like transport and 
mining. Although they had a specific type of skill and control 
of their own, it could not be compared with factory work 
concerned with discrete operations on separate machines 
(More, 1982). Even within the manufacturing sector the craft 
ideal obscures the fact that it was embodied in only a small 
minority of the working class (Putnam, 1978). This 'romance' 
is further challenged by Cutler (1978) on the grounds that it 
was an idealisation of the range of meaningful mental and 
manual capabilities exercised in the productive process. 

This latter point has been consistently raised in more con­
ventional empirical accounts of the period. More argues that 
it is possible to overestimate the actual degree of craft or skill, 
rather than dexterity, of such workers. Such arguments over­
lap with sociological accounts of the social construction of 
skills as occupational strategies to control recruitment and 
rewards. The designation of craft work is seen as little more 
than a restrictive device (Flanders, 1964; Turner, 1962). 
Hence job control can be confused with genuine exercise of 
control over the labour process. This distinction allows Monds 
(1976) to make a very negative assessment of the craft tradi­
tion, arguing that, even before Taylorism, craft control had 
been destroyed by new technologies and anti-union offen­
sives.7 

These views simply do not square with the substantial 
amount of evidence already examined indicating the genuine 
levels of skill, knowledge and control exercised by craft 
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workers. Yet the criticisms do raise a very important point. 
By elevating craft workers to such importance, there is a 
danger that an analysis is constructed which unduly separates 
them from non-craft workers, many of whom were subject to 
similar pressures from capital concerning their skills, rewards 
and working conditions. For example, economic pressures 
built up in the late 1920s and early 1930s impelling employers 
to take a greater interest in neo-Taylorite and other rational­
isation schemes. But by the time they were implemented, 
many of the industries had either already shifted to non-craft 
work, such as in metalworking, or, in the case of sectors like 
food, drink and tobacco, had been set up on the basis of semi­
and unskilled labour (Littler, 1982a: 141). 

Furthermore, outside the manufacturing sector work could 
not involve the same degree of specialisation, and 'involved a 
considerable degree of control over the process' (More, 1978: 
4). Work traditionally defined as semi-skilled, such as dock­
work, could embody high work satisfaction related to the 
variety of tasks and problems requiring use of experience and 
knowledge (Mills, 19 79). Factories themselves still often 
depended. on a variety of machines and operations, limiting 
the degree of specialisation for semi-skilled workers. The grad­
ual development of new forms of work organisation and tech­
nology increasingly put non-craft workers under the threat of 
fragmentation and deskilling. Yet these trends are relatively 
unrecognised within a craft perspective. This threat did not 
always become actuality. Paradoxically, in idealising craft 
work, it is possible to overestimate its destruction.8 

There were a number of mechanisms that counteracted 
deskilling, and these mechanisms have acted as the focus for 
the second strand of criticism of the perspectives associated 
with Braverman. The main theme of these criticisms is the 
effect of worker resistance on the deskilling process. It is not 
just a question of Braverman and others omitting reference to 
industrial struggles. It is wrong to study craft skills without 
examining the role of craft organisation in mediating the rela­
tions between technological development and skill in the 
labour process. 

These are not just general points of criticism. Studies indi­
cate a considerable amount of craft resistance to mechanisa-
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tion in industries such as building, engineering and textiles 
(Friedman, 1977a; Penn, 1978; Lee, 1980). Such resistance 
could be quite successful in retaining levels of skill and rewards, 
with the key role being played by mechanisms of social exclu­
sion. Penn shows how spinning and engineering workers were 
able to maintain structural support for their skills by retaining 
social control over the utilisation of machinery, and by a 
double means of exclusion: first, of management from com­
plete control of the work process; and second of other non­
craft workers who offered a threat to their position (Penn, 
1978: 4-5). 

Worker resistance can also have wider consequences. For 
example, attempts by skilled workers to control the supply 
of labour at the level of the firm and of society (and thus 
resist dilution by semi-skilled workers, women entering the 
labour force, etc.) can create segmentation in the labour 
market. This segmentation may help workers to retain skills, 
as it reduces employers' freedom to interchange the workforce. 
Furthermore, the question of the effects of the labour market 
is an independently important aspect of the study of skills 
and the labour process. The labour market often mediates the 
pace and extent of changes in work organisation and skill, 
and its fluctuating requirements can aid workers' tactics of 
exclusion. The result is the survival of a higher number of 
craft jobs than the deskilling thesis would appear to indicate. 
Such markets are themselves reflections of wider local and 
national economic contexts. A notable example was the situa­
tion in Coventry and the Midlands during and after the Second 
World War. Rearmament programmes and general economic 
expansion sustained a tight labour market in an area with one 
of the highest densities of skilled engineering workers in the 
world. This situation enabled workers to impose the Coventry 
Toolroom Agreement on the engineering employers, which 
was to guarantee high earnings and the protection of skilled 
status until the beginning of the 1970s. 

A craft perspective is not incompatible with a recognition 
of worker resistance. Montgomery (1979) shows how workers 
used both technical knowledge and a code of moral collectivity 
often embodied in the work rules of unions to enable the 
continuation of resistance even through difficult periods of 
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mechanisation. Yet the point remains that emphasis on skilled 
workers too often identifies them as the focal point of changes 
in the labour process. This takes us back to the theme of 
worker resistance, for such struggles were not the sole province 
of those workers. As Friedman (1978: 11) argues, it is an 
error to suggest that the material basis for worker resistance 
disappears following the spread of modem industry and its 
consequent partial erosion of skills. In fact the new situation 
can create the material conditions for successful and organised 
resistance by the semi- and even unskilled. As the increasing 
number of semi-skilled workers became proficient in the use 
of machinery, employers found it more difficult to replace 
them, and suffered heavy losses if equipment stood idle 
(Hinton, 1971). Moreover, as both Friedman (1977a) and 
Nichols and Beynon ( 19 7 7) show, the distinguishing character­
istic of class struggle in the twentieth century has been the 
use of the collective strength of non-craft workers to oppose 
capital. While this has been largely unconnected with 'skills', 
it has involved a more extensive use of tactics connected with 
machine utilisation. 

Non-craft workers' struggle against machinery: an ex­
ample 

'A full documentation of the struggle against the Framing 
Bucks at Ford's Dagenham Body Plant would show a 
very high degree of workers' control of the process of 
production. This control was developed by co-operation 
among workers, who knew their machine better than 
Ford knew it, and who were able to use their knowledge 
in order to block Ford's "repression by the machine". 
Some people would call this sabotage. It is not. It is the 
workers' daily struggle against the machine. And in fac­
tories like Ford ... the class battle tends to express itself 
in resistance to increased workloads, and in a battle in 
and around time and surplus labour time.' 

(Red Notes, 1976) 

The labour market could also be used advantageously by 
non-skilled workers. When there was still relatively full em-
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ployment in the early 1970s, workers in the motor and other 
industries used their own mobility from job to job as a means 
of pushing general wage rates up. Labour turnover at plants 
like Ford's Dagenham was extremely high, although this situa­
tion has obviously changed in the new economic context. 

What are some of the points of theoretical significance 
raised by the critique of craft deskilling? For some critics the 
inadequate understanding of the role of worker resistance in 
the labour process can be located in the nature or use of the 
underlying concept of real subordination of labour. Friedman 
(1978) argues that the successful retention of aspects of skills 
and control by workers throws into doubt the significance 
attached to the distinction between formal and real subordina­
tion. Cressey and Macinnes (1980), too, would rather discard 
this usage, and seek to avoid analysing the struggle between 
capital and labour within what they refer to as an ahistorical 
formalism that cannot deal with the complex relations of 
control and skill. 

For others, the variation of trends within the workplace 
bring into question the concept of homogenisation of labour. 
Before the major deskilling offensives, skilled workers were 
not a homogeneous group, and their position afterwards with 
reference to the preservation of skills was often a function of 
relative strengths prior to the development of mechanised 
factory production (Penn, 1978: 27). But the argument that 
it is necessary to look at more specific situations doesn't 
satisfactorily resolve these and other major issues raised in 
the debate. That requires further examination of a number of 
key points in more general terms. 

The Theoretical Issues 

There were a number of apparently contradictory emphases 
in the previous discussion concerning the relationships between 
labour markets, workplace organisation and the construction 
and retention of skills. The aim of this section is to discuss 
whether it is possible to incorporate critical insights within a 
labour process perspective. 
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Labour markets and capitalist development 
Labour market theories have developed as means of explain­
ing the persistence of segmented and hierarchical structures 
of allocation and pricing of jobs in the economy as a whole 
and within particular firms. Some writers emphasise the 
impact of technological and industrial change in creating a 
dual labour market (Doeringer and Piore, 1971). The key 
element of this is the emergence of firm-specific skills that 
encourage employers to develop wage, employment and 
promotion policies that will develop a stable labour force. An 
internal labour market will thus be dominant over external 
market pressures. More radical versions emphasise the advan­
tage to employers of the use of segmented labour markets as 
a means of dividing and controlling a labour force increasingly 
homogeneous in composition (Gordon, 1972). There is com­
mon ground in the assertion that segmentation creates a 
number of distinct sectors, usually distinguished by some 
variety of the terms primary and secondary. The former is 
the dynamic and technologically changing sector, where skills, 
crafts and professional work are concentrated. The latter is 
said to be largely stagnant technologically, flexible to demands 
outside the framework of the major markets, and requiring 
and using labour that is undifferentiated, low-skilled and 
irregular in commitment and access to work, for example 
immigrant and female labour (see Rubery, 1980, for a full 
discussion). 

Such research therefore has direct relevance to the sphere 
of skills and work: as Lee puts it, 'the production process is 
overlain by the market process' (1980: 60). In practice, he 
argues, the labour market operates as a series of social fllters 
between skill and the wider economy and class structure. An 
examination of the workings oflabour markets can provide an 
important source for modifications of labour process theory. 
The most important point raised by both Lee and Rubery is 
the absence of a theory of wage and price determination in 
studies like Braverman's. The assumption of an immanent 
tendency towards deskilling relies heavily on the views held 
by Babbage and Marx that dividing the craft cheapens the 
parts. But this assumes too readily that 'the effect of price 
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competltwn in employers will always be the same' (Lee, 
1980: 74). In practice, market factors can alter the pace of 
technical innovation and affect the bargaining position of 
workers, and therefore their ability to retain skills.9 

However, there is a difference between establishing the 
importance of these factors and mapping out the exact rela­
tionships between the labour market and the labour process. 
There are problems here that can be illustrated by looking at 
the analysis of Lee, who has made one of the most detailed 
attempts to explain the interrelationships. Priority is given to 
examining systemic (external) shifts in the size and nature of 
labour markets. There are said to be two forms of external 
shift, industrial, which pertains to factors like new products 
and processes, and cyclical, which refers to the overall fluctua­
tions in economic activity. A third shift is internal to the 
workplace and is described as occupational. These correspond 
to the kinds of changes dealt with by Braverman. What is 
significant about Lee's argument is that external shifts are 
explicitly given more weight and counterposed to direct 
des killing in the labour process itself. 

Using official employment statistics and reference to a 
number of industrial studies, Lee asserts that the percentage 
of skilled operatives in traditional areas of craft work (engin­
eering, shipbuilding, construction, printing) remains high. This 
is put down to the operation of industrial and cyclical shifts. 
While both processes have produced a certain amount of 
deskilling, this is said to have seldom been the product of 
change within an industry, but rather the result of new prod­
ucts in new industries that are based on an expanded use of 
semi-skilled labour. However, this trend is counterbalanced 
by the creation of new areas of skilled work, often using 
workers displaced from previous craft jobs, and by the survival 
of 'marginal' sectors using traditional methods. 

While the distinction between deskilled jobs and deskilled 
workers is a useful one, Lee does not explain the relationships 
between the labour market and labour process, but merely 
asserts the domination of one over the other.lO There is no 
attempt to examine changes in the nature of work in the 
occupations discussed, and the study is almost wholly reliant 
on quantitative and official statistics. The 'skills' represented 
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in such sources inevitably tend to reflect existing bargaining 
frameworks rather than accurate assessments of the level of 
skil1.11 The growth of new industries, technologies and prod­
ucts does of course create new skills. But Lee does not ask 
whether the examples he gives- for instance electricians­
are subject to the same long-term process of deskilling that 
have affected the older crafts. Evidence we shall examine 
later indicates that 'crafts' allied to the new electronic tech­
nologies have been deskilled, in the case of some electricians, 
by the incorporation of diagnostic skills within the means of 
testing and repairing machinery. 

A serious attempt to link the labour and market processes 
must give greater emphasis to changes at the point of produc­
tion. There is evidence that the structures of the labour market 
may be a partial reflection of what is happening to the nature 
of work. The erosion of skills has gradually weakened the 
bargaining position of many skilled workers. Thus workers 
will act to maintain their position against threats of substitu­
tion and competition, and in this battle 'their most effective 
tactic is to differentiate themselves from potential compet­
itors' (Rubery, 1980: 260).12 This necessitates attempts to 
control aspects of both the external and internal labour 
markets, including control of apprenticeships, promotions by 
seniority, restrictive practices and demarcation, with redun­
dancy agreements working on the basis of 'last in, frrst out'. 
These practices are very likely to be harmful to the interests 
of sections with less of a stable foothold in the labour market, 
such as women workers. 

Far from 'occupational shifts' having little relevance to 
deskilling, workers' attempts to control and shape labour 
markets are aimed to compensate for loss of skills and bargain­
ing power, and this indicates 'workers' success in regaining 
some of the control lost through the destruction of the craft 
system' (Rubery, 1980: 259). This suggests that particular 
attention should be paid to internal markets. Such a focus 
does not leave the deskilling thesis unscathed, as it brings into 
question once more the concept of homogenisation. 

Deskilling does not necessarily lead to undifferentiated 
work, as the labour process, can be reconstituted as a new 
organisation of production dominated by internal labour 
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markets. As Burawoy perceptively points out, despite the 
separation of conception and execution, the expropriation of 
skill and the narrowing of discretion, studies like Braverman's 
have 'missed the equally important parallel tendency toward 
the expansion of choices within narrower limits' (1979: 94). 
The growth of internal labour markets can therefore act as a 
counterweight to skill degradation, and this opens up the 
whole area of the subjective components of deskilling. This is 
an issue to which we shall return later. 

The other area that the study of labour markets rather 
inadequately directs our attention to is the economic and class 
relations within which changes in the labour process need to 
be situated.1 !I Too much emphasis in labour process theory 
has been placed on a generic impulse to deskill, without con­
necting it to specific economic circumstances. It is true that 
Braverman does refer to the crucial emergence of 'monopoly 
capitalism'. But, as mentioned in the previous chapter, this 
was a decidedly sketchy framework that was better at analys­
ing the changes in the structure of monopoly forms and their 
labour processes than dealing with the problems and contra­
dictions that capital faces in seeking to 'constantly revolution­
ise' the system of production. As Elger notes, 'Braverman 
tends to assume a general congruence between strategies of 
valorisation and accumulation and de-skilling, in which the 
former is directly lodged within the latter' (1979: 83). Yet 
this may not be the case. For example, mechanisation has to 
be fmanced, and this has to be situated within cycles of fixed 
capital renewal (Coombs, 1978). 

But like other critics, Elger and Coombs do little more 
than indicate the need for an analysis of the labour process 
that would locate transformations in relation to phases of 
valorisation and accumulation and their contradictions. A 
more concrete analysis would have to explain the variety of 
national and international factors influencing workplace 
changes. We can return to the example used earlier of skilled 
engineering workers in the Coventry area. In 19 71 the Coventry 
Employers' Association informed the unions that it was 
attempting unilaterally to abolish the district 'toolroom' rate, 
signalling a serious attack on pay, shopfloor practices and 
skilled status. 
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This was not just a matter of normal worker-employer 
conflicts; it reflected rapid changes in the ownership and 
control of the machine-tool industry in the mid-1960s. 
Several conglomerates moved in and bought up small and 
medium-sized companies, and the existing larger machine-tool 
firms attempted expansion and vertical integration with firms 
producing components and raw materials (see Coventry 
Machine Tool Workers' Committee, 1979). The state played a 
significant role through the Department of Trade and Industry 
and the Industrial Reorganisation Corporation in encouraging 
rationalisation in order to strengthen the competitive position 
of British manufacturers in the face of sharp international 
pressures. In the 1970s international competition further 
tightened the screw and gave companies a choice: automate 
or decline further. Subsequent restructuring inevitably had 
important effects on skills and the labour process in the 
industry. 

This example highlights the role played by product markets. 
In this context, Kelly (1982a) shows how the massive growth 
of the consumer goods sector in the post-war period inevitably 
put a strain on their assembly-line methods geared to long 
runs on single products. Firms responded in a variety of ways, 
through built-in obsolescence, factory or section specialisation, 
and, most significantly for our purposes, attempts to reorgan­
ise the labour process itself: hence the experiments undertaken 
in job enrichment and enlargement such as at Volvo in an 
effort to create production flexibility. 

Pressure from product and labour markets, plus exhaustion 
of the possibilities contained in the 'Fordist' model of work 
intensification, the ref ore lead in a number of directions. Aside 
from the programmes of work humanisation, other important 
trends include the moves to decentralise production to smaller 
units and even to outwork in Italy, and the 'export' of F ordism 
and other methods of advanced capitalist production to parts 
of the Second and Third Worlds. This search for cheap and 
docile labour zones has taken place in Eastern Europe, as well 
as in countries such as Brazil, South Korea and Turkey 
(Lipietz, 1982). International developments of this kind have 
acted to strengthen previous trends towards runaway shops, 
where multinationals transfer production to 'underdeveloped' 
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regions. We therefore have to recognise that labour processes 
are shaped by the contradictory, rather than unilinear, devel­
opment of capitalist production. 

Worker resistance, skill and job control 
There is no doubt that there are cycles of deskilling and resist­
ance, and that Lee is right in saying that 'the skilled trades 
have been declared dead at the hands of mechanisation and 
deskilling many times, but the defence of craft identity and 
difference lives on' (1978: 3). One manifestation is the con­
sistent practice of 'clawing back' concessions to management 
on questions of skill and control. Craft control can be re­
established at plant level, as engineers did in the early part of 
this century, using tactics like demarcation disputes (Penn, 
1978: 12). Recognition of these processes does cast doubt on 
the viability of Braverman's objectivist methods. The result is 
that Braverman is surprisingly deterministic concerning the 
shaping of work by technological change (Mackenzie, 1977), 
and overreliant on managerially derived evidence concerning 
skills and control (Elger, 1979: 64). This creates the para­
doxical situation that while the book clearly recognises the 
role of class struggle in creating workplace antagonism con­
nected to the degradation of labour (Zimbalist, 1979: xii), it 
ignores its role in the consequent evolution of the labour 
process. 14 

It is interesting to note that defenders of Braverman, e.g. 
Zimbalist, rather than make an extensive defence of his meth­
ods, tend to argue the long-term ineffectiveness of worker 
resistance as it has existed. Zimbalist uses his own case study 
of the printing industry and the inability of craft unionism to 
reshape or even halt technological development as proof of 
this point (1979: 125). It is important to make a distinction 
between resistance that is often informal and unorganised, 
and a conscious and collective struggle. However, either di­
mension can modify the course of development of the labour 
process. But the more important question is, does worker 
resistance actually retain skills? We have already seen the con­
siderable evidence concerning the social construction of skills 
for bargaining purposes. Lee dismisses this argument. Union 
power to enforce skills would not work unless it was based 
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on what he calls 'real technical use-values' of skills. Mechanisms 
of exclusion and construction so as to control entry and regu­
late the supply of craft labour are independent phenomena in 
themselves, rather than a means of compensating for deskilling. 
Unfortunately, talk of 'real skills' was once again largely un­
supported by qualitative evidence on the occupations con­
cerned.15 

An example of socially created skills 

'In Coventry ... you've got two categories of skilled 
worker. There are the traditional skilled workers- the 
toolmaker, the machine tool setter, the engineering 
maintenance worker- as well as certain other craft skills 
that are still necessary. These are usually people who've 
served their time, though in some cases they might be 
upgraded from the lines. Then there are also a lot of 
jobs in the motor industry, like fitting on the car track, 
which in other parts of the country have been Mlowed 
to become semi-skilled, whereas here in Coventry we've 
managed to maintain them as skilled jobs. In fact there's 
a large number of workers in Coventry who are classed 
as skilled workers, and who get the skilled rate, even 
though their "skills" would only take a few days for 
anyone to pick up.' 

(car worker quoted in Factfolder, 1972) 

The essential confusion is between the ability of workers 
to retain skills and job control. There is considerable evidence 
that workers can exercise the power to determine elements of 
working conditions and rewards, after deskilling has taken 
place (Elger, 1979: 74-7; Rubery, 1980: 262, 264). In his 
case study of electrical workers, Brecher shows how, in the 
wake of mechanisation and subdivision, the establishment of 
industrial unionism in the 1930s involved the creation of a 
substantial amount of direct control over the work process 
through the grievance procedure, steward system and regula­
tion of production (1979: 213). In fact deskilling can some­
times confer bargaining power in circumstances where mech­
anisation replaces craft labour with semi-skilled workers who 
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have been previously unskilled. This enabled such workers to 
exercise some control over output and in general to extend 
workplace organisation (Rubery, 1980: 256-63}. Once estab­
lished, it is possible for machine operatives to use that strength, 
leading Nichols and Beynon to note correctly that: 'Skill is 
not essential to control' (1977: 108). 

What are often retained are specific dexterities, which still 
involve levels of training, if for no other reason than they are 
the 'tricks of the trade'. Forms of expertise may be narrower 
than traditional skills, but they can still 'constitute effective 
obstaclestocapitalistinitiative' (Elger, 1979: 76). Once again, 
therefore, the struggle in the labour process persists through 
craft deskilling, and it is unnecessary to deny the importance 
of the erosion to acknowledge that worker resistance recon­
stitutes the struggle at a different level. Where does this leave 
the concept of real subordination of labour? 

The lesson is that no amount of deskilling or mechanisation 
can lead to the complete domination of capital over labour. 
There is always a danger of conceiving of real subordination 
as a finished and self-contained process. This is particularly 
the case when allied to major changes in the organisation of 
production such as the assembly line. Real subordination is 
best thought of as a tendency, and as a precondition for a 
more direct control of labour given by the use of develop­
ments in the productive forces (Friedman, 1978: 13).16 As 
the concept primarily pertains to issues of control rather than 
skill, we shall return to it in Chapter 5. 

The Contemporary Restructuring of Work 

Compared to the amount of material that exists on the mech­
anisation of craft work, evidence is patchy about contempor­
ary changes in the labour process allied to newer forms of 
technology. The critique by Braverman, and Nichols and 
Beynon and others of the naive optimism of industrial socio­
logy's 'golden future of automation' was necessary, but insuf­
ficient. To go further requires a close look at what is happen­
ing to the nature of work under the most 'advanced' conditions 
of capitalist production. This is particularly important in that 
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much of the craft discussion simply did not update the analysis 
to the more recent period. 

Motive forces for change 
As well as trying to show how automation is a logical exten­
sion of previous forms of organisation of production, it is 
important to examine what is different about the contempor­
ary situation. New technologies and work organisations have 
always provided the opportunities to impose greater control 
over the workforce and to lower costs through dividing and 
reducing skills. Current developments, centred upon com­
puter technology, radically increase those possibilities. One 
study of automation in the factory quotes a worker a5 saying, 
'They have wanted to slam us for a long time. Now they have 
the bat to do it with' (quoted in Shaiken, 1979: 26). One 
example of a direct hit was the attack on the key trade group 
of pipeline welders through automated 'robot' welding mach­
ines. The organisation of flying pickets was understandable 
when management intentions were revealed: 'With these 
machines we can have less qualified people and pay them 
considerably less' (Project Director on Norwest Socea Site, 
quoted in The Sunday Times Business News). 

The advantages of automation over conventional mechan­
isation for capital have been recognised for a long time. As 
Palloix points out, the co-ordination and utilisation of mech­
anised production could never provide the conditions for 
maximum productivity. A considerable amount of discretion 
was left in workers' hands (1976: 54-6). But extensive auto­
mation has always been limited by technical and economic 
factors. Two major developments have altered this. First, 
'The microprocessor offers the possibility of copying intel­
ligent human responses and incorporating them into machinery 
at a minimal cost' (CIS, 1980: 4). Second, the recession has 
accelerated the tendency towards the restructuring of capital 
on a national and international scale. 

Declining rates of profit not only lead to pressure for the 
competitive rationalisation of resources, but impels a search 
for new forms of technology that can be used to restructure 
work relations. But it wouid be misleading to say that the 
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major force of change was an intention to deskill. New tech­
nologies and products have led to frantic reorganisation within 
and between companies on a national and international scale. 
On the whole, therefore, effects on skills have been conse­
quences of the exigencies of the market. For example, most 
micro-electronic companies were originally located in what 
was dubbed 'Silicon Valley' in California. However, using 
cheap, largely female and immigrant labour, the production 
of chips was still capital-intensive. But related assembly 
and testing is more labour-intensive. This provided the basis 
for an expansion into countries like Malaysia, the Philippines 
and Indonesia, which had the potential for greater subordina­
tion of a labour force that had no experience of factory work 
and was susceptible to the manipulation of patriarchal cultural 
traditions (Duncan, 1981). 

But even in the metropolitan countries new forms of tech­
nology can make worker resistance more difficult, and this 
constitutes another distinctive feature of the contemporary 
situation. Some of the difficulty is related mainly to market 
pressures, when, at a time of technical innovation, employers 
can threaten to shift production unless new machines and 
practices are accepted. But much of it is related directly to 
the use of the technology to modify the labour process itself. 
A dramatic example occurred when General Motors smashed 
a die-makers' strike by taking away the computer tapes and 
resumed production at another plant (CSE Microelectronics 
Group, 1980: 85). Past practices of extracting rewards and 
maintaining job controls, even when the structure of the 
labour force has been bypassed technologically, is much less 
likely to be successful. Indeed, traditional defences against 
deskilling are now being more seriously challenged. Computer­
based machinery can allow employers to cross demarcation 
lines by alternative programming, or change the speed of work 
without entry on the shop floor (TUC, 1981 ). 

At present most trade union efforts have been understand­
ably directed towards delaying new technology until job 
protection and attractive buy-out clauses have been worked 
out. Whether in bastions of craft unionism like printing (Zim­
balist, 1979) or centres of traditional job control like the 
docks (Mills, 1979), it has proved extraordinarily hard to 
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resist the combined effects of adverse market conditions and 
technological change on skills and control. This is particularly 
the case when new technology can be projected as highly 
sophisticated and requiring a stable and skilled workforce. 
This has happened in clockwork related to containerisation, 
and only after implementation did workers come to realise 
that 'the range of skills and experience which routinely come 
into play is dramatically narrowed' (Mills, 1979: 139). It all 
adds to a general feeling that 'you can't fight the machine'. 
The possibilities of alternative strategies for dealing with new 
technology will be considered in Chapter 8. To take this 
discussion further it is necessary to examine some case-study 
evidence in major sectors of the economy. 

The application of new technology 
It seems apposite to start at the heart of new technology­
computer work itself. As Kraft (1979) shows in his study of 
the industrialisation of computer programming, there has 
been a long history of sub-division of the previous 'whole 
tasks' involved. But the three major sub-divisions -systems 
analysis, programming and coding - still had substantially 
overlapping boundaries and dependence on the software skills 
of programmers. Research by Kraft and other writers shows 
that subsequent developments in the electronic data-proces­
sing (EDP) industry have strongly modified that position in a 
number of ways, as managers have come under pressure to 
exert greater control over the workforce in the face of greater 
competitive pressures (Greenbaum, 1976). 

A key facet of the changes has been the development of 
specialised high-level computer languages which require less 
trained operatives both to write complex programmes and 
retrieve data (Reid, 1978: 12). These standardised programs 
known as 'packages' or 'turnkey', require fewer technical 
skills and less knowledge of how the computers actually work. 
'Structured' programming emphasises management-set pat­
terns of work that allow tighter methods of control. One 
article in Data Processing argued that the programmer must 
be 'separated from both hardware and software programming 
so he can produce an independently measurable amount of 
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work ... It is imperative that the specific task of the program­
mer be made as small as possible' (quoted in Harman, 1979: 
11). The last point indicates that the freeing of management 
from dependence on highly skilled software workers made 
possible widespread task fragmentation (Kraft, 1979: 11) and 
the separation of conception and execution, as the former is 
now built in to the automatic process (Crompton, 1978: 4). 

Furthermore, the new content of work made it possible to 
establish a clearer hierarchy of authority as responsibility and 
skills were pushed upwards. This more specialised and seg­
mented division of labour can involve geographical and tech­
nical separation of the work of computer operators, program­
mers and systems analysts (Reid, 1978: 10), even to the point 
where in some workplaces programmers are prohibited from 
entering the computer room (Greenbaum, 1976: 47). One 
result is that employers are able to recruit new staff with 
fewer qualifications. Rapid routinisation and deskilling 
restrict career opportunities within companies, and splits 
develop between routine programmers- often women- and 
male, highly skilled sub-occupations in specialist areas (Kraft, 
1979: 17). 

This is one example of the way in which technological 
change is developing for the first time in the office and white­
collar sectors, jobs that have often previously been immune 
from the deskilling process. We have already referred to the 
use of new office technology such as the word processor as a 
means of accelerating the routinisation of office work. A 
recent study by Glenn and Feldberg found no evidence of 
increased autonomy or integration of tasks. Instead, computer­
ised machinery requires that information be treated in a 
standardised and fragmented form. Although clerical workers 
may be less directly supervised, the requirements of the mach­
ine replace the directness of an immediate supervision (1979: 
57). Furthermore, although some routine jobs such as tabulat­
ing are eliminated, others like keying data into terminals come 
into being. Once more the creative tasks are located further 
up the occupational hierarchy. 

Obviously such developments also create a new division of 
labour, with a greater 'polarisation between top secretarial, 
administrative jobs on the one hand, and routine, machine 
minding jobs on the other' (CSE Microelectronics Group, 
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1980: 49). The resultant depersonalisation of the relations 
between managers and secretarial staff is intensified by the 
reorganisation of work on the basis of clerical pooling arrange­
ments. Recognition of the consequences of these types of 
changes is given in the sales pitch of companies dealing in 
office automation. One reproduced a testimonial from a grate­
ful customer that: 'a less experienced typist is able to produce 
the same quality of work as a really skilled girl and almost as 
quickly' (quoted in CIS Report, 1980, 11). Another source 
has stated that careful staff selection of the new 'correspond­
ence secretaries' related to the word processor should be 
designed to ensure that they 'have an aptitude for thorough­
ness and application, but are not perhaps particularly extrovert 
personalities' (quoted in ASTMS, 1980: 43). 

As far as new technology in the factory is concerned, great 
publicity has been given to the introduction of robots. But 
this is partly misleading, as high purchasing and installation 
costs are limiting their use at the present time. 17 The jobs 
that robots are doing, such as paint-spraying and welding, are 
indicative of the low-skill tasks which existing devices are 
capable of replacing, although additions such as sensors will 
expand this range. It is more important at the moment to 
look at extensions of the trends associated with intensive 
mechanisation, for example in numerical control machinery. 
The introduction of numerical control (NC) reduced the 
amount of operator skill and control, but left a reasonable 
degree of discretion in the worker's hands through mechanisms 
such as the use of the 'override' switch for cutting out tape 
control (CSE, 1980: 58). The new generation of direct nu­
merical control (DNC) and similar systems can further erode 
this discretion. Because the machine tool is linked to a central 
computer that guides and monitors the machine operation, it 
allows greater control of the machinist's activity. 

There is no inevitability in this. The systems embody the 
possibility of greater creative input from the operator through 
powerful mini-computers that allow the part program to be 
altered at the machine. Indeed, recent research at Manchester 
University has shown that programming at the machine by 
skilled workers can be more efficient. However, this course of 
action can be blocked by a key on the control panel that locks 
it against unauthorised operator use. As Shaiken shows, this 
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is the most likely course of events. He quotes the chairman of 
an industrial development division as noting that it would be 
'very undesirable to have the operator do any programming. 
This would take away control of the production environment' 
(1979: 33). Detailed evidence of the progressive loss of skill 
and job control is also provided by engineering workers them­
selves, although future developments are still problematical 
(Coventry Machine Tool Workers' Committee, 1979).18 

Numerical control is also being applied to other areas such 
as the clothing industry, where the sewing machine can be 
automatically programmed for a variety of different tasks 
(GMWU, 1980: 10), and the stitcher becomes a machine 
loader and fabric positioner able to tend more than one 
machine at a time, and requiring less training (Lamphere, 
1979: 263). But this kind of automation is also affecting 
technical factory jobs such as the work of draughtsmen. The 
techniques of computer-aided design (CAD), first developed 
in the 1960s, mean that the designer no longer works on a 
drawing board, but in front of a cathode-ray tube. The com­
puter can follow the 'pen' of the designer, greatly increasing 
the speed of the drawings, and can automatically show the 
design from various angles and dimensions. It can also delete 
lines, hold all information in a 'data file' and produce draw­
ings automatically if needed. 

The CAD machine 

'This is likely to be accompanied by the subordination 
of the operator (designer) to the machine (computer), 
with the narrow specialisation of Taylorism leading to 
the fragmentation of design skills and a loss of panoramic 
view of the design activity itself. In consequence, stand­
ard routines and optimisation techniques may seriously 
limit the creativity of the designer, because the subjective 
value judgements would be dominated by the "objective" 
decision of the system . . . There is already evidence to 
show that the CAD when introduced on the basis of so­
called efficiency, gives rise to a de-skilling of the design 
function and a loss of job security.' 

(Cooley, 1980: 29-30) 
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One of the most interesting applications of new technology 
is the MINOS system in the mining industry. Following a mas­
sive investment programme, collieries will be operated from a 
central control room, using a system of minicomputers instal­
led in coal-face machines (Feickert, 1979). Miners were one 
of the groups that actually gained in power following the 
mechanisation of face-work after the Second World War. 
Access to a higher level of technology gave groups of workers 
considerable job control and arguably increased aspects of 
skills (Yarrow, 1979).19 However, the precise effects on skills 
of the new situation remain unclear: 'The MINOS system 
will subordinate labour to machinery and shift control of 
production above the surface to management' (Duncan, 1981: 
198). Under existing arrangements there is little other than the 
financial 'supervision' of piece-work schemes, deputies being 
primarily responsible for safety. This will be replaced by 
computer control, although the operators themselves will be 
unskilled. As Feickert shows, they will be using a simple 
push-button command system, whose ultimate planning and 
control will rest with a secondary management computer 
with restricted terminals located only in managers' offices. If, 
therefore, control can be an important dimension of skill, 
then a reduction in such discretionary powers must be included 
as part of the deskilling process. 

The persistence of limt'ts to deskilling 
New technology does add to the power of capital to restruc­
ture the labour process, but it would be wrong to present it 
as if there were no important constraints. As is normal in any 
period of major technological change, new skills are still being 
created. In fact there appears to be a consensus among trade 
union commentators that the general trend is towards a polar­
isation between a minority of highly trained and rewarded 
workers, and the majority of the low skilled and less well 
rewarded (GMWU, 1980; TGWU, 1979). 

This is particularly the case in the computer industry itself. 
Whereas hardware production is machine-dictated and manage­
ment-controlled, the software design process is still often 
at a craft stage of development with a high level of worker 
discretion and skill. An indication of this is the way that 
programmers refer to working on their program (Duncan, 
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1981). However, this is under attack through the standardisa­
tion of programming, and the creative input is at its peak in 
the design and development stage. This is confirmed in my 
own research on the development of the new System X auto­
matic telephone exchanges. Technical workers were highly 
involved in complex testing of the machinery, but were aware 
that it will get to a stage 'where it's very elaborate, just pushing 
a button and quite literally getting told where the fault is and 
fixing it, but they're not there yet' (quoted in Thompson, 
1981: 220). 

Nevertheless, such examples indicate that the application 
of new technology is taking a highly varied form. Moreover it 
cannot have universal application. For example, in wholesale 
distribution full automation is normally only possible with 
homogeneous stock. Partial automation is more likely, with 
overhead cranes controlled by microprocessors substituting 
for fork-lift drivers, and the additional 'hidden' jobs involving 
unskilled labouring and machine overseers. In small-batch 
production such variation is inevitable, given the number of 
potential products and components. Indeed, microelectronics 
will extend the range of machines that small-batch production 
managements can choose from, and these conditions 'still 
require, to the annoyance of capital, a considerable degree of 
worker involvement, initiative and control' (CSE Microelec­
tronics Group, 1980: 60). 

The introduction of new technology will not only depend 
on costs and existing industrial situations, but on factors 
already identified, such as the state of workers' organisation 
and labour markets. In a study of the use of numerical control 
in engineering, Jones ( 1982) argues that these factors are 
independent influences on the divisibility of skills. The un­
critical attitude taken by most unions towards the effects of 
new technology on the content of work, rather than on the 
amount of jobs, makes it unlikely that serious resistance will 
be put upon this level, at least in the short term. However, 
management cannot fully control the conditions under which 
labour is utilised, and this allows workers to 'claw back' 
skills. 20 In addition, management does not always utilise the 
full potential of micro-electronics. For example, in office 
work a small number of word processors not linked to a larger 
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computer system will have a very different effect on skills­
both positive and negative - than a fully integrated system in 
a larger concern. The research of Reid (1978) also gives useful 
evidence of the constraints related to the operation of the 
labour market for computer work. Employers may be unable 
to afford to routinise the labour process beyond a certain 
point owing to the negative impact this would have on the 
ability to recruit high competence staff and avoid excessive 
labour turnover. In addition an employer may not benefit 
from complete homogenisation of the workforce. A uniform 
mass of low grade workers may bring problems of control 
that are more costly than the cheapening of labour through 
des killing. 

This raises the question of whether the trend towards 
deskilling is actually reversible. Friedman (1977b, 1978) 
argues forcefully that deskilling is not an inherent tendency 
and that there is no single technological direction under cap­
italism. This is said to result primarily from managerial 
accommodation to worker resistance. That such accommoda­
tion takes place is undeniable. Numerous studies have shown 
that in the face of 'labour problems', a variety of types of job 
enrichment and enlargement have been introduced by capital 
(Pignon and Querzola, 1976: Bosquet, 1980).21 But this does 
not necessarily indicate an alternative general direction for 
skills and the labour process, for as the Brighton Labour 
Process Group points out, the re-combination of fragmented 
tasks through job enlargement presupposes deskilling (1977: 
20). More importantly, the purpose for capital is to ensure 
the retention of control in a context where more qualified 
workers are often faced with less skilled and demanding work 
(Reid, 1978: Coriot, 1980). 

It is possible to identify technical aspects of job enrichment 
whereby work satisfaction and commitment may be increased 
by modifying marginal aspects of work organisation. But the 
key focus remains control. Friedman confirms this with his 
presentation of alternative strategies open to capital of direct 
control and responsible autonomy. In the latter instance, 
groups of workers or an individual operative are given a wider 
measure of discretion over the direction of work, with a 
minimum of supervision as a means of maintaining overall 
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managerial authority (1977b: 48). While discretion is a dimen­
sion of skill, the full discussion of job enrichment is best 
located within an analysis of strategies and forms of control. 
We will therefore return to this question in Chapter 5. 

Conclusion: the Unsubstantiated Connections 

Friedman is right to say that there may be times when capital 
prefers not to deskill in its own economic interest, but to 
assert further that 'capital has nothing against skilled workers' 
(1978: 16) is stretching the case beyond credibility. Evidence 
does now show that factors such as labour markets and worker 
resistance operate as constraints on the divisibility of skills. It 
is also the case that there are cycles of deskilling, related to 
the conditions of capital accumulation, that manifest contra­
dictory tendencies between and within industries. These con­
straints and variations are important, and question the rather 
one-dimensional and unilinear approach of writers like 
Braverman. Workers' skills, however, are normally an obstacle 
to the full utilisation of the means of production by capital. 
How that obstacle is modified or removed depends on the 
specific circumstances. But the fact that variation of circum­
stances between and within sectors negates a crude deskilling 
thesis has unfortunately been used to construct an overly 
'agnostic' perspective, as in Wood's introduction to his (1982) 
collection of articles. Deskilling remains the major tendential 
presence within the development of the capitalist labour 
process.22 

The real problem with the debate, particularly concerning 
criticisms of Braverman, is that far too much emphasis has 
been placed on the extent of deskilling and not enough on 
the assumed consequences for the nature and experience of 
work. This particularly affects the concepts of homogenisation 
and degradation of labour. In the case of homogenisation, it 
has already been noted that it is a concept generally used 
unevenly and by implication, rather than in an explicit sense. 
Nevertheless, it underlies important aspects of the work of 
Marx, Braverman and modem writing on manual work (CSE 
Microelectronics Group, 1980: 82) and white-collar workers 
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with reference to the parallel concept of proletarianisation 
(Cooley, 1981; Glenn and Feldberg, 1979). Homogenisation 
is a weak link in the chain of argument on skills and the labour 
process. There is a great difference between all work being 
subject tendentially to the same trends with respect to skills, 
and saying that all work is the same. As the starting points of 
occupations are different, experiences and consequences will 
vary correspondingly. 

This can be illustrated if we take the process of proletarian­
isation. It can be misleading to say that clerical workers have 
suffered a loss of skill and control. Many jobs were created 
after changes in the general conditions and nature of work, 
thus making meaningful comparisons with the past problem­
atic (Gagliani, 1981: 281).23 Even where proletarianisation is 
experienced, the different conditions of clerical labour render 
the idea of homogenisation inadequate as a means of com­
parison with the deskilling of factory jobs. As Jones (1978) 
points out, Braverman is either imprecise or objectivist in 
concluding that the 'proletarian form' impresses itself on the 
middle layers of employment. The crucial question is what 
aspect of the work is concerned. Middle-layer occupations 
have been affected by routinisation and fragmentation, but 
they still carry out important functions on behalf of capital in 
relation to other workers (Crompton, 1978; T. J. Johnson, 
1980). Shifts in types of consciousness and activity should 
therefore be looked at from both angles and not assumed to 
be part of a single tendency covering all workers. Similar 
points can be made about manual work. Not everyone experi­
ences des killing directly. My own research into the telecom· 
munications industry has shown that new technology that 
has largely eliminated craft work and further eroded other 
assembly skills is located in a completely separate plant, using 
largely different labour that had litde conception of the pre­
vious work (Thompson, 1981). Hence there is a distinction 
between whether deskilling is technically taking place and its 
effects on workplace consciousness. This understanding has 
to be added to the more traditional criticisms that homo­
genisation is limited by worker fear of competition from the 
external labour market (Rubery, 1980: 260), and because of 
the strength of resistance from different groups of workers in 
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general (Friedman, 1977b: 47). A more realistic picture of 
skills and differentiation in the working class is indicated by 
Elger in his comment that deepening subordination and 
mechanisation have not created a simple homogeneous mass of 
deskilled labour, but 'a complex, internally differentiated 
apparatus of collective labour which contained an uneven 
variety of narrow skills and specific dexterities' (1979: 82). 

This highlights a further unsubstantiated connection in the 
deskilling argument: that of the degradation of work. There 
is no doubt that for many the experience of work has become 
more alienating, with respect to loss of skills, discretion, or 
other factors such as the decline of an occupational culture in 
jobs such as dockwork (Mills, 1979). But once again, degrada­
tion is a matter of experience, and this is affected by phen­
omena wider than the conventional 'objective' features of 
work. In her study of women clerical workers, Tepperman 
shows that many are taking an increasing 'pride' in their work. 
This is partly because of the realisation of its economic im­
portance, partly because of the retention of problem-solving 
skills, but it is also in reaction to the labelling of female, 
clerical labour as mindless and unimportant (1976: 7-9). It 
is also possible that the 'gadgetry' aspect of advanced mach­
inery in offices and other areas creates a positive identification 
with the new skills, even if they are located in the machine 
and not in the operator! Similarly, semi-skilled manual workers 
can feel some positive identification with their specific dex­
terities, again comparing their own detailed knowledge of 
production conditions with that of foremen and management 
(Mulcahy and Faulkner, 1979: 238). For craft and technical 
workers, their extensive theoretical knowledge can counteract 
degradation, even if there is a disjuncture with its actual 
usage in the work situation. 

These factors also emphasise a previous point, that partici­
pation in workplace labour markets and structures can 'allow 
the degradation of work to pursue its course without continu­
ing crises' (Burawoy, 1979: 94). Even when acknowledging a 
more limited connection between deskilling and degradation, 
the consequences may not always be positive in terms of 
working-class action. The same processes that deskill labour 
can also partly atomise workers (Ehrenreich and Ehrenreich, 
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1976), and encourage 'horizontal' forms of conflict directed 
more at other workers than management (Burawoy, 1979). 
These themes will be taken up again in the final chapter. But 
what can be said for the moment is that while the deskilling 
debate has added considerably to our understanding of the 
nature of work, it has not, in Braverman's words, painted a 
picture of the working class 'as it really is'. 



5 

Forms of Control and 
Resistance 

Under all systems of social production, management of 
physical and human resources is necessary. Within capitalism, 
the managing of resources has become management, a 
specialised function with two dimensions. Co-ordination is 
necessary to avoid the haphazard and wasteful use of the 
instruments of labour, and to meet the requirements of 
purchasing, finance, marketing and other factors. Exercise 
of authority over the labour of others is, however, a means of 
obtaining 'the desired work behaviour from others' (Edwards, 
1979: 17). Edwards goes on to clarify the components of any 
system of control} These consist of the mechanisms by 
which employers direct work tasks; the procedures whereby 
they supervise and evaluate performance in production; and 
the apparatus of discipline and reward (1979: 18). Of course, 
such means of coercive workplace power are not limited to 
capitalism, but are characteristics of any class-divided society. 

This chapter examines the key issues connected with forms 
of management and control, and the responses of workers. Of 
particular importance are the specific origins of control 
within the capitalist mode of production, for in the develop­
ment of the factory system loose forms of control became 
systematic management. A critical evaluation of that trans­
formation is a necessary precursor to a proper assessment of 
Taylorism, taking the discussion of Chapters 1 and 3 to a 
more detailed conclusion. One of the problems of dealing 
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with the labour process debates on control is that the major 
alternatives to the tradition deriving from Marx, Braverman 
and others are so self-contained in their particular conceptual 
and historical structures that direct comparison between 
them is difficult. The common theme is a rejection of the 
view that the capitalist development of the labour process is 
accompanied by the growth of the authority of management 
and employers. Therefore the chapter assesses in different 
sections the major alternatives associated with Friedman and 
Edwards by setting out their major ideas and linking them to 
related and more general issues such as the significance of job 
enrichment and the interrelations between modern control 
structures. The adequacy of concepts of control and manage­
ment can then be examined in the light of the overlapping 
ideas. 

The Origins of Capitalist Control 

All of the major writers on the labour process and systems of 
control - Friedman, Edwards, Braverman and Burawoy -
retain Marx's framework, discussed in Chapter 2, which states 
that when the capitalist purchases labour power, he is only 
acquiring potential. As Friedman points out, 'Marx emphasised 
this managerial problem by calling labour power "variable 
capital"' (1977a: 78). That variability, based on independent 
worker activity, means that to tum labour power into labour 
for profitable production requires systematic control by capi­
tal of the labour process. When Marx wrote about the shift 
from manufacture to large-scale industry, the methods of 
capital were related to the high degree of control exercised 
by the immediate producers in that period. But even now, 
with greater sophistication in managerial methods and 
technology, the same problem is reproduced in different and 
modified forms. 

This much, then, is common ground. Complications arise 
when attempts are made to specify how control is acquired 
and maintained. Although no specific schema is spelt out in 
great detail by Marx, we have seen that he relies on concepts 
like factory despotism and the transition to real subordination 



124 The Contemporary Debates 

of labour. For despotism to exist requires neither the personal 
dictatorship of employers, nor methods that are overtly 
repressive. But it does require a hierarchical chain of command. 
That command is given a material framework when capital 
can use science and machinery to control labour through the 
production process itself. Hence Marx's usage of the notion 
of real subordination. 

We have already discussed some of the problems attached 
to that concept. Yet it is an important one, for it establishes 
the necessity for capital constantly to revolutionise the labour 
process in order to secure increased productivity and profits. 
The relation of ownership itself is insufficient, a point not 
grasped by Monds in his argument against the view that 
employers had to win control over working conditions and 
rewards from craft workers: 

After all, the employers had negotiated the wage scales in 
the first place. They also bought the raw materials, decided 
on the level of output (by deciding on the level of employ­
ment) and, ultimately, realised the surplus value produced 
by selling the final product. 'That is all', as Montgomery 
might say, but surely that is everything. 

(Monds, 1976: 90) 

If it was everything, the struggle for control would be 
irrelevant, and the assumption that employment levels wholly 
determine output is utterly naive. A similar point is made in a 
more practical way by Friedman. He points out that there is 
a confusion in the use of the word control between 'an abso­
lute sense, to identify those "in control", and in a relative 
sense, to signify the degree of power people have to direct 
work' (1977a: 45). Real subordination may indicate a new 
stage in capital's command over work, but it is still a relative 
process, given that it is possible to develop further the techni­
cal means of control in production. We shall return to this 
issue in the remaining sections of the chapter. If the period 
of the establishment of large-scale industry is examined, it is 
clear that capital was developing means of control based on 
the personal and mechanical discipline of the factory. Yet 
despite the increase in the authority of capital, there was 
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still little evidence of a conscious strategy of management 
of labour: why? Edwards suggests that under the conditions 
of competitive capitalism, employers were able to exercise 
authority directly. This is described as simple control. 

This structure was based on the small size and lack of 
sophistication of manufacturing activity. As a result it is 
argued that the entrepreneur directly supervised the work, 
foremen and pay arrangements. In an environment where the 
employer saw, knew and decided everything, his personal 
control rendered workers equal in their powerlessness 
(Edwards, 1979: 25-6). Only when the size of the workforce 
grew beyond the personal ties to the employer was there a 
basis for successful worker resistance. The dominance of 
simple control is held to be further undermined by the 
growing concentration of economic resources, with the 
increased social and complex character of production re­
quiring planning and delegation of authority. Out of the 
consequent contradictions of controlling the workplace and 
coping with shopfloor action, capital is said to be forced into 
experimentation with systematic forms of management. 

This is a persuasive image of the transition from control 
to management. But it is inaccurate and misleading. Evidence 
on the small size and capitalisation of the frrm is not matched 
by any parallel accounts of the actual operation of firms. 
Although workshops and early factories were often set up to 
maximise the potential of direct supervision of labour, this 
was still relative to the skills and job control exercised by 
many workers, particularly in the craft category. Even if the 
evidence of Braverman, Stone, Montgomery and others is 
taken as partly romanticising the craft tradition, the idea that 
employers knew and decided everything belies the real struggle 
over control that raged as the factory system matured. In 
addition it ignores the sub-contracting arrangements which 
gave workers and foremen degrees of control over output 
and rewards (Littler, 1978) and the efforts by capital to utilise 
science and machinery to subordinate labour. 

In practice the degree of direct authority varied from one 
industry to the next, the differing forms of control and 
organisation of work making it futile to talk of the labour 
process (Burawoy, 1981: 96-7). Circumstances varied among 
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established crafts, sub-contracting and in temallabour markets, 
emergent mass production, and remnants of domestic industry. 
In some of these industries, for example cotton, control was 
already beginning to be exercised as much through technical 
as personal means (Burawoy, 1981: 96). Furthermore, it was 
often not just variation by industry that mattered. Forms 
of control could alter in relation to economic changes and 
the degree of pressure on firms. As Friedman shows, there are 
periods when combinations of high product demand, scarce 
labour and strong worker organisation pushed some employers 
into trying forms of control which left considerable autonomy 
in workers' hands (1977a: 173). 

The Development of Systematic Management 

The origins of systematic forms of management cannot be 
adequately understood in terms of the decay of a single 
structure of control, whether 'simple' or otherwise. Variations 
in the nature of the labour process already contained the seeds 
of experimentation in new managerial practices. Indeed, such 
experimentation was impelled by a combination of falling 
profit rates and the weakening of traditional forms of control 
such as sub-contracting. Littler indicates that, in the 1880s, 
the possibilities for new structures of control were open, 
indeed a small minority actually experimented with profit­
sharing and participation schemes (1978: 11). Much more 
prominent, however, were the strengthening of forms of 
direct authority over labour through foremen and new 
supervisory, white-collar layers who could wield considerable 
power, as well as piece-work and bonus systems which began 
the system of recording job times and rate-fixing (Littler, 
1978: 12-15; Friedman, 1977a: 91).2 When added to the 
greater use of science and technology in production, these 
trends constituted significant shifts towards control systems 
associated with subsequent management methods. 

As competitive capitalism slowly developed into monopoly 
forms, Taylorism came to be seen as the most publicly 
important of these methods. Yet Littler argues that 'There 
was literally no shop floor Taylorism in Britain before 1914' 
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(1978: 18), given that time study was not systematic and 
piece-work was still largely based on the knowledge of fore­
men and craft workers. It is commonly acknowledged that, 
compared to the uneven and hesitant pace of change in Britain, 
management methods such as Taylorism developed much 
more quickly in the USA. But this is not necessarily incom­
patible with the argument of Braverman and others con­
cerning the importance of Taylor's methods. They are regarded 
as the most conscious and systematic expression of existing 
trends in the organisation of work, rather than as the single 
source of experimentation. Nevertheless, given the extension 
of the argument that Taylorism became the core component 
of control structures, it is necessary to evaluate it more closely 
than has been attempted so far. 

Taylorism reassessed 
While it is generally agreed that scientific management was a 
vital component of experimentation towards new control 
systems, its lasting success and significance has remained 
open to doubt. Many labour process writers are as critical as 
those within industrial sociology concerning the viability of 
Taylorism as a managerial strategy. Burawoy believes that, 
'As a practical tool of increasing capitalist control, Taylorism 
was a failure' (1978: 278). Some prefertoviewitasimportant 
in particular conditions, but insufficient and inapplicable in 
others: 

Braverman too must be criticised for confusing one par­
ticular strategy for exercising managerial authority in the 
capitalist labour process with managerial authority itself 
... Taylorian scientific management is not the only 
strategy available for exercising managerial authority, and 
given the reality of worker resistance, often it is not the 
most appropriate. 

(Friedman, 1977a: 80) 

We have already examined the weaknesses of the sociologi­
cal treatment of Taylorism. But what of the debate within 
labour process theory? In evaluating the discussion, the main 
problems arise from the scope attributed to Taylorism. 
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Because theorists such as Braverman present it as the summa­
tion and focus of trends in capitalist production, it can easily 
become a 'catch-all' concept that hides differences in cir­
cumstances of origin, context and impact of new control 
structures. Braverman does indicate that scientific manage­
ment and monopoly capitalism coincide, the latter creating 
the scale of production necessary to sustain the resources 
for effective control structures. But there is little attempt to 
show how the objectives of scientific management can be 
located in specific crises within the accumulation process, 
and the uneven development of monopoly capitalism in 
different sectors (Elger, 1979: 78-9; Elger and Schwarz, 
1980: 399). 

This is particularly important if consideration is given to 
variations on an international level. Fridenson (1978) shows 
that there were 'remarkable similarities' between the USA 
and France concerning the speed and nature of the introduc­
tion of Taylorism. In Germany and Britain, however, particular 
national factors pertaining to both employers' preferences 
and to organised labour meant a slower and more variable 
introduction of such schemes. Even in France, modifica­
tions from the US experience were apparent in the particular 
role played by war-time rationalisation, the interventionist 
efforts of the state, and parallel movements towards regulari­
sation of production. The latter comprised Fayolism, which 
tackled the administrative organisation of the enterprise as 
a whole, and the Bedaux system, which refined and extended 
methods of work measurement. 

Nor is there recognition that Taylor's methods constituted 
only one, albeit an important one, of a number of experiments 
influenced by the increasing number of engineers taking a 
closer interest in the problems of production (Palmer, 1975; 
Edwards, 1979). Such initiatives concerned technical innova­
tions such as the standardisation of tools and tasks; the 
restructuring of systems of wage payment; and personnel 
and welfare schemes that were characteristic of this period 
of transistion from old to new forms of control. 3 The result 
is that the 'Taylor movement has been confused with a broader 
re-orientation of management' (Edwards, 1979: 98). Even 
when defined within a narrower framework, Taylorist ex-
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periments ran up against substantial limits and constraints. 
These are said to be mainly of two kinds. Firstly, there is well 
documented· worker opposition, although it refers mainly to 
the USA. Even prior to the First World War, resistance to 
time study, job analysis and incentive wage schemes was 
strong (Nadwomy, 1955). In the most famous case, unions in 
the government arsenals succeeded in getting the stop-watch 
and bonus system banned from 1916 to 1949! The obvious 
attack on the power and conditions of craft workers led to 
them rejecting Taylor's system on practical and ethical 
grounds (Montgomery, 1979: 11). Even among the rank-and­
file semi- and unskilled workers, strike waves such as those in 
the East during 1909-15 were located in sectors being 
rationalised by scientific management. This 'sowed class con­
flict on an epic scale', influenced by the Industrial Workers 
of the World (Davis, 1975: 77).4 

Naturally enough, this made employers wary of persisting 
with this type of managerial scheme. But there is a second 
source of constraint. The results of the initiatives did not 
always convince employers of their usefulness. Piece-rate 
schemes may have carried the tempting promise of payment 
for actual work done, but they also allowed scope for decep­
tion by workers, thereby restricting output (Edwards, 1979: 
99). Even aside from workforce resistance, employers may 
suffer from the 'ultimate vision' of Taylorism that workers 
are economically calculating creatures whose labour can be 
tightly controlled and rewarded. This vision ignores what 
Friedman calls the 'positive aspects of labour power which 
are forgone when people are treated as machines' (1977a: 
95). Introducing new machinery or working practices often 
relies on workers' goodwill to overcome difficulties. This 
may be lost unless managerial methods leave a greater amount 
of discretion in the hands of the workforce than envisaged 
with Taylorism. 

From the viewpoint of these critics, Taylorism always 
had limited usefulness. Edwards went so far as to claim that 
only 1 per cent of companies had tried such schemes (1979: 
104). This leads to a fmal recurrent theme of criticisms, 
namely the necessity to distinguish between Taylorism as 
ideology and practice. As the most prominent of new manage-
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ment theories - with its own Taylor Society - it was inevit­
able that Taylorism was at the forefront of an employers' 
offensive counterposing the efficiency and rationality of 
management to the dangerous conceptions of craft and 
workers' control (Palmer, 1975). It can therefore be seen as 
important more as a mode of ideological legitimation of the 
emergent forms of systematic management than as a means for 
reorganising the labour process (Burawoy, 1978: 276-81).5 

These points make clear the need for a much more careful 
examination of the role of Taylorism in the establishment of 
systematic management. However, that critique is severely 
flawed by its misapprehension of the nature and scope of 
Taylorism. Because writers like Braverman define Taylorism 
so broadly, it is easy for others to describe it as a failure by 
defining it narrowly as a series of initiatives specific to Taylor, 
rather than as the movement towards 'scientific' management 
generally. Yet all the grounds put forward for this supposed 
failure are problematic. As a 'lifelong crusade against the 
autonomous and inefficient worker' (Davis, 1975: 66), it is 
hardly surprising thatTaylorism created a sustained opposition. 
But is it really the case that workers 'fought it to a standstill', 
as Edwards claims? Montgomery admits that the initial wave 
of overt opposition had been crushed in most of the basic 
industries in the USA by 1922 (1979: 14). Furthermore, 
unions like the American Federation of Labor increasingly 
reached an accommodation with scientific management, 
particularly with the less beligerent followers of Taylor, who 
saw a role for union involvement and recognition (Nadworny: 
1955).6 

While this obviously did not eliminate shopfloor resistance, 
the important point is that it highlights the tendency for 
unions to try to incorporate phenomena such as scientific 
management within a collective bargaining framework. This 
has certainly been the trend at shopfloor level after the 
Second World War in Britain. Resistance to work study and 
other managerial methods continued, but largely as a means 
of extracting the highest rewards through controlling the con­
ditions under which scientific management is utilised. The 
existence of the methods themselves are reluctantly accepted 
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as a basic fact of industrial life. This mixture of conflict and 
accommodation will be illustrated later in the chapter with 
reference to the British motor and engineering industries. 

The claim that only a tiny minority of firms ever imple­
mented the methods is therefore absurd, and based on an 
extremely narrow definition of Taylorist experiments. Firms 
such as the Bedaux company of consultants specialised in 
guiding hundreds of firms in introducing incentive payment 
schemes and time and motion studies on both sides of the 
Atlantic (Friedman, 1977a: 98). According to Branson and 
Heinemann, 240 firms were listed by Bedaux as operating the 
system as mass production grew in Britain in the 1930s 
(1971: 96). Littler shows how the diffusion of Bedaux's neo­
Taylorite methods in Britain was helped by refinements such 
as the incorporation of fatigue and rest into a universal system 
of measurement (1982a: 139-42). Once again, the undoubted 
worker opposition did no more than delay that diffusion. By 
the end of the 1930s most of the major European countries 
had some form of scientific management, regardless of the 
national variations (Fridenson, 1978). 

Those who call Taylorism a failure normally provide con­
siderable evidence to the contrary in their examination of 
the subsequent development of trends in the workplace. 
Edwards admits that, 'One important element that did endure 
was the aggressive attempt to gain management control over 
the special knowledge of production ... Another element 
... was the notion that each worker's job should be carefully 
defmed, including standards of "adequate performance" ' 
(1979: 104). Contemporary studies of the workplace are 
full of details of the operation of basic features of scientific 
management. Burawoy- another of those who talk of the 
failure of Taylorism - shows how a modern engineering 
factory depends on the industrial engineer rather than the 
stop-watch. But, 'Time study has been professionalised and 
made more "scientific"', while the struggle against it 'remains 
a profound feature of shop floor culture' (1979: 167). In 
Britain the same story is told, for example in studies of women 
workers in the tobacco and motor components industries 
(Pollert, 1981; Cavendish, 1982). Even the classic studies 
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of industrial sociology concerning the restriction of output 
are saturated with the language of practices - rate-cutting, 
speed-up, stretch-out - which only make sense in the context 
of the daily operation of scientific management in its varied 
forms (Roy, 1973; Lupton, 1963). 

To suggest that the relevance of Taylorism has been that of 
a mode of legitimation is to reverse the real long-term 
processes. In its inception and early stages it is true that 
Taylorism played such a role. But once incorporated along­
side technical means of control, as a basic feature of pro­
duction methods, scientific management itself is rendered 
insufficient as the main source of legitimation of capitalist 
social relations in the workplace. It was argued earlier, in 
Chapter 1, that it is wrong to suggest a strict division between 
a Taylorist work design and 'habituation' and 'adjustment' of 
the worker through humanistic management techniques. This 
is a point also made by Friedman (1977a: 82). But he is mis­
taken in believing that management cannot be a 'two-tier 
process'. Precisely because scientific management is often 
insufficient as a means of securing effective control, consent 
and legitimation have shifted to a different terrain. In his 
study of computer workers, Reid grasps this point: 'Although 
the use of pseudo-scientific job evaluation, time and motion 
studies and other Taylorist techniques have remained vital 
parts of the managerial armoury used to rationalise and 
control the labour process, they have been complemented 
by notions of staff participation, improved' organisational 
communication and the "humanisation" or "personalising" 
ofthe work environment' (1978: 16). 

In the light of this debate, those who argue that Taylorism 
has been the dominant management practice are in general 
terms correct. Their failure, nevertheless, has been to obscure 
the pattern of its varied implementation, the variety of poten­
tial forms and, more seriously, the number of alternative and 
additional methods of control available and sometimes 
necessary to capital. As stated earlier, there are distinctly dif­
ferent conceptions of the nature and historical development 
of those alternatives and variations, and it is to the first of 
these - associated with Friedman - that we now tum. 
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The Frontier of Control 

For a number of theorists, notably Edwards, Burawoy and 
Friedman, the main constraint on scientific management is 
its rigidity. The attempt to create a managerial 'monopoly 
of conception' runs against a parallel requirement for some 
level of creative participation of shopfloor workers to keep 
production going. The latter tendency is described by Fried­
man as 'responsible autonomy', and defined in terms of 'the 
maintenance of managerial authority by getting workers to 
identify with the competitive aims of the enterprise so that 
they will act "responsibly" with a minimum of supervision' 
( 1977b: 48). He argues that responsible autonomy constitutes 
the major strategic alternative form of man~ement in exer­
cising overall control of the labour process. Friedman per­
ceives the one-sided emphasis on forms of direct authority, 
such as Taylorism, as a legacy of the neglect of the effects 
of worker resistance originating in Marx and reproduced in 
Braverman and other contemporary Marxists (1977b: 43; 
1977a: 48-50). In particular, Marxist orthodoxy has failed 
to examine the means by which capital has to deal with 
contradictions within the labour process to sustain the mode 
of production. 

The forms of authority and control are therefore held to 
be a product of confrontation and accommodation, an 
example being the retention of craft workers after the 'techni­
cal' necessity for their skills has been eroded. From this point 
of view, a further important qualification to Marxist ortho­
doxy is made. The emphasis on the inevitable drive by capital 
to cheapen labour costs through increasing subordination 
and deskilling is recognised to be an uneven and complex 
trend. Valorisation cannot be encapsulated in any single 
form, while the price of labour may include concessions in 
the interest of a longer-term view of profitability. The result 
is support for what has previously been called a frontier of 
control (Friedman, 1978: 13). A range of possible tactics by 
capital are allowed for, the degree of discretion being con­
ditioned by the pressure of worker resistance and competitive 
market pressures. While these tactics may be adopted as a 
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result of a forced reaction to workers' power, or though 
deliberate strategical intent, the emphasis is placed on the 
latter. These are important concepts, but how useful are they 
in explaining the historical development of the capitalist 
labour process? 

Direct control and responsible autonomy 
In some ways Friedman does not present a historical analysis, 
in that a schema of stages of development in forms of control 
is absent. Direct control and responsible autonomy are seen 
as strategies that can be adopted in any period to deal with 
a specific managerial problem of capital. Two qualifications, 
however, can be made to this. First, responsible autonomy is 
said to be more applicable to dealing with relatively privileged 
skilled workers, who already have elements of job control 
and discretion. In contrast, direct control is most suited to 
large firms with stable product markets and poorly organised 
workforces. Second, Friedman believes there is a long-run 
tendency towards using responsible autonomy strategies. 
New forms of control and managerial methods are, as with 
other writers, associated with the emergence of monopoly 
capitalism. A measure of monopoly power gives firms the 
means to experiment consciously in more favourable economic 
conditions. 

It is admitted that such experiments encompassed scientific 
management complemented by flow-line methods as an 
additional direct control. But the inflexibility of managerial 
operation and the degree of adverse reaction is held to limit 
its usefulness. Given that top managers in monopoly con­
ditions have to deal with greater potential worker resistance, 
this accentuates the use of responsible autonomy to co-opt 
the workforce. Greater size and stability of firms also en­
courages the parallel use of internal labour markets, which 
are themselves a means of integration into company opera­
tions and hierarchies. Along with Burawoy and Edwards, 
Friedman agrees that this once again pushes managers to 
grant or concede certain levels of discretion to the shop floor, 
rather than use direct and coercive measures. 

In the post-1945 situation, the previous mix of direct and 
discretionary methods is seen as inadequate. A further shift 
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is noted towards managerial strategies to counteract rigidity 
and resistance. This search, plus the specific conditions of 
economic expansion and shop-floor power in a sellers' market, 
leads to the prioritisation of forms of responsible autonomy. 
To help problems of inflexibility, management can apply 
different stategies to sections of the workforce. Friedman 
distinguishes between central and pen'pheral workers ac­
cording to how essential their skills and capacities are to 
the securing of high, long-run profits. Central workers are 
likely to be dealt with in terms of responsible autonomy, 
while the expendability of peripheral sectors makes them 
vulnerable to direct control. This distinction bears a marked 
resemblance to that between the characteristics of primary 
and secondary labour markets, although, as will be shown 
later, Friedman makes a critique of aspects of those theories. 

The major case study illustrating Friedman's general thesis 
is the car industry in Coventry. Historically the battle to 
assert rival forms of control had always been a major feature 
of the industry. Although numerous attempts were made in 
the inter-war years to impose direct means of management, 
the shop floor had centred its fight on the principle of 
mutuality; that is, the price paid for piece rates and the intro­
duction of new methods were both fixed by mutual arrange­
ment between the employer and workers' representatives. A 
significant level of shopfloor discretion and· involvement was 
strengthened by co-operation in production during the war, 
and by the growth of the shop stewards' movement in the 
boom conditions that followed. The combination of a 'gang 
system '8 and piece-work payment not only consolidated 
workers' control over aspects of productive activity, but it 
also had benefits in terms of flexibility in the workshop 
necessary for introducing changes allied to new machinery 
and methods. As a consequence, 'Within car firms during the 
1940s and early 1950s the vast majority of workers were 
treated as central workers with Responsible Autonomy 
strategies' (Friedman, 1977a: 221). 

Managerial strategies of this type came to be eroded by the 
changing conditions of intensified competition, which brought 
to the fore the disadvantagc;:s involved: rigidity of manning 
and shopfloor practices, and the high costs of changes in 
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production. The result was a shift back to attempted direct 
control, manifested by speed-up, threats of movement of 
plant and withdrawal of investment, and the abandonment 
of piece work and agreements which guaranteed high earnings 
for Coventry car and engineering workers.9 Particularly 
important within this shift was the move towards measured 
daywork. This not only introduces a payment system which 
negotiates rates on a factory-wide basis, thus helping to 
eliminate sectional wage-drift, but it also provides a framework 
for a new work study offensive as tasks are measured for the 
new rates. These trends have continued with the deepening 
recession, but they have been tempered by attempts to in­
corporate union and steward structures into partial managerial 
responsibility (Hyman, 1979). 

Within Friedman's historical framework and case studies 
there is valuable material which adds to labour process theory 
and our understanding of the variety of means of control. 
But whether the interrelations and relative weight between 
control methods are accurate is another matter. The recogni­
tion given to internal labour markets corresponds with other 
contemporary evidence (Burawoy, 1979; Edwards, 1979; 
Rubery, 1980). But the basic argument of a gradual shift 
to strategies of responsible autonomy under monopoly 
capitalism is not sustainable. This can be shown by reference 
to the motor industry case study. 

It is true that car workers had considerable job autonomy 
in the post-1945 period. Counter-controls, operated through 
shop stewards in companies like Ford, enabled influence to 
be extended over job allocation, overtime and other aspects 
of working arrangements (Beynon, 1973). However, this was 
always within a high level of technical control by capital 
through the assembly line, backed up in many cases by equally 
high levels of supervision. Indeed, extensive mechanisation 
provided a basis for intensification of production in many 
industries in this period. Job autonomy must also be situated 
within considerable use of scientific management techniques 
that were an integral accompaniment to such organisation 
of work. If mutuality is closely examined, shop stewards 
were trying to sustain the means of monitoring, modifying 
and materially benefitting from the large array of measure-
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ment techniques that were a necessary part of payment and 
production methods (Turner, Clack and Roberts, 1967). The 
efficacy of counter-controls therefore depended on the con­
text of workers' organisation and the wider economic and 
class relations, rather than any straightforward managerial 
'strategy'. What Friedman calls responsible autonomy was 
more often accommodation in different ways to shopfloor 
job controls. 

Managerial accommodation: an example from Chrysler 

'On the Door-Hanging section last year, the Superinten­
dent instructed the men to work to their man assign­
ments (i.e. job specifications). Their written instructions 
were that they were to do 14 two-door cars, 14 Estates, 
and 21 four-door saloon cars. The men accepted- but 
management couldn't get the cars into correct rotation. 
The result was chaos, as the workers did just what they 
had been told to do. Two-door cars were coming down 
the line with doors for four-door cars - 7 inches too 
short ... Estate car doors were being smashed into 
position on whatever car turned up next! The Superin­
tendent begged the men to return to their own patterns 
of working. But the men insisted on working strictly to 
their instructions for the rest of the shift. The result 
of this was that management allowed us to work to our 
own work patterns. They left it to us. The situation is 
the same today.' 

(shop steward, quoted in Red Notes, 1976: 2(a): 4) 

When the space for that accommodation was later eroded, 
capital did not change to a wholly different strategy of direct 
control. It merely sought to alter the balance of the frontier 
of control by intensifying the techniques of 'scientifically' 
controlling work that were already present despite job dis­
cretion and internal labour markets. In these conditions 
mutuality therefore became a more defensive device for 
countervailing increased managerial control associated with 
these and other trends such as productivity deals (Nightingale, 
1980: 328). While mutality and other tactics could limit the 
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progress towards enhanced corttrol, its limited use throws 
further doubt on conceiving the frontier of control primarily 
in terms of rival alternative strategies. Before moving to an 
examination of alternative concepts, it is necessary to consider 
the effect of an evaluation of Friedman's ideas on wider 
theoretical questions. The concept of responsible autonomy 
has clear and acknowledged links to job enrichment pro­
grammes (Friedman, 1977b: 51-3). Direct control and 
responsible autonomy actually have parallel dichotomies in 
sociological theory, such as Fox's low and high discretion, 
and the mechanistic and organic systems of management of 
Bums and Stalker (Crompton, 1978: 7). What assessment 
can therefore be made in the light of the previous discussion? 

The sigmficance of job enrichment 
In previous chapters, the question of job enrichment has been 
briefly examined in a critical manner, reflecting the rejection 
of labour process theorists of the claim that such schemes 
fundamentally alter the nature and experience of work. But 
part of the problem in evaluating job enrichment is to avoid 
simply reacting to the grandiose claims of those like Dickson 
(1977) who talk in terms of a 'work revolution'. Evidence 
does show that 'These techniques ... have had some success 
in improving the quality of working life, in reducing absen­
teeism and labour turnover, and in increasing productivity 
and quality of work' (Council for Science and Society, 1981: 
38). But to concentrate on the limits to these developments 
is perhaps to deflect attention away from a more fruitful 
emphasis on job enrichment in terms of control. As Friedman 
points out, industrial social science has been searching since 
the 1920s for a way of articulating alternative managerial 
strategies to direct control (1977b: 51). Regardless of the 
inadequacies of the theoretical basis involved, the British 
management writer, Flanders, unwittingly highlighted the 
key orientation when he commented that management must 
'regain control by sharing it'. In this context, capital hands 
over control of small areas of production, hoping that greater 
participation to labour will result in improved efficiency 
(Cressey and Macinnes, 1980: 21). What is the extent and 
significance of this trend? 



Forms of Control and Resistance 139 

For some theorists, modem management is being forced 
by the reality of labour problems and revolt against work 
to question whether factory 'despotism', fragmentation 
and hierarchy are really indispensable (Bosquet, 1980: 370). 
The language of the new capitalism talks of the end of the 
assembly line, participation in and enrichment of work, and 
a career structure for all workers (Pignon and Querzola, 
1976). Even those who believe thatjob enrichment represents 
a genuinely new departure for the capitalist organisation of 
work recognise that it is a minority trend in a world of work 
still dominated by mass production and Taylorism. Neverthe­
less, there are more examples than the famous ones such as 
the Volvo car plant in Sweden. Bosquet reports that work 
humanisation schemes were being applied in 200-300 fac­
tories in Europe and the USA by the early 1970s. More 
detailed evidence of the efforts of the 'progressive' wing of 
capital is given in the case studies of Donnelly Mirrors and 
American Telegraph and Telephone (AT&T) by Pignon and 
Querzola. 

In addition, there has been a growing interest in 'Japanese­
style' management techniques. More than eighty UK firms 
have been experimenting on an 'after Japan' basis, setting up 
discussion groups involving various skill sectors of the work­
force with the aim of breaking down the 'I'm not paid to 
think' attitude. The resultant tapping of the creative impulses 
of workers is directed towards making work processes more 
productive (GAITS Quarterly, September 1981). Meanwhile, 
by 197 5 at least fifty companies had a new 'group technology' 
system used in the batch manufacture of metal-worked 
products. By combining workers and machinery to­
gether in a 'cell' system in which they can express greater 
discretion in the allocation of tasks and directing work 
methods, its proponents argue that it 'can promote substan­
tial gains in terms of job satisfaction and social conditions 
on the shop floor' (quoted in Green and Bornat, 1978: 1). 

These diverse examples illustrate the problem of evaluating 
the significance of the trend, particularly because they are 
only part of the variety of new or revamped measures mani­
fested by the abolition of the time-clock, salaried status, the 
elimination of direct supervision, the replacement of assembly 
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lines by job-enlarged 'roundabouts', elaborate staff participa­
tion schemes, and a host of other new working arrangements. 
Examples of the more far-reaching schemes are given by 
Pignon and Querzola (1976), Bosquet (1980) and Coriot 
(1980). At Donnelly's, AT&T, Philips and other companies 
work has been reorganised around 'autonomous' teams who 
carry out job-enlarged tasks based on the combination of 
previously fragmented operations. The new teams are respons­
ible for work co-ordination, speed and the monitoring of 
errors. As a consequence much of the repressive function of 
supervision is cut out (Pignon and Querzola, 1976: 78). In 
some instances the new arrangements are reproduced at the 
individual level. For example, clerks are made responsible for 
their own sections of town and clients, and therefore their 
own accounts and working practices. In parts of the French 
motor industry, a 'new assembly line' is segmented into dis­
tinct work spaces which are the province of small groups of 
workers with their own stores of tools and components. 
Compared to the one person, one job, one position line, this 
allows for partial determination of work speed (Coriot, 1980: 
35). The results on both group and individual bases have 
often been spectacular increases in productivity, at least in 
the short term. 

There seems little doubt that some of these initiatives 
constitute a form of 'responsible autonomy', as they are based 
on high trust strategies and low levels of supervision. What 
is more, they do have genuinely new features compared to 
the traditional human relations approach. Most far-reaching 
job enrichment schemes involve the mobilisation of applied 
social science to the management of human resources within 
production. Many of those concerned - Lickert, Argyris, 
McGregor, Herzberg- perceive previous attempts as not 
reaching far enough into the contradictions of work. Bosquet 
draws a useful distinction between the new talk of 'adapting 
the task to the man', and the traditional human relations 
approach of adapting workers to the existing technology 
and organisation of work, describing the latter as a gigantic 
brainwashing enterprise (1980: 371). This suggests that 
Braverman may have been mistaken in confusing the older 
patterns of 'habituation' with new strategies of control which 
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recognise that winning consent means altering work practices. 
Furthermore, it provides evidence for Friedman's assertion 
that at least some employers are thinking in terms of alter· 
native strategies. 

But there are limits in the supportive evidence. There is 
no single trend towards responsible autonomy. Many schemes 
of participation and enrichment offer little or nothing that is 
new, and are often disguised forms of intensified control and 
rationalisation of the labour process. Some measures are not 
much more than new types of paternalism. For example, 
relaxation of supervision can have a variety of causes, in­
cluding that of being a 'sweetener' for employer resistance 
to unionisation (Roy, 1980; Zimbalist, 1979: xxi).10 On a 
wider level, Ramsay's historical account of the significance 
of participation measures shows that they have 'attracted 
management attention on a large scale at particular periods 
of time, particularly when they have experienced a challenge 
to their authority from below, this usually coinciding with a 
crisis in the need for motivation of labour effort' ( 1980: 390). 
It is also the case, as stated in a different context earlier, 
that new managerial methods are far from incompatible with 
the old. Nightingale indicates that the new managerial ideology 
of participation and joint regulation associated with the move­
ment for productivity deals went hand in hand with the 
expansion of 'Taylorism' in its widest sense of more sophisti­
cated means of control and measurement over pay and work 
(1980: 320). 

Nor does the application of more developed social science 
techniques mark a break from scientific management. These 
techniques extend the technological rationality directed at 
making control a 'science', and its practitioners sometimes 
acknowledge the links to Taylor (Pignon and Querzola, 
1976: 78). Actual environment and enlargement techniques 
in practice often involve little real autonomy. The manage­
ment of ChemCo described their new working arrangements 
as a programme of change without parallel in British industry. 
Yet according to Nichols and Beynon, for workers 'it meant 
no fundamental change at all in their power of decision 
making or conditions or work' (1977: 70). Trade unions 
and 'involvement' were a means of integration and formalisa-
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tion of workforce responses, while techniques of enrichment, 
such as job rotation, appeared to do little for genuine involve­
ment or work satisfaction. Green and Bornat argue a similar 
case concerning group technology. The scope for worker 
discretion in tasks, speeds and methods is severely restricted 
by the standardisation of components and processes, which 
means that management 'sets the production norms and seeks 
by appropriate procedures and systems of organisation to 
ensure more certainly than before that the norms are achieved 
in the time allowed' ( 1978: 20). 

Modern management is dominated by 'the problem of 
motivation', even where, as Nichols and Beynon point out, 
the workforce is not conventionally militant.11 Job enrich­
ment, or what Coriot calls controlled autonomy, must be 
situated in terms of a response to that situation. Furthermore, 
even in cases where substantial changes have been made in 
the organisation of work, the technical content of work itself 
often remains unchanged. Pignon and Querzola talk of the 
division of labour and working conditions remaining unaltered 
in their case studies. They are clear that the new methods 
of limited autonomy do not lessen capital's grip, but merely 
change its form: 'To activate this source of mass initiative in 
the interests of capital, while maintaining complete control of 
the production process, this is in a nutshell the aim of the 
re-organisation we have been studying' (1976: 78). The idea 
that what matters is not literal 'management' or direct super­
vision, but overall control of the labour process, is common 
to many of the writers concerned with these developments. 
Of particular importance is the use of autonomy as a means 
of self-discipline. By making workers responsible for clients, 
or defects in the product that are traceable to source, control 
is ensured through the greater immediacy of the market; in 
some cases it is enforced by wage penalties (Coriot, 1980: 
40). A clerk interviewed in one study summed it up nicely: 
'When they set up the Administrative Services Centre, they 
said it was more democratic. We wouldn't have "bosses" 
anymore, just clients. But they were just trying to save 
money. A clerk gets 150 dollars a week while a secretary gets 
185 dollars, just for serving one person (Glenn and Feldberg, 
1979: 67). 
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A new frontier? 
Despite these qualifications, Coombs is right to suggest that 
the dismissal of job enrichment- by Braverman and others 
-underestimates the room for manoeuvre inside the control 
methods exercised by capital (1978: 84). To take the critique 
of orthodoxy further, the changing form of the command 
structure requires a re-examination of the nature of relations 
between authority in the workplace and the coercive pressures 
of the market. In some instances analysis shows that particular 
patterns of work organisation are not primarily the result 
of control experiments or methods at all, despite managerial 
presentation of such changes. As Kelly ( 1982b) shows, 
management often mystifies initiatives in job design by 
describing them in terms of enrichment, autonomous groups 
and so on, when reorganisations of the labour process were 
essentially technical responses to cost pressures and product 
market competition, rather than attempts to deal with human 
motivations and needs. 

Forms of authority are combined in a more complex 
manner than when Marx wrote that factory despotism was 
in an inverse ratio to the anarchy of production (Pignon 
and Querzola, 1976: 80). None of the changes actually dis­
penses with hierarchical command altogether, and they are 
quite compatible with the idea of an extension of real sub­
ordination. We must be careful to keep the changes in 
proportion. Pignon and Querzola say that 'the division of 
labour and forms of authority that constitute the present 
day capitalist organisation of production now appear obsolete 
in terms of the logic of capitalist rationality' (1976: 88}. But 
this implies a spurious single thread of development imper­
vious to conditions, struggle and context for which there is 
no evidence. 

Even Friedman's rigid distinction between the rival strate­
gies of direct control and responsible autonomy carries the 
danger of 'collapsing management's potentially wide-ranging 
repertoire of practices at this level into essentially two' 
(Nichols, 1980a: 276). Direct control and responsible auto­
nomy are best seen as opposite ends of a continuum of 
practices rather than as all-encompassing strategies. When 
control is seen in the latter sense, it tends to overemphasise 
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the degree of long-term conscious planning by management. 
Burawoy argues that while 'concessions in advance' by 
enlightened management do happen, much more frequent 
have been accommodations as a consequence of shop-floor 
struggle, or as a result of changes in the competitive position 
of the company (1979: 180-3). He also points out that to 
make sense of control policies, it is necessary to understand 
the interrelationships between factions of management. 

Compared to quality control and industrial engineering, 
those concerned with personnel have a high stake in the 
preservation of the idea of a shift to a more democratic 
ethos in the workplace, as it often legitimises a philosophy 
and practice central to their own professional self-definition. 
They are, in Nichols and Beynon's words, 'dealers in ideology', 
necessarily juggling with the balance between 'the value of 
the empty phrase, the nod and the wink, the pat on the back, 
and the occasional kick in the balls' (1977: 120). Which 
emphasis, tactic or strategy depends heavily on the context 
inside and outside the workplace. 12 This recognition requires 
a more complex setting out of the varieties of control inside 
the historical development of the capitalist labour process. 13 

Contested Terrain: the Edwards Thesis 

The most comprehensive attempt to provide such an explana­
tion has been undertaken by Edwards (1979). It therefore 
stands as the final major alternative theorisation of control 
and the capitalist labour process. This section will seek to 
evaluate Edwards's contribution and related evidence as a 
means of focusing on the relationships between modern 
structures of control. Aspects of Edwards's analysis con­
cerning the concept of simple control and his interpretation 
of Taylorism have already been discussed. These aspects exist 
within a clear historical framework whereby the evolution of 
forms of control is governed by workplace conflict and 
economic contradictions in the firm's operations. Hence the 
'contested terrain'. 

Managerial experiments 
Simple control under competitive capitalism is said to have 
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given way, under the impact of intensified class struggle and 
centralisation of capital, to a period of experimentation 
parallel to the emergence of monopoly. This experimentation 
included not only scientific management, but also welfare 
schemes and company unionism. As none of these experiments 
was successful, Edwards argues that there was a shift to 
structural forms of control. They are embedded in the physi­
cal or social structure of the workplace, rather than dependent 
on the personal power of the employer or his functionaries. 
The first of these was of a technical nature, corresponding 
broadly to the assembly line and other types of mechanisation. 
Following further contradictions of technical control came 
the development of institutionalised, hierarchical command 
based on systematic administrative structures. This bureau­
cratic control routinises the functions and procedures of 
management, stratifies work and job titles, and governs 
appointments and promotion by impersonal rules. 

As capitalist production has developed unevenly, modern 
industry is characterised by the existence of all three structures 
of control in different sectors, for example simple control in 
small businesses. Nevertheless, Edwards clearly states that 
these forms of control represent 'both the pattern of histori­
cal evolution and the array of contemporary methods of 
organising work ... each form of control corresponds to a 
definite stage in the development of the most important or 
representative firms' (1979: 21). Edwards's method does 
not simply draw from historical example, but is based on a 
historically successive understanding of structures of control, 
evidence being drawn from a 'panel' of notable US com­
panies.14 Earlier in the chapter there was sharp criticism of 
both Edwards's notion of simple control and of the account 
of control structures in the transition to monopoly capitalism. 
In the former instance criticism focused on the reduction of 
the variety of structures to a single type. Regarding the latter, 
the problem is a very narrow definition of Taylorism, 
leading to underestimating its importance. However, Edwards's 
presentation of a period of transition and experimentation 
between competitive and monopoly periods contains much 
useful material. 

Like other writers, Edward uses a distinction between core 
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and periphery sectors of the economy to explain the ability 
of large companies to dictate aspects of market behaviour, 
thus creating the room for discretion in trying out new 
methods. Such methods were needed in the face of accu­
mulating problems for companies. Existing hierarchical 
control was unable to cope with worker resistance to close 
supervision and the consequent control struggles of the early 
part of the century against the most oppressive features of 
capitalist relations in the workplace. 15 Although the First 
World War and the subsequent repression of radicals blunted 
the cutting edge of aggressive trade unionism, the problems 
still persisted, particularly as employers had to contend 
with their dependency on the growing numbers of non­
production workers. 

Beginning in the 1920s, emphasis began to be put on initia­
tives like selected non-job benefits, which Edwards calls 
welfare capitalism, for example the 'Betterment Program' 
of US Steel. This reflected an awareness of the need for positive 
incentives to integrate the workforce. In some cases there 
were virtual bribes to accept the patterns of authority. In 
other cases company unions or works councils aimed at 
similar results through formal grievance procedures. Neither 
was successful, in that they spread a veil over the underlying 
causes of discontent, allowing no substantial mechanisms for 
workers to press their collective interests. Hence they lapsed 
into disuse or caricature, at best delaying the onset of indus­
trial unionism. Edwards usefully points to the lessons learned, 
notably the superiority of rules, procedures and rewards 
to management by whim and command. The problem with 
the analysis is its insistence that each experiment, including 
scientific management, was equally significant, was a failure 
and was separate from other experiments.16 The rigidity 
of control categories and their elaboration in sequential terms 
unfortunately carries on into the contemporary discussion. 

Interrelations between modern control structures 
Of the subsequent modem forms, technical control is defined 
as that which 'involves designing machinery and planning the 
work flow to minimise the problem of transforming labour 
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power into labour as well as to maximise the purely physically 
based possibilities for achieving efficiencies' (Edwards, 1979: 
112). This is seen as a qualitative advance on work that has 
undergone mechanisation, or machine pacing, in that such 
developments are said to increase the productivity of labour 
without altering structures of control. Technical control only 
emerges when the entire production process or large segments 
of it are based on a technology that paces and directs the 
labour process. The assembly line contained the fullest poten­
tial for its time, creating the key condition for relieving the 
foreman of the responsibility for setting tasks, allowing 
foremen to enforce the requirements of the technicalstructure: 
'The work quota is no longer laid down, negotiated and 
imposed by a human authority which remains open to 
argument; it is ordered by the machine itself, imposed by 
the inexorable programmed advance of the assembly line' 
(Bosquet, 1980: 374-5). 

Computer-based technology enables a further advance of 
technical control, but a distinction is maintained between 
mechanisation and machine direction of the whole labour 
process. For example, direct numerical control- discussed 
in Chapter 4 - is held to provide a total feedback system 
for the evaluation of work, whereas numerical control repre­
sents 'simply an advance in machine pacing of individual 
workers' (Edwards, 1979: 123). Other recent developments 
such as the MINOS system - also discussed in Chapter 4 -
could certainly be seen as a more sophisticated form of 
technical control. Edwards regards the weakness of this form 
of control as the way it creates a homogeneous workforce by 
producing common pace and patterns of work. So while the 
control problems of the individual section and foremen are 
solved, conflict is displaced and raised to a plant-wide level. 

This stimulates companies to find ways of simultaneously 
re-dividing the workforce, integrating it into company struc­
tures, and winning its loyalty. Introduced in a gradual manner 
in companies like IBM and Polaroid, bureaucratic control 
establishes the impersonal force of company rules as the basis 
for the regulation of work. The situation at Polaroid is used 
to good effect as an example of this 'divide and conquer' 
strategy. 
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The Polaroid job classification scheme 

'With eighteen different job families, three hundred job 
titles, and fourteen different pay grades, not to mention 
the dichotomy between the salaried and hourly workers, 
it might appear that Polaroid had gone far enough in 
dividing and re-dividing its workers. Not so: each job is 
now further positioned on the pay scale so that for 
any given job, seven distinct pay steps are possible ... 
Polaroid has created roughly 2,100 individual slots for 
its 6,397 hourly workers. And that leaves out a number 
of ancillary means of subdividing workers - the seniority 
bonus, 'special pay' status, the incentive bonus, and 
so on.' 

(Edwards, 1979: 134) 

Each job has an approved description setting forth in con· 
siderable detail the tasks workers must perform, once having 
been rated. This drastically alters the role and power of 
supervision, in that they are subject also to supposedly objec­
tive rules and procedures. For Edwards, bureaucratic control 
constitutes 'the most important change wrought by the 
modem corporation in the labour process' (1979: 132). While 
this may seem exaggerated, it does correspond with the con­
siderable evidence already examined concerning the growth 
of internal labour markets (Burawoy, 1979; Rubery, 1980; 
Friedman, 1977a). Bureaucratic control is said to allow for 
mobility within the firm, more rights, and job security and 
rewards for positive behaviour by workers. 

The identification of this trend away from control by 
coercion towards control by consent and integration is 
strongly baG_ked by Burawoy (1979: 106-8; 1981: 99-100). 
There is a common acknowledgement of collective struggle 
being stifled and a long-term partial identification with 
company practices, leading to an indirect intensification of 
work. This argument concerning consent will be examined 
fully in Chapter 6. But can the trend be described as a 
system of bureaucratic control? Burawoy argues that Edwards 
ignores that such markets are partly in workers' interests, in 
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that they expand the amount of discretion within given 
limits, as well as providing protection from unfettered 
managerial authority. 17 The same point is made from a 
different angle by Friedman and Rubery. They both attack 
the notion that internal labour markets are primarily the 
result of divide and conquer strategies, preferring the view 
that such arrangements are the result of accommodations to 
the kind of workers' struggles to retain job control and 
security that were examined in Chapter 4.18 Referring to 
Edwards and his co-thinkers, Rubery comments: 'Thus the 
radicals have overstressed the control offered by the bureau­
cratic division of the labour force, and at the same time 
underestimated or ignored the benefits for the working class 
of a sheltered, secure, albeit stratified, labour market' (1980: 
266). Furthermore it is quite wrong to suggest that stratifica­
tion of the labour force is a recent phenomenon compared to 
its previous homogenisation. While the trend towards bureau­
cratisation of structures and procedures is an important 
development, the 'overemphasis of stratification as a direct 
result of conscious managerial strategies' ignores the systematic 
'divisions on the basis of sex, race, skill or other educational 
attributes that not only predate Monopoly Capitalism, but 
also capitalism' (Friedman, 1977a: 114). 

Even if bureaucratic control is taken as a distinct category, 
there are further problems contained in the attempt to treat 
it as a separate structure. Edwards quotes with approval the 
statement that the training for new job procedures means 
'The system is to bureaucracy what Taylor was to the factory' 
(1979: 137). But surely this misses the point. The trend to 
bureaucratisation cannot take place without the use of 
established scientific management procedures to produce 
the job evaluation, grading and rating of tasks. Similarly 
the whole emphasis on the objectivity of procedure is an 
extension of patterns already established in work study. It is 
also not clear why bureaucratic control is separate from 
technical control. After all, industries supposedly characterised 
by the latter, such as cars, clearly combine a high level of 
overall machine direction with complex grading and stratifi­
cation systems. Furthermore, payment systems are vital 
additional means of control to the technology. 
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The attempt to make technical control into a self-contained 
system is ill-considered. This is not merely shown by the 
necessity for supplementary measures already mentioned, but 
by the exaggerated difference between overall machine con­
trol and machine pacing. Significant points of mechanisation, 
e.g. numerical control in engineering, clearly reduced workers' 
job control; and the computer-linked direct numerical control 
system extends its principles of operation. Similarly the 
major wave of mechanisation associated with the development 
of large-scale industry was advocated by people like Ure 
precisely because it altered the elements of control in the 
social structure of the firm, therefore providing a basis for 
increased productivity. Nor is it the case that technical con­
trol eliminated sectional and supervisory conflict, displacing 
it to plant-wide level. Once again, the British motor industry 
in the post-war period provides contrary evidence. Small­
scale conflict of a sectional nature, frequently involving 
questions of supervisory power, line speed and pay rates, 
was the chief characteristic of the period. 

Edwards has raised two crucial considerations for labour 
process theory, namely the variety of control structures and 
the contested nature of the workplace terrain as a major 
influence governing changes. But neither question has been 
dealt with satisfactorily. The example of the treatment of 
bureaucratic stratification in terms of divide and rule at the 
expense of the effects of worker resistance indicates a failure 
to integrate the concrete results of contestation. The main 
problem, however, lies in the failure to discuss control struc­
tures in their combined forms. For instance, the assembly 
line can never be reduced to a technical dimension. It may 
have altered the role and pattern of supervision, but its 
successful operation always depended on a human agency. 
What do these problems indicate for the general adequacy of 
control categories? 

Conclusion: the Dimension of Control 

The main debate in this chapter has been the question of how 
capitalist control of the labour process is obtained. Control 
implies hierarchy. Even in those circumstances of 'responsible 
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autonomy', where the immediacy of the market replaces 
direct supervision, the links in the chain of command have 
simply been rearranged or obscured. The degree of worker 
discretion is subject to the dictates of the purpose of the 
enterprise. Hierarchy exists because that purpose under capi­
talism is profitability, not because it is the only way of 
organising production, nor because it is technologically 
required.19 A number of writers therefore seek to draw a 
distinction between profitability and efficiency. Hierarchical 
control is necessary to the former, but not identical with the 
latter (Edwards, 1979; Gorz, 1976a; Pignon and Querzola, 
1976; Marglin, 1976; Stone, 1973). 

They are attacked strongly by more orthodox Marxists 
for implying that capital has a choice between accumulation 
and efficiency (Palloix, 1976: 62; Brighton Labour Process 
Group, 1977: 8). It is true that it would be wrong to imply 
that the motivation to impose structures of control could be 
based on domination by capital for its own sake. But surely 
this is not the essence of the point being argued. 20 The fact 
that the dictates of accumulation require control of the 
labour process by capital does not tell us what form of con­
trol will be applicable in different circumstances. Nor does it 
distinguish between management choices based on considera­
tions of short- and long-term profitability. No one has con­
vincingly demonstrated that a particular form of control is 
necessary or inevitable for capitalism to function successfully. 
Neither has the real subordination of labour been identified 
with an increase in direct authority. 

In contrast, the debate has revealed that within the overall 
control of the labour process by capital there are a variety 
of techniques and structures available. The most consistent 
weakness of existing theory has been the tendency to counter­
pose one form of control to another. But the existence of 
varying types of control is a reflection of what Crompton 
refers to as the fundamental tension of management: 'that 
of attaining maximum control over activities, at the same 
time as achieving a measure of voluntary compliance. "Direct 
control" and "responsible autonomy" therefore may not be 
so much alternative strategies of managing the workforce, as 
a reflection of this persisting managerial dilemma' (1978: 8). 
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It is better, therefore, to consider differences in terms of 
dimensions of control. The task of labour process theory 
becomes that of understanding the combinations of control 
structures in the context of the specific economic location 
of the company or industry. Pollert expresses this well in 
her case study of a Bristol factory: 

Clmrchmans, like any other factory, imposed discipline 
at several levels. There was the tight hold over the labour 
process, as described in job evaluation, grading and work 
study. Then there was personal supervision in the presence 
of chargehands, foremen and supervisors. And there were 
rules - the written rules of the rule book, and visual 
reminders stuck up on notices. 

(Pollert, 1981: 129) 

Another important question is raised in the study, as it is 
in many other analyses of women workers: that is, the use of 
an ideology of femininity as a means of securing compliance. 
In social relations on the shop floor, even something as simple 
as sexual banter could become the language of discipline, so 
that 'class control was mediated by partriarchal control' 
(Pollert, 1981: 141). Noris this the only social relation which 
generates the conditions for control. It is the central argument 
of Burawoy that the labour process itself creates a framework 
of informal rules and relations which workers adapt and 
transform as a means of coming to terms with the nature of 
their working life. 

Some theorists, like Braverman, pass over entirely the 
relational components of work. Others have more rounded 
conceptions of control, but deal with the phenomenon 
primarily as conscious top-down strategies. Existing categor­
ies of control therefore do not reach deep enough into what 
some would call the 'subjective' facets of people's experiences 
of work. Even those policies of employers that seek to con­
trol through the devolution of responsibility require a further 
step. As Burawoy puts it, 'It then becomes a matter of eliciting 
support for managerial goals from workers' (1981: 92). The 
objective fact of control ultimately depends on the existence 
of subjective consent. It is to the processes by which this 
consent is generated that we now turn. 
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Legitimation and 
Consent in Work 

Workers do not always need to be overtly controlled. They 
may effectively 'control' themselves, particularly if they are 
in white-collar or professional jobs. Hales, in his case study 
of design workers, refers to the puzzle about why they work 
so hard for ICI (1980: 52). One answer may be that, despite 
the myth of independence implied in the 'managerial revolu­
tion' thesis, the trend towards tighter and more bureau­
cratic control subjects them to an ever greater degree of 
accountability to the dictates of capital accumulation. As 
another study of the chemical industry said of foremen, 
'These men are under no illusions that they are, or ever will 
be, "employers". But they know that if they are to succeed 
at ChemCo they must act as if they were' (Nichols and Bey­
non, 1977: 49). The level of consent or compliance of such 
strata of the workforce thus rests largely on their place in 
the productive apparatus. 

But what of those who are merely wage labourers? How do 
we account for the widespread, if varying, acceptance of the 
capitalist labour process? There has been persistent, and cor­
rect, criticism of Braverman for ignoring the importance of 
worker resistance; but resistance is not the whole story. As 
Burawoy points out, there is a further factor: 'He makes no 
reference to the psychological and other processes through 
which subordination to capital is secured, the processes 
through which workers come to comply with and other­
wise advance their own dehumanisation' (1981: 90). Nor is 



154 The Contemporary Debates 

Braverman alone. The objective and subjective factors which 
legitimise social relations in the workplace have been neglected 
in the main body of labour process theory, either because of 
the stress laid on changes in the structural features of work, 
or because traditions of resistance have been emphasised at 
the expense of the day-to-day reproduction of consent. 

Conceptual tools exist in Marx's writings, particularly 
where he was concerned with relations between ideology and 
commodity fetishism that result in capitalism appearing to be 
an unalterable order of things (1976: 163-75). As he said, 
The advance of capitalist production develops a working 
class which by education, tradition and habit looks upon the 
conditions of that mode of production as self-evident laws of 
nature' (quoted in Nichols and Armstrong, 1976: 58). We are 
not primarily referring here to the well known concept 
concerning the general dominance of the ideas of the ruling 
class in any epoch.1 While there are important consequences 
of ideological reproduction at the societal level, an emphasis 
on this dimension has too often meant a failure to be specific 
about ideological processes in the workplace. At the heart of 
the notion of commodity fetishism is an understanding that, 
'As men and women engage in production, they generate a 
world of appearances' (Burawoy, 1979: 16). It is not just 
'things' that are produced, but social relations between 
people. As these relations concern the functioning and 
distribution of ownership, control, skill, power and know­
ledge, we are also talking about the production of ideas about 
those relations. Ideology therefore constitutes a lived exper­
ience, not just an imposed set of ideas. 2 

These concepts can be concretely applied to the produc­
tion of consent at work, as we shall see later. Yet Marx did 
not seek to connect the concepts in this way. The conditions 
for securing profitable production were seen mainly in 
terms of changing methods to increase exploitation, by pro­
longing the working day or increasing its intensity, by the use 
of machinery, and by the introduction of new structures of 
payment and control. Burawoy's argument that Marx dealt 
with the expenditure of effort solely in terms of coercion 
underestimates the importance of the more general writings 
on ideology and work. But he is surely right in saying that 
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'Marx had no place in his theory of the labour process for 
the organisation of consent' (1979: 27).5 Friedman puts it 
another way when he says that Marx did not closely examine 
the means by which capital accommodates contradictions 
through reorganising production to sustain its dominance 
(1977a: 49). In the absence of such guidelines, how has the 
problem of consent been approached in subsequent theories 
of work and class relations? 

Work and Consciousness: Alternative Problematics 

Insights into the labour processes of advanced capitalism, 
particularly on the question of consent, could provide vital 
means of connecting the spheres of work and class. But to 
do so would require moving outside existing problematics 
within both sociology and Marxism governing the relations 
between those spheres. In the past discussion has tended to 
take place within the framework of links between objective 
and subjective dimensions of class, or what Marxism refers to 
as class-in-itself and class-for-itself.4 While the relations be­
tween work, ideology and behaviour are examined, it is 
largely confined to the question of the conditions under 
which class consciousness exists and how it is advanced. 5 

Even when constraints to the development of class conscious­
ness have been considered, the issue of the organisation of 
consent in work has not been given a great deal of attention. 

Traditional Marxism 
As a theory of social change, Marxism has been concerned 
with the conditions under which the working class could 
develop sufficient unity and consciousness to challenge, and 
then replace capitalism. When considering the potential con­
tribution of the circumstances and struggles at work, the orig­
inal assumption of Marx and Engels was that developments 
such as the homogenisation of labour and the concentration 
of workers under large-scale production would create the 
basis for a class-in-itself. As we noted earlier, Marx did not 
really develop a politics of production to extend this basic 
analysis. This was to be provided by Lenin, who argued that 
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the 'leap' to a consciously socialist class-for-itself required 
struggle outside the workplace led by the external agency of 
a revolutionary party. Without this intervention, the spon­
taneous struggle of the working class at the point of produc­
tion would be dominated by bourgeois ideology, a far stronger 
system of ideas, with much greater means for dissemination 
at its disposal (Lenin, 1963: 35). 

In the subsequent evolution of Marxist theory these formul­
ations have been subjected to various critiques. Some have 
suggested that the divisions between categories are too rigid 
(Hyman, 1971). Consciousness is said to exist in a continuum 
rather than a simple division between socialist and bourgeois, 
while trade unionism is too complex to be regarded as just 
a manifestation of the latter. This theme has been picked up 
in other studies, which argue that it is more accurate to talk 
in terms of factory or micro-level trade union consciousness 
that can go further than orthodox unionism, despite the 
narrow confmes of the workplace (Lane, 1974: Beynon, 
1973; Clements, 1977). Others believe description of work­
place struggles to be too pessimistic, referring to the tradition 
of informal action challenging the capitalist organisation of 
work, and the exemplary occasions of mass strikes that have 
reached upwards to shake the power structure (Glaberman, 
1976; Brecher, 1972). 

Such critiques are more perceptive about the range of 
workplace action. But they do not get to the heart of the 
problem of the traditional analysis. This is the assumption 
that it is necessary to analyse the work situation only in 
terms of the limits on class consciousness and struggle, and 
how they may be overcome, rather than the positive con­
straints. In fact, alternative theories can reproduce the prob­
lem in more virulent form by stressing the extraordinary, as 
in Glaberman's misleading comment that: 'it is in the best 
classical Marxist tradition to base theory on the peak that the 
working class has reached in any stage of society ... we are 
living for the peak, and not the valley' {1976: 39). While 
such events are important, our starting point has to be the 
contradictory features of everyday normality at work. Fried­
man notes that 'it is more important to examine how the 
capitalist mode of production has accommodated itself to 
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worker resistance, rather than simply how the capitalist mode 
of production might be overthrown through worker resis­
tance' (1977a: 48). It is not enough to discuss problems 
solely in terms of fragmentation and division among workers. 
Emphasis must be put on the forces operating to sustain 
and reproduce capitalist social relations through the labour 
process. 

Burawoy is therefore correct that Lenin is unhelpful pri­
marily because 'there is no attempt to come to terms with 
the production of a specific type of consciousness or ideology 
at the point of production that has as its effect the obscuring 
of surplus value and of relations of production' (1978: 264). 
A 'reverse problematic', which starts with consent, challenges 
the notion that the development of the capitalist labour 
process automatically produces the basis for a class-in-itself. 
Few major Marxist theorists have gone in that direction, 
although Gramsci is often identified as providing some point­
ers for a useful framework. He stressed that the control of a 
ruling class is based on the permeation of a whole system 
of beliefs, morals and values through the cultural and ideologi­
cal apparatuses of society and state. Because this hegemony 
is contrasted with control by domination and coercion -
although these methods are also used - a number of labour 
process writers have drawn on Gramscian concepts as sugges­
tive beginnings for an analysis of workplace consent. But 
even if those concepts are an important alternative to more 
mechanistic theories of capitalism and consciousness (Boggs, 
1976), the concern with the organisation of consent is located 
almost wholly on the wider political terrain, and not on work 
(Burawoy, 1979: xi).6 

Sociology 
Mainstream sociology has not generally been any more help­
ful on the question of consent, even if the worst survey 
research with its dry and inaccurate descriptions of class 
consciousness is set aside. Important debates have taken place 
on the nature and causes of variations in class consciousness, 
particularly in response to post-1945 economic expansion 
and changes in rewards and occupations (see Bulmer, 1975; 
Westergaard, 1970, for articles and commentary respectively). 
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Part of the research indicated that the organisation of work 
played an important part in the development of conceptions 
of class. Like Marxism, it was not really concerned with the 
issue of consent, but with the relations between work situa­
tion and class imagery. As Westergaard points out, although 
the formulation of the problem was not explicitly why there 
has been no revolution, the preoccupations of research have 
been remarkably similar in nature (1970: 113). 

Even the more radical writers who were willing to allow 
for occasional 'explosions of consciousness' at times of in­
tense industrial conflict (Mann, 1973) tended to take the 
normal functioning of the workplace for granted as based on 
aggressive economism and defensive job control. Once again 
the 'leap' from normality to advanced class consciousness 
left aside the question of consent. Only in the material on 
the operation of informal work groups has the problem even 
been partially approached (Roy, 1973; Whyte, 1955; Crozier, 
1964). Practices engaged in by workers to create relief and 
space from the tedium of work have been correctly seen as 
possible ways of absorbing hostility and diffusing conflict 
(Burawoy, 1978: 270). Within this framework, the most 
important insights came from Baldamus (1961). He saw 
workers as seeking compensations for unpleasant work reali­
ties through 'relative satisfactions' based on forms of play 
and creative escape from routine. Even hard work can 
become acceptable if the worker loses himself in the rhythm 
and pull of activity, which Baldamus described as traction. 7 

The problem with analyses of the informal work group has 
been that such insights have been outweighed by the domin­
ant problematic of 'restriction of output'. Workers' activity 
thus becomes judged from the viewpoint of whether the 
effects are negative on production and industrial relations in 
the plant. More relevant have been writings from the inter­
actionist tradition dealing with how employees negotiate 
work realities (see Salaman and Thompson, 1973: chapter 
10); but, once again, it is not explicitly within a consent 
theme. 

There is useful material in traditional Marxism and sociol­
ogy relating to the themes of this chapter. Issues have certainly 
been raised concerning the processes whereby subordinate 
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classes tolerate and consent to capitalist society as a whole. 
But that is not the same as consent to capitalist work rela­
tions, and the two cannot be investigated within the same 
terms of reference. Marx's prognosis, that the unfolding of 
capitalist production would increasingly make the exploita­
tive and oppressive nature of that society become apparent, 
remains unfulfilled. It may be fruitful to return to the sphere 
of the labour process as part of the path back to asking ade­
quate questions about the broader potential for class forma­
tion, struggle and a new society. Such a view is a central part 
of the thesis advanced by Burawoy, the major labour process 
theorist concerned with consent at work. The next section 
will seek to explain Burawoy's analysis and the related and 
supportive evidence, before moving to a more critical exam­
ination. 

The Manufacture of Consent 

Burawoy argues that twentieth-century Marxism has been 
wrong to attribute the failures of class struggle and conscious­
ness primarily to factors dependent on new theories of the 
state, the family, the mass media, psychology, and so on. It is 
to the labour process itself that mechanisms exist of 'con­
stituting workers as individuals rather than as members of a 
class, of coordinating the interests of labour and capital as 
well as that of workers and managers, and of redistributing 
conflict and competition' (1979: 30). On a general level 
Burawoy puts emphasis on the way that the particular rela­
tions of capitalist production are concealed from the worker, 
a process enhanced by the separation of visible ownership 
and control in industry. The origins of profit in unpaid labour 
is obscured by its ostensible dependence on the workings of 
the market, patterns of investment, or the personal efforts of 
the entrepreneur. 

Of course, this is not a new point. Marxists have tradition­
ally pointed out that the surplus-producing process is masked 
by the wage form, whereby workers cannot directly identify 
the distinction between labouring to produce the equivalent 
of wages, and working additionally to create surplus value. 



160 The Contemp0'1'ary Debates 

Connections between wage struggles and the overall system 
of production are correspondingly difficult to sustain, as 
Nichols and Armstrong illustrate in their ChemCo case study: 
'the idea that there is a relation between squabbling over 1p 
or 2p an hour and the fact that the firm is owned by share­
holders and run for them by managers, who are well paid, is 
not thought significant' (1976: 55). But contemporary writers 
are also referring to specific ways in which work has come to 
be organised and restructured through systems of grading, 
control and measurement. These developments not only have 
implications for factors such as skill and control, but also 
for concealment of, and consent to, class relations. The 
whole design of work 'behind people's backs' acts to obscure 
the origins of relations like hierarchies of skill, knowledge 
and power: 

although many of the most fundamental conditions of the 
society they live and work in have been consciously 
worked into the apparatus of the working day .... these 
designed relations are far from obvious. Because they have 
been thought out at such a concrete level and then material­
ised in the apparatus of production, the generality of these 
relations has been made effectively invisible. 

(Hales, 1980: 58) 

To these general points Burawoy adds and highlights the part 
workers themselves play in creating the conditions for con­
sent through their means of adapting to work. 8 

Games and practices 
For Burawoy such adaptation is often in the form of 'games'. 9 

In his own participant observation study of a piece-work 
machine shop, games are constituted as informal rules and 
practices aimed at creating space and time, controlling 
earnings, and making work more interesting. Around the 
piece-work targets there developed shopfloor culture and be­
haviour in the idiom of what industrial sociologists have 
called 'making out'. 
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Making out 

'In other words, making out cannot be understood sim­
ply in terms of the externally derived goal of achieving 
greater earnings. Rather, its dominance in the shop floor 
culture emerges out of and is embodied in a specific 
set of relations in production that in tum reflect manage­
ment's interest in generating profit. The rewards of 
making out are defined in terms of factors immediately 
related to the labour process - reduction of fatigue, 
passing time, relieving boredom, and so on- and factors 
that emerge from the labour process - the social and 
psychological rewards of making out on a tough job.' 

(Burawoy, 1979: 85) 

Burawoy draws consciously on the observational tradition 
of writers like Lupton (1963) and Gouldner (1954), particu­
larly in explaining the way that games take place within the 
indulgency patterns of management. Even extensive fiddling 
can be accepted by management if the relaxation of rules 
brings the conpensatory benefit of enhanced control and 
worker integration, as in Ditton's study of bakery salesmen 
(1976). For these reasons Burawoy argues that: 'One cannot 
play a game and question the rules at the same time; consent 
to rules becomes consent to capitalist production' (1981: 92). 
For example, even workers' experience of 'being screwed' 
was deflected from the relations of exploitation by blame 
being attached to the company's failure to provide the proper 
conditions for making out. 

This connects to a wider point made in the analysis, that 
the pattern of games and practices shapes a distinctive pattern 
of conflict. Tensions in the assertion of worker discretion 
over time and money may be a consequence of managerial 
control and allocation of resources, but it is often experienced 
as obstructions on the part of other workers. This, in turn, 
'accentuates a lateral conflict that is endemic to the organisa­
tion of work' (Burawoy, 1979: 66), transforming and redis­
tributing management-worker conflicts into intra-employee 
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competition. Piece-work machine shops cannot be said to be 
characteristic of most industrial situations, yet there is 
support for Burawoy's thesis in other labour process litera­
ture. The ChemCo case studies of Beynon and Nichols and 
Armstrong put considerable emphasis on the dominant orien­
tation of workers in terms of similar informal adaptations. 
These are said to flow from the experience of the technology, 
division of labour and managerial ideology in terms of there 
being no other way to do the work. Survival in alienating 
surroundings means that individuals 'have devised their own 
particular means of "getting by" ' (Nichols and Armstrong, 
1976: 73). 

While these means of getting by included the making-out 
games described by Burawoy, it is dangerous to conceive of 
consensual practices in too narrow a way. This is illustrated in 
Hales's study of design workers at ICI. Having worked in the 
plant himself, Hales referred to the persistence of workers 
policing their own behaviour. But this has to be situated in 
the culture of workplace social relations, and not just the 
work-group. The practices of design workers are determined 
by capital, whose skills 'lie in thinking through capitalist 
relations of production in concrete terms' (1980: 56). In­
evitably this leads beyond policing their own behaviour to a 
commitment to shaping and rationalising the functions of 
others, notably manual workers. Although subject to a labour 
process under which their labour is increasingly proletarian­
ised, they remain, in Braverman's terms, beneficiaries of the 
deskilling of work. Within the built-in division of mental and 
manual labour, such 'thinkworkers' are part of the apparatus 
of what Hales calls pre-conceptualisation. Their privileged 
access to knowledge has to be situated inside a constellation 
of practices which help reproduce managerial hegemony and 
enhance the capacity of management to determine workers' 
activity through the instruments of labour. As Hales correctly 
points out, hegemony is not just the spinning of ideas, but 
part of a material culture at work. It is the totality of these 
conditions that produces the basis for consent for this strata 
of the workforce, rather than simply adaptive games. 10 

There is also evidence to back up the concept of the 
functioning of the labour process as a means of redistributing 
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conflict into lateral struggles. In a study of mill workers, with 
distinct echoes of Burawoy's approach, Mulcahy and Faulkner 
outline the effects of the separation of workers in the labour 
process. What they call work individuation is encouraged by 
management in the physical arrangement of production. 
Difficulties in achieving targets are likely to be manifested 
as conflicts among the various types of operator, who blame 
each other for problems, a trend also noted in Cavendish's 
case study of women engineering workers ( 1982). While 
conflict between operators and management is not uncom­
mon, 'The thrust of ABC's shop floor ethos is individual 
independence' (Mulcahy and Faulkner, 1979: 239). Once 
again we are back to relative satisfactions, or what is called 
here the correlation between the private, situationally in­
duced desires of the operator for technical competence and 
self-interest, and the requirements of the factory. 

In addition, my own joint examination of conflict in a 
Merseyside telecommunications plant (Thompson and Ban­
non, forthcoming) produced similar trends towards lateral 
or horizontal conflict. This resulted directly from a combina­
tion of piece work and sectional divisions of skill and power 
embedded in the particular labour process. The effect of the 
latter on the ability to manipulate the payment system pro­
duced a situation where some groups became 'high fliers' in 
terms of earnings. Disparities became so great that it pro­
voked continual friction and sectional action among the 
lower paid, pushing the company into introducing a 'Robin 
Hood' scheme in which the 'high fliers' would subsidise other 
workers through a portion of their bonuses. In tum this 
spilled over into continual conflict between work-groups, 
which resulted in the collapse of the scheme. How much 
lateral conflict increased consent is, however, open to doubt, 
as will be argued later. 

From coercion to consent? 
Where Burawoy goes further than the above studies is in ad­
vancing a distinctive argument that these are not just partial 
trends, but expressions of a shift from coercion to consensual 
hegemony in the organisation of the labour process. From 
this position those theorists who have stressed the necessity 
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for capital to tighten its grip through new control methods 
are regarded as failing to note the counter-developments 
based on limited discretion and organised consent. These 
arguments highlight connections with the control issues of 
Chapter 5. As was noted then, Burawoy supports the con­
tention of writers such as Edwards that there has been a 
move towards methods of bureaucratic control dependent 
more on rules and procedure than coercion. Like Friedman, 
Burawoy prefers to talk in terms of the rise of internal labour 
markets. This is the idea that by internalising the features of 
the external market, they foster competitive individualism at 
the point of production, which results in greater commitment 
to the enterprise. 

Dislocation within the functioning of such systems is 
handled by the parallel rise of an internal state; political 
processes confined to the jurisdiction of the factory extend 
collective bargaining and grievance machinery. It is recog­
nised that structures for incorporating worker resistance and 
trade unionism are not new. But Burawoy argues that the 
forms taken are new, and more significantly are located 
inside the supportive framework of hegemonic management, 
as it evolved from despotism. Collective bargaining beomes 
the site of a further institutionalisation of conflict that in­
creasingly sets out common interests. Burawoy goes on to 
argue that the worker is constituted as an 'industrial citizen' 
with contractually defmed rights and benefits, consolidated 
by a state legal framework that creates parallel forms of pro­
tection and obligation for capital and labour. By protecting 
management from itself in terms of curbing excessive use of 
authority, the overall power of capital is secured. He refers 
to the use of legal guidelines for affirmative action program­
mes aimed at expanding the employment rights of minorities 
or women. Examples relevant to the British experience could 
include legislation such as the Sex Discrimination Act and the 
Employment Protection Act. 

For Edwards, bureaucratic control, like an internal labour 
market, also has the effect of weakening even the most ele­
mentary forms of class consciousness based on 'them and us'. 
Workplace culture is said to express less of the worker and 
more of the firm, for instance in notions of the company as a 
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family developed by firms such as IBM. As in the small firm 
or early office, this results in workers becoming enmeshed 
in a network of enterprise relationships, though bureaucratic­
ally rather than personally based. Although the workplace 
remains a contested terrain, capital is said to have reorganised 
the labour process 'in such a way as to minimise workers' 
opportunities for resistance and even alter workers' per­
ceptions of the desirability of opposition' (1979: 16). Fried­
man also speaks of internal labour markets as expressing the 
modem requirement for an elaborate ideological structure to 
co-opt workers' organisation, as well as providing relative 
employment security (1977a: 106). Although both writers 
make clear that these trends cannot eliminate contradictions 
in managerial strategy or worker resistance, their evidence is 
generally supportive of the argument that there has been a 
broad shift to consensual methods of organising workers in 
the labour processes of monopoly capitalism. 

The Limits to Workplace Consent 

The emphasis on consent is a welcome and necessary correc­
tive to a labour process theory that has been primarily con­
cerned with the extent and nature of changes in objective 
features of the work situation. The most important and 
coherent explanation, associated with Burawoy, rests strongly 
on an interpretation of consent which locates it firmly in the 
workplace. The next section will examine the contending 
claims of non-workplace factors. Meanwhile, although the 
stress on everyday relations and practices in the labour process 
contains important insights, whether the consequences of 
games and other forms of adaptation to work are so consens­
ual in nature, needs to be examined critically. Burawoy's 
statement that in the course of thirty years conflict between 
management and workers has diminished, while that between 
workers has increased (1979: 70) is carefully qualified by 
acknowledging that the machine shop at 'Allied' is in a 
specific US and corporate context. Nevertheless, that qualifi­
cation appears to be overidden by generalisations that the 
prospects for 'local crises' at the point of production are 



166 The Contemporary Debates 

bleak because of 'the ability of the factory to contain strug­
gles and produce consent' (1979: 202). Socialism is there­
fore held to be on the agenda only in the Third World. This 
admitted pessimistic perspective carries the danger of obscur­
ing and even obliterating the existing and potential basis for 
class struggle concerning the nature and organisation of work. 

This is indeed the consequence of the position reached by 
some commentators such as the Ehrenreichs (1976). In an 
analysis of Braverman's Labor and Monopoly Capital they 
share Burawoy's view that it is wrong to blame 'external' 
factors for the lack of genuine class consciousness. Braver­
man's analysis of the degradation of work is used to argue 
that 'certain objective features of the productive process in 
monopoly capitalism may militate against the development 
of proletarian class consciousness' (1976: 11). Accepting 
without qualification the erroneous thesis that all elements of 
skill and knowledge have been stripped from workers, the 
Ehrenreichs assert that the result is a decollectivisation of 
labour based on the parcellisation of tasks and atomisation of 
class. As Braverman notes in a rejoinder (1976), this is not his 
interpretation of that thesis, but given his omission of worker 
resistance, it is hardly suprising that others would reach those 
conclusions. 11 Moveover Burawoy takes up the same theme: 
Braverman is not wrong to exclude worker resistance, he just 
doesn't explain why he is right to do so! (1981 :106). 

Yet the above picture is curiously one-sided in its rejection 
of the collectivising potential of the large socialised work­
place. After all, we have already seen that there is a consid­
erable body of research which indicates that such industries 
provide extensive problems for capital in the management of 
its enterprises. This can be illustrated by the previously 
described trend towards more flexible forms of control to 
deal with 'labour problems'; and even more so by the prev­
iously noted phenomenon of 'runaway shops' relocated in 
the Third World, and the significant moves to decentralise 
production in Italy and elsewhere as a means of circumventing 
the power of workers' organisation (Mattera, 1980; 1981). 

A similar one-sidedness exists when Burawoy and others 
talk of the repercussions of internal labour markets and more 
bureaucratic methods of organising work. Evidence presented 
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in Chapter 5 has already shown that such developments were 
not incompatible with other methods of direct technical and 
human control. Nor do they necessarily diminish workers' 
job control and autonomy where shopfloor organisation is 
sufficiently strong, and the economic-political context 
favourable. Referring to the growth of methods of bureau­
cratic incorporation inside and outside the factory, Nichols 
and Beynon comment that, 'The trend in our society is a 
corporatist trend and Riverside in the early 1970s is just one 
example of this. But it is only a tendency, and has its con­
tradictions' (1977: 163). 12 Some of the contradictions relate 
to the ability of workers to use the existence of elements of 
job discretion and procedure to enhance their power on the 
job. 

The perpetuation of conflict 
Burawoy argues that 'only rarely did we observe struggles 
over production goals ... or on whether to participate in mak­
ing out or some other games' (1979: 177), but this negative 
view is not shared by other writers concerned with conflict 
and consent at work. For example, Nichols and Beynon state 
that in spite of all the barriers erected by the company, and 
although it is often individualistic and reactive, workers at 
ChemCo 'act - and to a degree informally organise - against 
work, and the management which directs it' (1977: 107). It 
is also worth remembering that it was the degree that work­
groups exercised control over manning, overtime allocation 
and levels of output that provided the major impetus for the 
Donovan Commission to investi~ate industrial relations in 
Britain (Clements, 1977: 320).1 However imperfectly ex­
pressed, issues of job control reflect some level of attempted 
imposition of an alternative rationality over the production 
process. 

Also, can it be so certain that it is always the case that 
'where games do take place, they are usually neither inde­
pendent of, nor in opposition to, management' (Burawoy, 
1979: 79-80)? The explicit denial of any radical content to 
'making out' is contradicted by the research referred to earlier 
on telecommunications workers. The working area of the 
'high fliers' was known throughout the plant as the 'games 
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room'. To encourage the men to stay in the plant, manage· 
ment allowed them to play games which included chess, 
poker, dominoes and even table football! One senior steward 
from another section observed that: What they were doing 
was working rotas and, whilst they were working the ''welt", 
they were allowed to play games ... While my people were 
pulling their guts out, these people who were playing games 
were still hitting top bonus targets. It sounds incredible, but 
it was true' (Thompson and Bannon, forthcoming). 

It may be objected that these were different sorts of games 
from those referred to by Burawoy. Yet they arose from 
precisely the same sort of attempt by workers to create space 
for themselves by using the piece-work system and their 
relations with the technology to their own advantage. Manage­
ment may have 'allowed' the situation, but that was an ack­
nowledgement of the existing power relations and the lack of 
consent built into the normal functioning of the labour 
process. Neither did the games reduce conflict. The high 
fliers remained the most militant section in the plant. Further 
examples of 'alternative games' are provided by Nichols and 
Beynon: 'The "technical imperatives" cannot prevent the 
operators having their games with the foreman. Anonymous 
notes are written in the log books, the foreman's boots are 
filled with water- 'just to cool him down"- and any addit­
ional work is resisted' (1977: 138). The politics of the effort 
bargain may be limited, but as they say, it still provides a 
'muffled challenge to capital'. 

Counter-evidence of this kind shows that, although there 
are powerful forces producing consent, it is unwise to present 
the course of events in terms of a whole transformation of 
the conditions for conflict and coercion. The ability of 
capital to organise consent depends in reality on the context 
of productive activity. It is not just a question of the context 
of a particular labour process - machine shop, assembly line, 
or chemical plant - but of a broader framework. A sensitive 
reading is necessary of the differing conditions over periods 
of time, between industries, and even between countries. For 
example, the circumstances favourable to consent reproduced 
through internal labour markets and the institutionalisation 
of bargaining, underpinned by state leglisation, are largely 
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dependent on the political and economic climate. Events in 
Britain in the early 1980s- such as the anti-union Employ­
ment Bills, and the encouragement of management to break 
procedures, tear up agreements and appeal directly to the 
workforce over the heads of management -indicate a clear 
rolling back of the 'industrial citizen'. 14 

The ability of procedure to set common interests assumes 
the resources to sustain them. Take the example of British 
Leyland (BL). It was brought into state ownership, and 
through the Ryder Report 'participation committees' were 
established with the aim of integrating the apparatus of shop­
floor representation. Clearly it was a case of trying to tum 
geniune job autonomy into an emasculated co-operation. 
This can be seen in the Financial Times' description of this 
'participate or else' scheme: 'The Company's proposed plans 
include renunciation of unofficial strikes, maximum commit­
ments to its new participation schemes, and an end to section­
al claims from different unions and groups of workers' (quoted 
in Red Notes, 1976: 3(a) 5). Having failed to achieve its 
objectives, BL turned to a harder line which exposed the 
hollow nature of managerial participation plans. 

The view of a Leyland shop steward 

'when the shop stewards showed no sign of being easily 
integrated or of becoming watchdogs for the manage­
ment, the carrot was replaced by the stick. At the end 
of 1977 Michael Edwardes was appointed Chairman 
with a carte blanche to restructure the company and to 
break the power of the shop stewards. In the first few 
months he ordered 25,000 redundancies, abolished the 
Participation Committees, and cleared the decks for an 
open confrontation with the shop stewards movement.' 

(Ahsan, 1981: 67) 

Nor was this the only case of leading UK employers using the 
discipline of the market and mass unemployment to alter the 
terms of employment, to restructure production, and to 
increase productivity. Unfortunately, Burawoy fails to 
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account properly for national and sectoral differences, or for 
changing contexts. Some explanation and qualification on 
occasion is made. It is admitted that the hegemonic organisa· 
tion of work does not pervade the whole of monopoly capit­
alism due to differences in market conditions (1979: 199-
200). But it is a relatively token comment that fails to do 
justice to the full variations in forms of organisation of work 
or workers. Similarly, it is recognised that the forms of inter­
nal labour market or internal state differ in countries such as 
Britain and japan. Management hegemony is less in Britain, it 
is argued, primarily because of the relative timing of unionisa­
tion and mechanisation (1979: 183). Because British unions 
established themselves prior to the twentieth-century surge of 
mechanisation, they were able to create and sustain elements 
of job control. This meant that managerial reorganisation of 
the labour process had to accommodate that reality, whereas 
in the USA unions had to take the reverse situation as a fait 
accompli. 

While this may have been a significant factor, it cannot 
constitute the basis for an analysis of national differences. 
Burawoy continues to bend those different experiences with­
in one distorting, theoretical construct. In an elaboration of 
this question, he asserts that: 'In short, despotism under 
competitive capitalism gives way to hegemony under monop­
oly capitalism, whether it be the bureaucratic pattern of the 
United States, the anarchic pattern of Britain, or the corpora­
tist pattern of Japan' (1981: 100).15 In this article Burawoy 
begins to talk in terms of the effect of state intervention and 
class struggles on a society-wide level as factors shaping 
national variations in the labour process. Going beyond the 
factory gate signifies a necessary shift in the focus of analysis. 
The question of context is important not only in illustrating 
the limits of consent, but also its origin and sources. 

The Relevance of External Factors 

The idea that workers' attachments and behaviour in work 
could be strongly influenced by external factors has long 
been raised by some sociological schools of thought. Theor-
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ists such as Goldthorpe and Lockwood have stressed the con­
cept of 'prior orientations to work'. However, the problem 
with the central features of this approach has been a tendency 
to counterpose intra- and extra-work factors, and to deny 
the continuing importance of work experience. Because there 
is no attempt to provide data on what workers actually do, it 
is easy for Burawoy and others to make the kind of criticisms 
of weakness in theory and method identified in Chapter 1. 
Unfortunately these weaknesses merely reinforce Burawoy's 
belief that external factors have very limited relevance.l 6 

Burawoy argues that variations in imported consciousness 
do not give rise to anything other than minor differences in 
production relations among workers and between the work­
force and management. In normal times the effects of the 
family, education system and mass media do not greatly 
affect the nature of subordination of workers to the labour 
process (1979: 156-7). Evidence for the perspective- ad­
mitted to be tentative and based on 'flimsy data' - is thin. 
Take the question of race and work, the major example that 
is used in the analysis. After minor reference to other studies, 
Burawoy relies on his observation of racial interaction at 
Allied. Off-the-job association was based heavily on racial 
cliques, and prejudice persistently punctuated the idioms of 
shopfloor life. But attitudes were said to have no effect on 
activities, a dislocation mediated by joking relationships 
based on the exchange of friendly racial insults. 

Such a conclusion could only be reached through an extra­
ordinary notion of what constitutes activities and the means 
of their measurement. The apparent proof of the lack of im­
portance of outside racial divisions is based on a statistical 
analysis of the relation between group membership and varia­
tions in output! No correlation of any significance was 
found. This is extending the orientation towards games and 
output to the point where the genuinely significant questions 
about race and production are lost from sight, regardless of 
their specific manifestation at Allied. To say that external 
racial stratification has no relevance is to deny the persistent 
segmentation in the labour process concerning the distribu­
tion of skills, authority and rewards (see the evidence in 
Chapter 7); and the reproduction of those divisions in the 
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course of industrial conflict itself. An example of both was 
the Imperial Typewriters strike in 1974. Angry at low pay 
and poor conditions, the differential treatment of black 
and white workers, and racism in the election of stewards, 
Asians at the Leicester plant struck for thirteen weeks. 
During the course of the eventually successful dispute, the 
Asian workers found themselves up against, not just the man­
agement, but most white workers and their own union, the 
Transport and General Workers' Union. Not surprisingly this 
kind of circumstance has provided the impetus for the 
formation of independent workplace organisation and union 
caucuses by black workers in the USA and Britain over the 
last decade or more. 

Burawoy and other writers have made a vital contribution 
in linking the production of consent to a set of material 
conditions and social relations at work, but consent cannot 
be confmed within these boundaries. As an aspect of real 
subordination, consent must be reproduced within the labour 
process: 'But this does not mean that the relation can be 
generated and sustained wholly within the workplace: rather 
it is reproduced within the social formation as a whole' 
(Brighton Labour Process Group, 1977: 24). Two major 
examples illustrate this point. 

Class, culture and trade unionism 
Social differentiation affecting the production of consent is 
not just a matter of differences between categories of class, 
race or sex, Class itself is an important factor: not so much 
the 'fractioning' caused by different relations to production, 
but attitudes brought to work that are rooted in class as a 
social and cultural phenomenon. This can be seen in the case 
studies of ChemCo. Behaviour and attitudes of the work­
force are shaped by its location in 'an area of England re­
markably free from confrontation and industrial strife during 
this century' (Nichols and Beynon, 1977: 109). If experience 
is the material out of which people construct their ideas, then 
regional variations are an important source of indirect shaping 
of those ideas affecting immediate work experience. The 
most socialist-inclined group of workers at the plant were a 
group of foremen from the North of England, who regularly 



Legitimation and Consent in Work 173 

bemoaned the lack of solidarity and militancy among the 
workforce. Yet they were also quick to condemn strikers 
and assert that the dole was too high. This could only be ex­
plained by the disjuncture between their formative experience 
of hard times, hard work, and a sense of community and 
struggle in the North, and their insertion as foremen in a rela­
tively affluent sector of industry and society. Their distorted 
class consciousness is not just a function of the ambiguities 
of their supervisory position, but is also 'a nostalgic cele­
bration of a common cultural heritage in the Northern work­
ing class' (Nichols and Armstrong, 1976: 142). 

An orientation to class as a totality also helps to explain 
the greater consent by clerical and professional workers. 
Once again there are obviously factors to do with their im­
mediate experience of work. Clerical workers have their own 
version of labour process games of adaptation based on the 
culture of the office, like the autonomy of having own desk 
and telephone, and the ability to devise individual arrange­
ments or work with the boss (Tepperman, 1976: 12). In one 
study, clerks using an office vacated by social workers went 
in for parties, presents and the decoration of desks, all con­
spicuously absent among the former occupiers (Valmeras, 
1971). But such practices only develop because they are 
connected to wider conceptions of class, conceptions in 
which white-collar workers are encouraged to accept the 
cultural compensations of status for the limits of their position 
in the hierarchy of rewards. This is a phenomenon identified 
in all the major studies of clerical workers dating back to 
Lockwood (1958) and Mills (1956). 

Similarly the professional strata, such as the design workers 
studied by Hales, are affected by more than their functions 
on behalf of capital. Beyond their considerable job autonomy 
and access to knowledge, clusters of ideas, partly external to 
production, bind them to accepted work practices. Hales 
gives the example of 'scientism', i.e. the belief that scientific 
knowledge - applied in this case to the design and operation 
of production- is neutral and technical in content. Ideas of 
this kind can only be understood at the level of ruling-class 
hegemony in society as a whole, rather than just in work. 
They are part of the self-definition of professional groups, 
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and as Clements comments, 'At the level of ideology "profes­
sionalism" is only effective when its claims coincide with the 
dominant ideology' (1977: 315-6). 

In contrast, manual work-groups are seldom able to develop 
a counter-ideology to legitimate their own oppositional 
activities, ensuring that they remain 'hidden' even to them­
selves. Even on the conventional terrain of wage struggles, 
workers have difficulty in articulating their needs in a way 
that can protect them from the effects of the dominant 
'national interest' ideology. Hence the tendency for trade 
unions to present their claims in the framework of 'special 
cases', thus limiting their class-wide impact. This brings into 
focus a final point- that external factors interlock strongly 
with trade unionism. Unionism is more than a reflection of 
sectional trade divisions. As Nichols and Beynon point out, 
there are different conceptions of trade unionism and they 
correspond to different ideological traditions and experiences 
within the working class (1977: 107). If Goldthorpe and 
Lockwood had studied Vauxhall workers on Merseyside 
instead of Luton, they would have found a different picture 
of militancy. It is normally one of the predictable events of 
the industrial relations calendar for Merseyside workers to 
travel in coaches to Luton to lobby their colleagues against 
accepting the latest pay offer. They invariably fail. 

If consent to work is affected by the nature of trade union­
ism within and between industries, then the same goes for 
countries. It was misleading for Burawoy to attempt to com­
pare Britain with the USA, and even with Japan, without 
reference to either the broader cultural context or the specific 
experience of trade unionism. The prevalence of centralised, 
non-ideological and highly integrated 'business unionism' 
cannot have failed to influence the tendency towards cynicism 
and acquiescence among the workers at Allied. Gallie's 
(1978) comparative study of French and British chemical 
workers, referred to in Chapter 1, is useful here. He shows 
that the more critical attitudes to work prevalent among the 
French were heavily influenced by the existence of a control 
tradition and policies for self-management in the trade unions, 
a factor related to the socio-structural patterns in French 
society as a whole. 
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The social preparation for work 
Most studies of women workers, whether in the office or 
factory, have noted a greater passivity and compliance with 
the conditions of work. Once again, this may be specific to 
intra-work factors. As Barker and Downing (1980) show, the 
loyalty of female clerical workers is enhanced by the position 
they occupy in the hierarchy of mental and manual labour. 
For example, the status of the secretary is often dependent 
on that of her boss. Such 'attractions' do not exist on the 
shop floor, and this motivates employers to shape work 
experience in a way that consolidates their control: 'For 
management, the point is to preclude any desire by workers 
to organise themselves to challenge the management-imposed 
factory consensus' (Grossman, 1979: 32). Thus in Malaysian 
microelectronics plants initiatives such as beauty contests and 
production competitions, which appear to be fairly success­
ful in their aims, are organised among the workforce. 

This is not just a product of coercive control. It works also 
because it connects to spontaneous consent derived from the 
experience of women in the wider society. Socially con­
structed femininity can also invade the culture of the office. 
As one of the earlier studies of secretarial work put it: 

Confined in their ghetto, such women make a virtue of 
necessity in the manner of all ghetto inhabitants. An 
elaborate ritual of skiving and sharing builds up in the 
pool; friendships are intense and solacing. Gossip and day­
dreams are shared. Anniversaries of joining, birthdays, 
leavings, engagements are ardently celebrated, with noisy 
all-girl parties at flashy but inexpensive restaurants. 

(Benet, 1972: 152) 

Burawoy argues that external experience is relevant, but that 
they are only small variations in the common consciousness 
that capitalism inculcates in all its subjects (1979: 156). But 
this is clearly wrong, for we are not all socialised in the same 
way. 

This is particularly important for understanding workplace 
behaviour and how it is determined by what Pollert calls the 
ideological preparation for selling different types of labour 
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power (1981: 95). She uses Willis's (1977) study of the 
processes by which working-class boys slot themselves into 
manual work as a point of comparison to the socialisation of 
girls. Boys come to consent to their future as labourers, 
because such work is associated with the cultural apprentice­
ship they receive which stresses the masculinity of hard 
work and 'really doing things'. This does not preclude resis­
tance, as the masculine ethos also resents authority and con­
trol. In contrast, girls - particularly working-class - are 
groomed for marriage. In Pollert's case study they were aware 
of the futility of their work, but as it was not the primary 
interest, the resulting low commitment could easily be trans­
lated into a stoical acceptance of the organisation of produc­
tion. Furthermore, the feminine culture of escape and rom­
ance, with its stress on individualism and competitiveness, 
acted to defuse conflict, even allowing for its parallel func­
tion as a shared set of meanings impenetrable to the work of 
management and men. We will return to these themes in 
much more detail in Chapter 7. 

Conclusion: Integrating Consent 

It will not be easy to integrate an analysis of consent fully 
into a theory of the capitalist labour process. Difficulties 
arise from ambiguities in the concept of consent itself. The 
beginning of the chapter referred to the consent or compliance 
of workers, and the differences between these terms have not 
always been clear in the resulting discussion. Abstractedly, 
they are different. Consent implies some level of agreement, 
in this sense to a set of work relations. Compliance indicates 
that workers give way to the structure of power and control 
inherent in capital's domination of the labour process. Bura­
woy's definition of consent, as the organisation of activities 
which involve workers in making choices, partly avoids the 
problem. That consent is not just a subjective state of mind is 
a useful point. But by defining all co-operation in production 
as consent, then workers' adaptations to work can only 
appear as consent to its rules. Acceptance, however, can arise 
from concessions to the shifting balance of power. Practically, 
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consent and compliance are therefore linked in that consent 
is the other side of the coin to control: it refers to the self­
control determined through participation in practices repro­
ducing the capitalist labour process. 

The theoretical task is to develop an analysis that can 
distinguish between structures of control and consent, and 
therefore provide a framework for understanding what 
determines the boundaries between them. Along this bound­
ary, both structures can break down, producing varied types 
of workplace conflict. It is therefore necessary to sort out 
what circumstances are favourable to the evolution of counter­
hegemony to capital. Hales's example of design workers is 
illuminating here. Participation in the general labour process 
through which their knowledges are used to shape and control 
production and other workers is increasingly outweighed by 
their own specific labour process under which they are 
frequently subject to aspects of proletarianisation, e.g. tighter 
control, worsening working conditions and potential job loss. 
Ironically it is precisely because their skills are so integral to 
capital's organisation of production that they are vulnerable 
in a recession to dequalification and even redundancy in the 
search for the cheapening of costs. For instance, chemical 
engineers have been affected by the sub-contracting of part of 
their work to outside specialist companies, or to less qualified 
contract workers employed in-house (Hales, 1980: 104). This 
kind of situation can provide pressures for such workers to 
become more critical of their functions and begin to consider, 
with other workers, alternative uses for their labour power. 
This is exactly what technical and scientific workers have 
done in the Lucas Combine in their plan for alternative 
production, an example to which I shall return in Chapter 8. 

A further problem in integrating a rounded picture of 
these 'subjective' features of work experience is the inade­
quacies of analytical tools. Not only are theoretical concepts 
just beginning to be extended, but practical investigative 
methods are still underdeveloped. The sphere of ideology and 
consent cannot be studied in a wholly external way. It is no 
accident that the best studies, like those of Hales, Burawoy 
and Pollert, have included close observational methods, or in 
the case of Nichols and Beynon, the very sensitive use of in-
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formal interviewing techniques. The tension of inadequate 
analytical tools surfaces in the frequent comments on the 
need for a more sophisticated means of understanding the way 
values and practices are internalised beneath the surface 
consciousness of workers. Hales refers to the need for a 
materialist psychology that can be integrated with the analy­
sis of production (1980: 86). Burawoy goes further in arguing 
that a Marxist psychology will have to depart fundamentally 
from Marx's own writing, which conveys the impression that 
the social relations in which people are involved are, in the 
famous phrase, 'indispensable and independent of their 
will'. 17 This reduces the space for an examination of people's 
psychic make-up and how that may influence their reactions 
to those relations. 

A Marxist psychology has slowly developed. But its lack of 
firm foundations and application to the workplace is indicated 
by Burawoy's rather dangerous plea for a theory of the 
'invariant characteristics of human nature' that could explain 
the apparently universal 'instincts' to construct games and 
assert control. 18 At this stage we can only, as Hales says, 
'register an absence, and a theoretical challenge yet to be 
adequately taken up' (1980: 86). Part of the related challenge 
is to make clearer the interrelations between the objective 
and subjective features of work. In fact the discussion of 
consent and the labour process shows that it is impossible 
to separate the two mechanically, as if the former were 
solid economic reality and the latter mere ephemeral ideas 
(Hales, 1980: 102). Once conceived of as material practices, 
subjective conditions affecting consent must be considered 
within objective structures. This raises questions concerning 
how best to analyse the forces shaping the formation of 
classes, as well as more general issues of Marxist theory of 
social structure, both of which will be considered at a further 
stage. 

A final point concerning the problems of integrating the 
consent theme is how to understand the way external factors 
are reproduced inside work. Of particular importance is how 
divisions outside affect internal differentiation. As has been 
made clear, workers are not just divided from each other and 
their potential for remaking society by management, grading 



Legitimation and Consent in Work 179 

or payment, but also by geography, culture and other forms 
of stratification such as ethnicity and gender. To grasp the 
functioning of social relations in work, these 'external' 
divisions need to be examined in terms of their own inde­
pendent dynamic. It is to that task that we now tum. 



7 

The Other Division of 
Labour 

A worker needs more than a vague sense of contentment. 
He needs, let it be repeated, to feel that he is participating 
responsibly, whether alone or in a group, in an enter­
prise the overall objects of which he can understand ... 
The one exception here may be women workers who, 
their minds usually being full of subjects out and beyond 
their chore, are conceivably happier doingrepetitivework. 

(Falk, 1970: 164) 

This not untypical quote emphasises that all labour power is 
not regarded or treated equally. So there is 'another' division 
of labour, in this case a system of allocating particular tasks 
to men and others to women. Marx used the distinction be­
tween a social and technical division of labour to differentiate 
between the process, in any system of production, whereby 
groups of workers are allocated to different branches of 
production, under capitalism through the market, and the 
division of tasks between workers producing the same com­
modity. That double division has enormous significance for 
a study of the labour process, for as Philips and Taylor 
indicate, 'the technical division of labour is almost invariably 
hierarchised along sexual lines; women sew what men design 
and cut out; women serve what men cook; women run 
machines that men service; and so on and so on' (1978: 1). 
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It is therefore impossible to understand the distribution of 
skills, methods of control and organisation of work, different 
rates of exploitation, or any other factor connected to the 
labour process, without seeking to explain the relations 
between those social and technical dimensions. 

Sex is, of course, not the only aspect of the social division 
of labour. For example, racial or ethnic differences in many 
instances play an equally important role in the productive 
process. The sexual dimension will provide the focus for 
this chapter for two reasons. First, because a substantial 
literature has emerged on women and work. More specifically 
a number of feminist writers have engaged directly in debates 
about the labour process itself, and this therefore directly 
ties in with the central themes of the book. In comparison, 
relatively little has been written from the angle of race and 
the labour process. Second, however, even if there were suf­
ficient material, given the differences between ethnic and 
gender stratification, justice could not be done to either by 
assuming that the contours of debate are identical. 1 Examples 
drawing on ethnic divisions will be used as a point of com­
parison where relevant. 

What is the scope, therefore, of an analysis of women and 
the labour process? An immediate problem arises in that 
there has been a tremendously rich debate concerning the 
origins and nature of gender differences in modern industrial 
societies. Yet it would be impossible and undesirable to 
attempt to encompass the wider issue of the sexual division 
of labour in society as a whole, and the general origins of 
women's oppression. Our concern must be the expressions 
of that division in waged work, and the relative determina­
tions of those processes by factors inside and outside the 
relations of production. 

Women: Labour Market and Labour Process 

When Mexicans who can no longer live off the land come 
to the border region they meet US companies in search of 
cheap labour for their assembly plants. Yet they are not 
willing to accept all those who sell themselves at a low cost. 



182 The Contemporary Debates 

One advertisement specified: 'we need female workers; 
older then 17, younger than 30; single and without children; 
maximum education secondary school; minimum education 
primary school; available for all shifts' (quoted in Hilsum, 
1982). There is something clearly special about the charac­
teristics associated with female wage labour. Like Silicon 
Valley in California, with its largely female and immigrant 
workforce, 'A sexual division of labour, with women doing 
the production jobs and men the design and management, is 
one of the foundations of this industry' (CSE Microelectronics 
Group, 1980: 17). Such examples highlight the problems of 
an emphasis on the quantitative expansion of women's 
employment, yet until recently this was the predominant 
conceptual framework. 

Opportunity and inequality 
The early post-war period saw a remarkably optumst1c 
picture painted of women, work and family life, for example 
by the influential analysis of Myrdal and Klein: 'The technical 
and social developments of the last few decades have given 
women the opportunity to integrate their two interests in 
home and work. No longer do women need to forgo the 
pleasures of one sphere in order to enjoy the other' (quoted 
in Blackburn and Stewart, 1977). The main concern was to 
minimise the disruption to the general social fabric by 
reconciling the 'two roles' (Wajcman, 1981). The problematic 
was one of economic opportunity and the related social 
problems. Explanation -beyond the surface familiarities 
of earlier age of marriage, smaller size of family, and in­
creased demand for labour in the expanding economies -
barely came into it. Even if the fact that the 'problems' 
in such literature concerned mainly the minority of pro­
fessional middle-class women is set aside, the analysis failed 
to investigate and account for the differentiation built into 
women's participation in the labour force, right from the 
beginning of the 'expansion of opportunity'. 

The facts of these inequalities have b.een presented in 
different forms many times in recent years. Nevertheless, 
some repetition of the relevant aspects is necessary to provide 
an adequate context for the subsequent theoretical discussion. 
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The increased proportion of the labour force that is female, 
30 per cent to 40 per cent from 1911 to 1974, is mainly 
accounted for by married women, and about a quarter are 
part-time workers. This expansion has had little effect on 
either the restricted categories of women's employment, or 
its status or rewards. For example, in the above period the 
female share of the lower professional, technical and skilled 
manual sector actually declined by 10 per cent (Reid: 1978). 
In 1971, 61 per cent of all women were employed in just ten 
occupations where they generally comprised the overwhelming 
majority of the total. In 1966,93 per cent of all professional 
women were located in minor professions, 72 per cent of all 
non-manual women were in the routine, low-status grades, 
and 78 per cent of all manual women were in semi- or unskilled 
jobs. Once again these proportions were either static or worse 
than in the early part of this century (Siltanen, 1981: 24). 

The best collection of data, particularly in giving a sectoral 
breakdown, is contained in Huws ( 1982). Not only are women 
manual workers concentrated in relatively few industries, 
reflecting traditional stereotypes of women's work or skills 
- such as clothing, electrical engineering, textiles, printing 
and publishing- but all of them have a clear separation of 
male and female work. As Huws points out, this detailed 
information about key components of the labour process, 
such as the distribution of skills, is hard to come by as the 
official statistics classify work according to industry, without 
indicating precisely what sort of jobs women are doing. Such 
information is best obtained from the kind of case studies 
discussed in this chapter. Cavendish gives a graphic illustration 
of one such instance based on a participant observation study 
in a plant supplying components for car assembly. Except 
for one woman training officer, one chargehand, and a few 
in quality control, all the women were in the same grade as 
semi-skilled assemblers. The men did not form a single group, 
but apart from labourers, all had a recognised skill, training 
and career structure. 

I knew the sexual division of labour would be like that but 
it still shook me every day. You could see the difference 
on the shop floor: everyone who was working was a woman, 
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and the men in their white coats were standing about 
chatting, humping skips or walking about to check the 
number of components. It was obvious that the only quali­
fication you needed for a better job was to be a man. 

(Cavendish, 1982: 79) 

The position, of course, does not stand still. One of the 
merits of Huws's book is its emphasis on the effects of new 
technology on women's work. The impact is far from simple 
and cannot be contained wholly within the framework of job 
losses and deskilling. Both processes will certainly develop. 
Sales staff, for example, are being affected by the labour­
saving and controlling electronic devices to deal with recording, 
monitoring and storing cash; and we have already discussed 
the effects of the word processor. But technologically 
derived deskilling can sometimes lead to the replacement of 
men by women. Huws gives the example of Hepworth's 
clothing factory in Leeds, where skilled, male cutting work 
has been replaced by computerised cutting of made-to-measure 
suits carried out by six women working at visual display unit 
(VDU) screens (1982: 51). 

Such jobs are fewer in number, cheaper and deskilled, 
and herald a similar pattern in industries like printing, where 
new technology is eroding the material basis for traditional 
job and skill categories. The complex and contradictory 
features in current trends in women's work merely highlight 
the necessity to focus on explaining why employers bring 
women into the labour force and how they are used to 
carry out particular tasks within the labour process. We start 
by looking briefly at some more traditional answers. 

The academically invisible woman? 
A number of related factors has prevented conventional 
social science theory from coming to terms with these 
questions. There has been little interest shown in the pattern 
of women's work and conditions. This is not simply a result 
of personal bias by male writers. Mainstream discussions of 
class, work and stratification have assumed male workers. 
Pollert gives a classic example from the famous Hawthorne 
studies. Workers in two departments were shown to have 
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behaved very differently: the fact that one group was wo­
men and one men was just not investigated (1981: 74). A 
modem example is the omission of women from analyses 
of social mobility. This is repeated in the recent Oxford 
studies (Halsey, 1978; Goldthorpe et al., 1980) despite the 
fact that the non-consideration of the effects of post-war 
women's entry into employment gives an absurdly lop-sided 
picture. 

The presence of women must be acknowledged before 
theory is able to distinguish between male and female wage 
labour. Yet this is difficult when women are not simply 
omitted, but analyses start from the position that the economy 
is indifferent to gender. This is the starting point of standard 
neoclassical economic theory, 2 which rests on the assumption 
that economic behaviour is governed by the free choices of 
individuals attempting to maximise their utility. Sexual 
inequalities of participation and reward at work pose no 
problem. People marry to increase their utility, and the 
resulting division of labour between breadwinner and home­
maker is based on an assessment of the likely returns from 
the work of either partner on the market. This circular des­
criptiveness is supplemented by human capital theory. From 
this perspective sexual inequalities are not the result of struc­
tural discrimination, but of the voluntary smaller investments 
in their own capital by women, which result from their 
'choice' to spend more time in the family (see Mincer and 
Polachek, 1980). Employers take note of this and place men 
in the most skilled, senior and lucrative jobs. 

Critics have pointed to the obvious weaknesses. It does 
not explain why there are female ghettos even within par­
ticular skill categories. It fails to account for the substantial 
differences in rewards and position even where qualifications, 
training and productivity are equal. Most importantly it com­
pletely ignores the constraints on individual choice rooted in 
women's place in the mode of production and reproduction 
(for a full discussion see Amsden, 1980; and Siltanen, 1981). 
The result of the above academic perspectives has been to 
render women 'conspicuously invisible in the majority of 
analyses of wage labour' (Siltanen, 1981: 26). 

There have been exceptions, particularly in sections of 
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industrial sociology that have focused on factories where 
women work in substantial numbers. Inevitably such a focus 
highlights the different expectations and attitudes brought 
to work by women and men. Quite rightly this leads to recog­
nition of the importance of the family and the associated life 
cycle which affect women's 'availability' for employment 
(see Beynon and Blackburn, 1972). Such studies, however, 
put most emphasis on the operation of the labour market: 
'The fact that more women are going out to work has not in 
itself aided sexual equality but has served to reinforce their 
inferior status. While work remains segregated, work rewards 
will remain unequal' (Blackburn and Stewart, 1977: 437). 
Previous chapters have given considerable attention to the 
question of labour markets and their interrelations to the 
labour process. It is not difficult to see why theories of 
labour market segmentation have been attractive options. 
Research by writers such as Doeringer and Piore ( 19 71) show 
that labour markets do not operate according to the principles 
of perfect competition, with the useful addition of a focus 
on actual discriminating practices. 

Employers use the historical association between employ­
ment stability and differentiation by factors such as sex and 
race to direct women into the secondary labour market based 
on casual security and low rewards. Segmentation is repro­
duced by the patterns of institutionalised discrimination that 
follows: hence the 'ghetto effect'. For example, Cavendish 
reports that local labour markets were so rigidly compart­
mentalised by race in the area of London where she was 
researching that when she rang to apply for jobs, she got 
replies like 'but you don't sound Asian' (1982: 159). As we 
have seen, more radical versions of segmented labour market 
theory attribute its development to a further and partly 
contrasting cause: the functional use in dividing and con­
trolling a labour force supposedly becoming increasingly 
homogeneous due to large-scale mass production (Edwards, 
Reich and Gordon, 1975). Edwards argues that race and sex 
are the most powerful differences available to create divisions 
among workers, and gives examples of blacks used as strike­
breakers and women used to separate clerical from blue-
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collar occupations through the 'feminisation' process (1979: 
196). 

Criticisms have already been made in other chapters of 
both versions of labour market theory. The divisions he· 
tween primary and secondary markets is being eroded by 
long-term deskilling and decline in job specificity. Even if 
some differences remain, there is no explanation of inequalities 
between men and women within each sector. Furthermore, 
little account is taken of the action of men in general -not 
just employers - to restrict women workers because they 
benefit from such restrictions. The same goes for race 
divisions, yet this is denied in the work of Reich (1978), 
whose views are summarised by his co-worker Edwards: 
'racism strengthens employers ... divides the working class 
and thereby weakens the ability of white (and black) workers 
to obtain higher wages' (1979: 196). This emphasises the 
major weakness of segmented labour market theory. It fails 
to examine the independent structures of stratification by sex 
or race which feed into the workings of markets. Describing 
discrimination and stereotyping does not fully explain it. 

In some versions, such as Edwards's, the 'separate dialectics' 
of racial and sexual relations are recognised and accorded the 
necessity of independent analysis, although none is attempted. !I: 
More seriously, it is not enough to identify a separate struc­
ture of gender subordination 'out there' without seeking to 
connect its effects to differentiation in labour markets and 
processes. In the absence of such connections we are little 
nearer understanding why, when a labour market develops, 
women are unable to take on the attributes of a free wage 
labourer; nor are we any nearer understanding the origins 
as well as the mechanisms of the lower rewards of female 
labour power. The path to such explorations lies elsewhere. 

The Application of Marxist Categories 

Many feminists have turned to the adaptation of Marxist 
categories. Marx's use of the distinction between the social 
and technical divisions of labour means that women's position 
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in the workplace or society is not taken as given. Furthermore, 
concepts such as deskilling, the cheapening of labour power, 
and the transition from formal to real subordination, can be 
used as an aid to understanding changes in the conditions 
of female wage labour. An emphasis on the dynamics of capi­
tal accumulation necessitates an examination of the motive 
forces underlying those changes, looking at what the 
advantages and disadvantages of women workers are for 
employers. For example, Barker and Downing (1980) use the 
concept of formal and real subordination to provide the 
primary explanation for current changes in patterns of con­
trol in the office related to the introduction of microelectronic 
technology, a process we shall return to later. 

From the angle of the social division of labour, Marxism 
has asked important questions concerning the origins of the 
family and its interrelations with the economic structure. 
Even when reaching different conclusions, feminists have 
drawn from the idea used in Engels's pioneering study (1970) 
of the 'two-fold character' in a materialist analysis of the 
production and reproduction of immediate life (Bland et al., 
1978: .35). This is the notion that the conditions for pro­
ducing commodities are bound together with the reproduction 
of people as social beings, particularly in the family. Never­
theless, the work of Marx and Engels has been subject to 
much criticism on these questions, which leads many com­
mentators to argue that 'there are certain major problems 
with the wholesale application of Marxist conceptions onto 
a labour process which is primarily female' (Barker and 
Downing, 1980: 64-5). Why is this the case? 

Marx and female wage labour 
Difficulties immediately arise from Marx's belief - discussed 
in Chapter 1 - that capitalist development would erode the 
basis for differential rates of participation in the labour force 
by women and men. Central to this process were the equalising 
of types of work, deskilling, and reduction in heavy labour 
associated with mechanisation in the period of transition to 
large-scale industry. The material basis for interchangeability 
of labour having been laid, women could then be used to 
undercut and dilute the skilled character of male occupations. 
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Implicit in this conception of events was that the effect 
of increased participation in waged work would undermine 
the sexual division of labour. Admittedly the Factory Acts­
resulting from social reaction to 'an excess of exploitation' 
-excluded many women. But this was said merely to hasten 
the conversion of domestic industries and other forms of 
manufacture into mechanised forms of production. Hence 
it did not halt the long-term tendency for capital to select 
from among 'free and equal' wage labourers 'labour power 
simply on the basis of its potential contribution to the 
production of surplus value' (Philips and Taylor, 1978: 2).4 

Quite clearly these and similar events did not take place in 
such a straightforward way. Women have on numerous 
occasions replaced men, but not in any manner resembling 
equal participation. Marx failed to recognise this, not just 
because he overestimated the degree to which work was inter­
changeable, but because he simply failed to grasp the signi­
ficance and staying power of the wider sexual division of 
labour. The ability of women to enter the labour force, par­
ticularly in male preserves, was constrained by the preventa­
tive action of male workers. The story does not stop there. 
A further factor was the advantage accruing to patriarchal 
power structures as a whole from women's confinement to 
the home as domestic labourers. 

The reproduction of the labour force through services of 
care and maintenance at home came to be seen increasingly 
as a vital asset to overall societal stability. Unfortunately, 
Marx took little interest in this. His fragmentary comments 
in Volume One of Capital indicate that the reproductive role 
of the family was relegated to 'an a-historical and peripheral 
plane'. This was so particularly in the oft-quoted comment 
that: 'The maintenance and reproduction of the working class 
remains a necessary condition for the reproduction of capital. 
But the capitalist may safely leave this to the worker's drives 
for self-preservation and propagation' (1976: 718). Reinforce­
ment of this perspective came from the equally wrong view -
put forward in The Communist Manzfesto and elsewhere­
that capitalism was abolishing the family. It was agreed that 
in the disruptive context of the factory system the family 
was already 'practically absent' among the proletariat. The 
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process would be consolidated by the trend to the expansion 
of social services, and the incorporation of household skills 
and tasks into commodity production. For Engels, the long­
run effect was progressive.5 Only the introduction of women 
as a whole into productive work could guarantee their 
emancipation and end the isolation of housework. Any 
remaining sexual inequalities would be eliminated under 
socialism through the further socialisation of housework 
tasks as the collective responsibilities of the community. 

Once again, with hindsight, this scenario is seen to be 
misleading. The family has survived precisely because it 
continues to perform functions vital to its members, to 
capital and to patriarchal relations. Obviously Marx's general 
framework for understanding the position of women and 
work has proved seriously defective. Nevertheless, that has 
not stopped the continued application of the analytical 
methods, and more specific theories such as the reserve 
army of labour, to a renewed look at the question. 

Braverman: the feminist critique 
As we have seen, the most prominent attempt to renew Marx's 
categories has come from Braverman (1974). Feminist 
theorists have rightly praised the prominence given to female 
wage labour and the sexual composition of the working class 
within the changing structures of employment (Beechey, 
1982: 54; Siltanen, 1981: 33). Labor and Monopoly Capital 
provides an explanation, in the diversification of the labour 
process and capitalist production, for the expansion of sectors 
that have come to employ women, notably retail, clerical 
and service occupations. Women are thus a crucial component 
of an expanded working class, although one that has suffered 
deskilling and proletarianisation of its conditions. In pro­
viding this explanation, Braverman sticks closely to the 
central tenets of Marx, discussed earlier, in three crucial 
respects. 

First, he sees the expanded participation of women as an 
extension of the unfinished process of homogenisation of 
labour. Remaining distinctions on sex lines are recognised, 
but not theoretically integrated. Second, Braverman returns 
to the concept of the industrial reserve army of labour. 
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Changes in production discard as well as deskill workers, 
and female labour drawn from the home constitutes a crucial 
part of the growing industrial reserve. Third, the combined 
effects of the above tendencies accelerate the decline of the 
family. While the 'core' personal functions of provision of 
social and emotional needs are retained and even strengthened, 
the rest are incorporated into the 'universal market'. 

Braverman provides a more sensitive and accurate reading 
of these trends than can be found in Marx. Nevertheless, the 
traditional concepts cannot be used without reproducing 
many of the weaknesses in old or new form. Job distinctions 
between office and factory work, or within occupational 
groups, are affected by prior sexual divisions. For that reason 
the feminisation of occupations cannot be explained merely 
by reference to deskilling as providing the facility to employ 
cheaper female labour. As Philips and Taylor (1978) point 
out, just as skill is a category distorted by employers and 
social scientists, so it is affected by the struggles of male 
workers to retain their market rewards, employment security 
and status within the workplace. This sets in motion counter­
tendencies to simple deskilling and homogenisation, which on 
occasion have the effect of making jobs which otherwise 
might become similar into genuinely non-comparable tasks. 
Through the constant creation and reproduction of 'men's 
and women's work', 'job definitions are organised in and 
through gender differences' (Philips and Taylor, 1978: 7). 
This is one of the reasons why the Equal Pay Act cannot 
work. For example, an employer's representative justified 
the lower wages of a woman toilet cleaner compared to a 
man doing the same work in terms of the housekeeping 
approach expected of a female attendant, and the labouring 
orientation of her male equivalent! (quoted in Bland et al., 
1978: 70) 

Related to the above points are a set of criticisms directed 
at Braverman's exclusive focus on women's waged work at 
the expense of the activities of domestic labourers. For some 
critics the emphasis is on the need to extend the labour­
process perspective to domestic activity, either in terms of 
a parallel deskilling of the 'craft' of housework (Baxendall 
et al., 1976),6 or stress on the increased capitalist organisa-
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tion of consumption work as a bridge between production 
and the reproduction of human relations (Weinbaum and 
Bridges, 1976). Contributions of this sort are within the 
general idea of the universal market. But in a sustained 
critique of Braverman, Beechey (1982) is critical of whether 
a consumption-orientated perspective is the best way to con­
ceptualise the multi-faceted relationship of the family to 
production. It is true that certain services once produced for 
use by women in the home are now produced by women in 
the workplace for exchange on the market. But by 'hiving 
off' the discussion of the family to the sphere of the universal 
market, Braverman 'does not discuss the role of the family in 
supplying female labour to capital' (Beechey, 1982: 70}. 

This has an adverse effect on Braverman's discussion of the 
industrial reserve army. In the post-war period women are 
said to provide a flexible, disposable and cheap source of 
labour, mainly to the new service industries. Braverman 
relies wholly on Marx's own theory and therefore comes up 
against the same problem of insufficient attention to the 
ways in which women's role as domestic labourers conditions 
their availability, and enables them to 'float' in and out of 
waged work. Hence a discussion of Braverman's use of the 
concept is inseparable from a general evaluation of its ex­
planatory value. 

An industrial reserve army? 
By using this term, Braverman indicates that he is also fol­
lowing Marx in his division of the industrial reserve army into 
three segments. A floating reserve is constituted from workers 
repelled from industry by movements of capital and techno­
logy, suffering periods of unemployment before being 
'attracted' back into jobs often at a lower rung. Of the other 
two, latent refers to sections 'set free' by major changes in 
non-industrial sectors, the classic example being agriculture 
in Marx's time; whereas the stagnant sector is drawn from 
the economically disadvantaged, who find it difficult to 
find employment other than in a casual, irregular and 
marginal way. For Braverman, women represent an expansion 
of the floating and stagnant sectors in that there is a mass 
of women who previously did not work, but who are drawn 



The Other Division of Labour 193 

into the expanding spheres of the economy by the pressures 
of survival on one wage (1974: 385-6). 

However, it is not enough to talk of women becoming 
'available' for waged work without indicating what social 
conditions determine that availability, and why capital 
may wish to employ them in preference to men. As Beechey 
points out, the 'reserve army of labour' is used to refer to 
a long-term, general trend without specifying the types 
of employment of women in particular historical circum­
stances; overall it is sexually undifferentiated. This is a 
weakness taken over from Marx, whose concern was with 
patterns of capital accumulation and their effects on the 
attraction and repulsion of the relative surplus population. 
Consequently the concept was not developed or employed 
for the purpose of explaining the specific formation and 
membership of that pool of potential labour: . 1 

For some critics, Marx's concept is therefore, by defini­
tion, 'sexually undifferentiated' (Anthias, 1980). Employing 
Marxist economic categories such as the industrial reserve 
army tells us little about the structures and processes -
linked to the family and patriarchy - which determine 
the use of female labour. Anthias argues that in the use of 
the reserve army, the additional problem is that it refers 
only to those who have been made unemployed and then 
brought in as a reserve. In contrast, emphasis must be put 
on women's inclusion in the labour force as a central and 
relatively permanent feature, rather than as casual and 
irregular. It is certainly the case that an undifferentiated 
use of the concept does marginalise the importance of 
women's employment in advanced capitalism, a theme 
also taken up by other theorists such as Baudoin et al. 
(1978). She argues that the female labour force is elastic 
in its interrelations with home and production, but is not a 
general reserve. The latter assumes a single labour market, 
whereas women are not competitors with the traditional 
male working class, but rather constitute a reserve army 
only in relation to themselves. Anthias also appears to favour 
an explanation based on segmented labour markets (1980: 60). 

The crucial point at issue here is whether the reserve army 
concept can be adapted and modified from its original 
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purpose in Marx and usage by Braverman. Anthias and others 
are determined to rule out this possibility and severely 
criticise those like Beechey who attempt to do so. It seems 
to me that there is no necessary reason why the concept 
cannot be used, as long as the independent processes affecting 
women's availability for the labour market are examined, and 
the 'army' is broken down into specific components as they 
relate to different aspects of the employment of women. This 
can be illustrated in the case of the latent category. There 
seems no reason why this has to apply only to those who are 
displaced from agriculture. Changes in the nature of family 
life and income have meant that women, particularly those 
who are married, increasingly form a reservoir of potential 
labourers (Mackintosh et al., 1977). The situation of de­
clining agriculture is thus 'analogous' to the position of 
married women who can work for particular periods when 
they are free from child-rearing (Bland et al., 1978: 64). It 
is also interesting to note that the notion of a latent reserve 
has been used to explain the position of immigrant workers 
in Europe, many of whom come from rural areas of Southern 
Europe and the Third World (Castles and Kosack, 1973). 

An orientation of this sort is followed by a number of 
theorists who attempt to make a specific use of the concept. 
While it is true that it has a limited usefulness in relation to 
long-term shifts in the sexual composition of the labour force, 
there are very many circumstances where women continue 
to move in and out of the labour market, the classic examples 
being the period around the two world wars (Beechey, 1982: 
66). Aside from the latent sector, others have referred to 
both floating and stagnant areas. In the former some young 
women may get jobs such as sales assistants in boutiques, 
receptionists and hairdressers, where their age and sexuality 
are the key characteristic. Once having left for child-bearing, 
they are largely unemployable on the previous terms, but 
often return to different jobs when they are older (Bland 
et al., 1978: 63}. As for the stagnant sector, this could be 
're-cast' to include part-time work, particularly women 
with difficult domestic circumstances forced to work on an 
irregular basis, often during 'unsocial hours'. Night cleaning 
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is a prime example (Siltanen, 1981: 36; Bland et al., 1978: 
64). 

Of course, this does not necessarily explain why women 
are a preferred source for the reserve army. But there is 
considerable support for Beechey's argument (1977; 1982) 
that their labour power has a lower value because they are 
at least partially dependent on the male wage. Therefore 
the dominant social expectation, used by capital and inter­
nalised by women, is that women can be paid at a lower rate, 
excluding the costs of reproducing labour power in the home 
that the man receives in the so-called 'family-wage'. We will 
return to objections to this theory later, but it does show 
how Marxist categories can be transformed by reference to 
the reproductive relations in the family. Hence the 'reserve' 
in this case becomes one that refers specifically to the position 
of women, and furthermore one that does not treat women 
as a homogeneous category, but as constitued in each case as 
a reserve by that position and its use for capital. 

Conclusion 
There is a great deal of difference between applying certain 
Marxist categories in a critical and modified way and at­
tempting to use concepts developed to analyse the whole 
of capitalist production as a means of understanding the 
totality of women's work. Part of the reservations surrounding 
the relevance of Marxism stems from the debate on 'domestic 
labour'. This was dominated by efforts to 'incorporate 
women's unpaid homework into the value schema of Capital' 
(Amsden, 1980: 33). In this first serious debate about female 
labour, the position was advanced that housework directly 
produced surplus value (Dalla Costa and james, 1973),1 or at 
least contributed to its creation, as the price of labour em­
bodied the costs of reproducing the labourer in the home 
(Seccombe, 1974; Gardiner, 1975). 

As our concern is with waged work, this highly technical 
debate is outside our scope,B but a couple of points are 
worth making. The above position - a minority among 
feminists and Marxists- had the merit of challenging the 
predominant view in Marxism that domestic labour was a 
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private and unimportant concern; and that liberation was 
synonymous with entry into the 'public' realm of production 
(Bland et al., 1978: 38). But in extending the conceptual 
apparatus of exploitation and production to housework, it 
was confusing activities that are not comparable through 
the same terms of labour time, value, and so on (Political 
Economy of Women Group, 1975). An example of this is 
the way that capital uses the 'elasticity' of housework, in 
relation to its tempo and organisation, to bring women 
into the labour market in the ways just discussed (Coulson, 
Magas and Wainwright, 1975 ).9 Subsequent analysis has 
shown that it is possible to take work in the home seriously 
- as consumption and reproduction - as a specific activity 
in its own right (e.g. Weinbaum and Bridges, 1976). The 
above debate appears not to be dead in the face of a con­
sensus that women's work and oppression has to be examined 
in terms of domestic and wage labour. Emphasising the 
former has diverted our attention away from the inter­
relationships of patriarchy and capital. 

Patriarchy and Capital 

Like some of the other forms of Marxist analysis, the domestic 
labour debate focused on the relation of women to the 
economic system, at the expense of their relations to men, 
assuming the latter could be explained by the former (Hart­
man, 1979a). Yet even in our particular sphere of waged 
work, it is necessary, as Bland puts it, to go 'outside' the 
relations of capital- particularly to the family- before 
returning to the sphere of production and an understanding 
of the place of the sexes within it (1978: 1). 

The independent influence of patriarchal relations can 
be illustrated by extending an example from the previous 
chapter: that of the use of feminity as a means of control.10 

A number of other studies provide additional evidence of 
management recognition of the usefulness of this weapon. 
In office work companies often turn to programmed systems 
of gifts, material rewards and 'treats', which are not just 
'bribes' to conform, but a way of connecting to the dominant 
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themes of consumerism, family and sexual attraction in 
women's lives. An ideology of 'niceness' is reflected in these 
practices, which cement company identification (Langer, 
1970; Glenn and Feldberg, 1979). Like the feminine culture 
and trappings of romance imported into the factory (Pollert, 
1981), it helps women cope with the rigid format, super­
vision and general pointlessness of the work. 

Sometimes the recourse to patriarchal ideology is very 
explicit, for example in Grossman's study of Third World 
electronics plants. Not only do they exploit traditionally 
defined feminine attributes such as passivity and sentimen­
tality in the manner already described, but they reach out 
to identifiable components of previous experience. As one 
US manager put it, 'What we are doing resembles a family 
system in which I am not just the manager, but also a father 
to all those in Fairchild. This conforms to a very important 
Indonesian principle, that of the family' (Grossman, 1979: 
32).11 Girls are hired for other qualities beyond their willing­
ness to be controlled. An official government brochure from 
Malaysia praises the manual dexterity of the 'oriental female', 
adding: 'Who, therefore, could be better qualified by nature 
and inheritance to contribute to the efficiency of a bench­
assembly production line?' (quoted in Grossman, 1979: 34). 

It is very common for employers to refer to the 'naturally 
nimble fingers' of women as a means of explaining their 
location in the skill hierarchy of the factory (Brecher, 
1979: 229) or at the office typewriter (Davies, 1979: 259), 
thus ignoring the social learning of gender-related skills at 
home or school. A more accurate reason why men - in this 
case Mexican- do not wish to do the dextrous but tedious 
work of assembling tiny components is given by a US per­
sonnel manager: 'It goes against a man's macho pride' (quoted 
in Hilsum, 1982). However, in most cases capital's use of 
patriarchal relations is not conscious. Like the fetishism of 
capitalist production relations, the generation and reproduc­
tion of sexual differences comes to be regarded as a natural 
process. 

This helps to explain a fmal example of patriarchal inde­
pendence: the survival of gender inequalities after the trans­
formation of economic or production relations. In Cuba, 
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despite the theoretical belief and practical necessity for 
mobilising women into the labour force, women still work 
a 'second shift' at home. The 1974 Family Code makes 
shared domestic responsibilities a legal obligation. However, 
the law also restricts women from taking some 300 types 
of jobs. The Cubans continue to assert a 'scientific' bio­
logical differentiation between men and women, and the 
ruling 'gives the force of law to a systematised sexual division 
of labour' (Bengelsdorf and Hagelman, 1979: 293). The roots 
of patriarchy are deeper than the new economic structures, 
but it is not merely a case of the survival of past social 
relations. As Molyneux (1981) says of Eastern Europe, the 
sexual inequalities at work and particularly at home arise 
from a contradiction at the heart of such social formations. 
Entry into productive work is regarded as the path to equal­
ity. Yet the role of housewife and mother remains ordained 
within a 'natural' sphere. The result is an inevitable combina­
tion of the burden of domestic responsibilities and restriction 
of job opportunities, reinforced by 'protective legislation'. 

The parameters of partnership 
Despite its independence, patriarchy therefore interlocks 
with specific systems of production - in our case capitalism. 
But what are the defining features of this relationship as 
they affect female wage labour? One of the most notable 
and distinctive theoretical frameworks is that of Hartman 
(1979a: 1979b). Marxism is held to be a theory only of 
economic and class relations, in which the categories of wage 
labour or reserve army say nothing about the composition of 
the people concerned in the process: 'Capitalist development 
creates the basis for a hierarchy of workers, but traditional 
Marxist categories cannot tell us who fills which places. 
Gender and racial hierarchies determine who fills the empty 
places' (1979a: 13). As an analysis of capital relations, Marxism 
is necessarily restricted to its terrain: both are sex-blind (as 
well as race-blind, etc.).12 A separate analysis of the origins 
and uses of sexual divisions is therefore required. 

Those spheres of production and reproduction necessarily 
coexist, changes in either creating movement, tension and 
contradiction in the other. To create partnership out of 
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coexistence rests on the ability to find a level of common 
interest between men in general and men as capitalists over 
the control of women's labour power. It is the latter that 
Hartman conceives as the material base upon which patriarchy 
rests. She argues that 'before capitalism, a patriarchal system 
was established in which men controlled the labour of women 
and children in the family, and in doing so men learned the 
techniques of hierarchical organisation and control' (1979b: 
207). As the emergence of capitalism threatened to create 
a 'free' market for labour, the problem for men was to main­
tain this control. They therefore acted either to exclude 
women from the labour force, or confine them through job 
segregation to a subordinate place within the labour market 
and process. While low wages kept women dependent on men 
in the family, encouraged marriage and the maintenance of 
domestic services, it benefitted capital in its search for cheaper 
production. The crucial theoretical point is that this historic 
mutual accommodation is said essentially to be determined 
by patriarchal relations. If capital is sex-blind, then while its 
interests coincide, the motive force derives from the 'necessity' 
for men to control women. As one of Hartman's supporters 
put it when discussing women and the reserve army, 'any 
analysis of women's employment must be at. the level of the 
determinate social formation [i.e. patriarchy] rather than 
the mode of production' (Anthias, 1980: 51). 

Other feminists are more optimistic about the uses of 
Marxism, arguing that there is nothing in principle in the 
dialectical and historical method that limits it to class 
relations, even if a lack of sensitivity has been shown in its 
application so far to an analysis of capitalist patriarchy 
(Eisenstein, 1979: 7).13 A similar point is developed by 
Philips and Taylor. Hartman's theory delivers Marxism to 
its most mechanical and economistic interpretation, just as 
labour process writings are showing how work and workers 
are transformed through struggles over skill and control. 
While sexual hierarchies cannot be reduced to relations of 
production, the division of labour within waged work cannot 
be deduced from two separate 'laws of motion' which happen 
to coincide. Capital is only abstractedly sex-blind. In practice 
it must immediately confront the organisation by workers, 
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and of society, as it exists. Hence, 'There are no pure "econo­
mics" free of gender hierarchies' (Philips and Taylor, 1978: 
4). This orientation creates a better basis for recognising a 
more equal and historically based 'partnership' between 
patriarchy and capital, in which the latter consistently 
develops through existing patterns of social domination and 
subordination, reinforcing them in the process. 

Nevertheless, Philips and Taylor remain critical of labour 
process theory for failing to give due weight to the influence 
of sexual hierarchies. We have already referred to the examples 
given of the definition of skills through the power of male 
workers. This is extended in a highly specific concept of the 
'feminisation' of areas of work. The orthodox Marxist account 
suggests that feminisation takes place as a result of certain 
jobs being deskilled or degraded in a way which facilitates 
the employment of women as cheap, replacement labour. 
Like other writers, Philips and Taylor argue that it is rare 
for women to be introduced directly into male-definedjobs. 
More likely is the creation of jobs that are subordinate 
through the status of women who come to perform them, for 
example in the evolution of clerical work: 'The work is not 
so much feminised because it has been de-graded, as de-graded 
because it has been feminised' ( 1978: 6). The theoretical 
perspective is therefore still strongly orientated away from 
orthodox 'imperatives of capital'. 

An approach closer to that orthodoxy is provided by 
Beechey, whom we have already discussed with reference 
to the reserve army and Braverman. In an earlier analysis 
(1977), she stresses the point that capitalism itself generates 
tendencies towards bringing women as wage labourers under 
the direct domination of capital. The employment of women, 
especially married women, is situated in the context of Marx's 
theory of capital accumulation, which posits the necessity 
for employers to search out ways of lowering the value of 
labour power to counteract the competitive pressures on 
their rate of profit. 

An analysis of the family is not absent. Beechey is aware 
of the functions of the family in reproducing labour power 
through domestic services for the 'cost' of the male 'family 
wage'. Precisely because of the social assumption that women 
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are dependent upon the male wage, they can be paid less and 
'disappear' back inside the family when squeezed out of the 
labour market. The employment of women is therefore 
structured by the offensive of capital to lower the value of 
labour power. 14 

The above three perspectives are representative of the 
range of conceptions of the parameters of relations between 
patriarchy and capital. 15 To evaluate their usefulness it is 
necessary to take a brief look at more historical and empirical 
factors. 

The Family, Wages and Work 

When women entered the labour markets of early capitalism, 
they carried with them the disadvantage, in terms of skills, 
traditions of pay and organisation, inherited from the previous 
sexual division of labour in the family and from agriculture 
and the guild system. Nevertheless, their employment came 
to be seen as a threat, and as we have seen, unions in the UK 
and USA took action to exclude women or restrict the type 
of work they could do. Part of this struggle was the relatively 
successful attempt by male workers to secure a wage high 
enough to support their families. Hence the 'family wage' 
becomes the cornerstone of the precarious and subordinate 
position of women workers. This is the interpretation of the 
partnership of patriarchy and capital discussed earlier in the 
perspective of Hartman. 

That this situation can benefit both men in general and 
employers is not in doubt. As Andrew Ure, the manufacturer, 
wrote in 1835, 'Factory females have also in general much 
lower wages than males, and they have been pitied on this 
account with perhaps an injudicious sympathy, since the low 
price of their labour here tends to make household duties 
their most profitable as well as agreeable occupation, and 
prevents them from being tempted by the mill to abandon 
the care of their offspring at home' (quoted in Hartman, 
1979b: 239). In addition the state has consistently acted 
to support the reproduction of labour power in the family 
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through legislative changes ranging from the Factory Acts 
to the Beveridge Report and subsequent welfare practices 
(Bland et al., 1978; Wilson, 1977). Yet to argue that the 
family wage and the desire of men to ensure women con­
tinue to 'perform the appropriate tasks at home' explains 
why the employment patterns of women are dangerously 
one-sided. Male workers took their actions because of the 
immediate threat women posed to the dilution of their 
skills and rewards (Rubery, 1980; Humphries, 1980). After 
all, the same workers took similar action against other 
'dilutees', whether the unskilled or immigrants, without 
their being any benefit in terms of domestic services. To 
posit a direct unity, embracing men in general and between 
actions inside and outside production, is to present events 
in too conscious and conspiratorial terms. Furthermore it 
underestimates the variety of motives on the part of both 
men and women, including the possibility that the 'family 
wage' strengthened the supportive role of the working-class 
family (Humphries, 1980).16 

The major problem with Hartman's analysis is that it 
fails to account for why capital wishes to employ women, 
and the subsequent pattern of exclusion and inclusion. In 
fact it is interesting that rather than refer to the search for 
cheaper labour and lowering the general value of labour 
power, she uses the overly conspiratorial model of sex 
segregation as a means of divide, control and conquer, associ­
ated with the research of Edwards, Gordon and Reich (Hart­
man, 1979b: 229). Male control of women in the home and 
the requirements of capital are not incompatible, as indicated 
in the useful case study by Goddard (1977). In examining 
domestic industry in Naples, she shows how capital has de­
centralised production to women in the home to cheapen 
costs. In tum this is supported by the husbands, who prev­
iously used to encourage women to give up factory work on 
engagement, or marriage, as work could be a 'bad influence'. 
The domestic industry was seen as an ideal mediation of the 
dual role by the woman, as they could earn money while 
fulfilling their 'duties'. What is really at issue is the emphasis 
and impetus governing the employment of women, and this 
problem is reproduced in the wider debate. 
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The feminisation of jobs 
Feminisation refers to a process whereby an association devel­
ops between the low status and rewards of jobs, and the fact 
that they are performed by women. But it is extremely im­
portant for an analysis of the characteristics of female wage 
labour to determine at what point it occurs. We have seen 
the argument of Philips and Taylor that, reflecting job 
segregation, the devaluation largely takes place subsequent to 
jobs being defined as women's work. This is indeed the case 
in a number of circumstances. Most prominent are those 
jobs that are seen as a natural extension of women's role, 
for instance nursing, primary schoolteaching and cleaning, 
which are largely female ghettos. A similar process can occur 
in occupations like banking, where as women become estab­
lished as cashiers, the former male preserve lost its status 
(Blackburn and Stewart, 1977). 

But there is considerable evidence that work has more 
often been feminised after it has already been deskilled and 
degraded, and in circumstances where there was overlap with 
the employment of men. In both the electrical and clothing 
industries, technological change towards lighter machinery 
and standardised, fragmented operations have led to the re­
placement of men by less trained women. Within the latter 
industry, 'skilled tailors and hand sewers were eliminated and 
contractors were able to move to the cheap female labour 
force' (Lamphere, 1979: 262). Furthermore, electrical em­
ployers have actively initiated such processes. 'The degrada­
tion of jobs has been intimately connected with the alloca­
tion of male and female labour. Where possible employers 
have been eager to break down jobs into lower-paid women's 
work' (Brecher, 1979: 226). Rationalisation of such develop­
ments in terms of the 'feminine' virtues of dexterity and 
patience only came afterwards. Replacement is also hidden 
by shifts of plant and resources. My own research on tele­
communications shows that a largely 'raw' female work­
force was recruited from the local labour market for a new 
factory based on deskilled, semi-electronic technology. In 
the older plants in the company a large number of men were 
employed in assembly work who were both more expensive 
and troublesome. 
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On an international scale, it is also the case that produc­
tion is shifted to the Third World, and to female labour, 
subsequent to technological change and deskilling in the metro­
politan centres. It is interesting to note that where women 
are not prepared to act as cheap and docile labour, they 
themselves may be replaced, as was the case in the New 
England textile industry in the nineteenth century when 
Yankee girls were substituted by newly arrived Irish immig­
rants. 

Contrary to what Philips and Taylor say, feminisation 
broadly followed the above pattern in the evolution of clerical 
work. The expansion of clerical labour associated with the 
growing complexity and scale of production pushed employers 
into drawing on a strata of women previously restricted to a 
few jobs like teaching.17 New technology like the typewriter 
and the telephone helped women into the office by creating 
new categories of work not in direct competition with men. 
Considering that the office was formerly an all-male preserve, 
it was transformed relatively quickly, and was accompanied 
by a 'massive ideological shift', breaking down moral concern 
about the entry of women into the business world. Once 
again, an ideology developed stressing the 'naturally' lady­
like qualities of obedience and dexterity. As Davies points 
out, 'The ideology is obviously connected to the feminisation 
of the clerical labour force ... (but] ... Women were orig­
inally employed in offices because they were cheaper than 
the available male labourforce ( 1979: 259). This is reinforced 
by Barker and Downing: 'It was the fact that they were 
cheaper and more abundant than men which gave that ideo­
logical shift its impetus' (1980: 68). Even today, the develop­
ment of new office machinery facilitates the stratification of 
occupations along sexual lines, and the recruitment of less 
well trained women (Reid: 1978). 

It is quite possible that both types of feminisation take 
place, even within one sector. For example, women were 
responsible for pioneering computer programming. But once 
it gained in status, the work was redefined in creative terms 
and taken over by men. Only when such tasks later became 
subject to deskilling were women 'allowed to enter the occu­
pation they had created' (Kraft, 1979: 5). However, while it 
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is important to acknowledge the complex sources of feminisa­
tion, it remains useful to distinguish between the stimulus of 
the capital accumulation process and the subsequent develop­
ment of the sexual division of labour in the workplace, which 
takes on a life of its own. For instance, decision-making hier­
archies in the office are often a direct reflection of external 
patriarchal relations. 

The consolidation of women's work 
The partly independent development of the workplace 
sexual division of labour is reinforced and consolidated by a 
number of powerful factors equally important as the initial 
impetus for the employment of women. For many women, 
the interlocking nature of their low-skilled, low-paid jobs and 
the burden of domestic responsibility fits together in a way 
that becomes a vicious circle (Cavendish, 1982: 162). More­
over, it is a 'trap' that is frequently adapted to, as Reid points 
out in relation to routine clerical workers: 'the value of these 
clerical jobs lay in the relatively short and flexible hours, and 
the lack of responsibilities' (1978: 6). Reluctance to apply 
for higher jobs was based on the real constraints of circum­
stances at home and work. One of the results is that men and 
women experience even the same type of work differently, 
Pollert quoting one female operative as saying, 'Men'd go 
mad. It'd kill them with boredom' (1981: 99). Such con­
ditions are tolerated because family and home are relative 
compensations (Cavendish, 1982: chapter 5). Both Pollert 
and Cavendish observe in their observational studies of 
women factory workers that the actuality or prospect of mar­
riage governed the orientation to wages and work. Pollert 
notes: 'What was specifically female in the women's concep­
tion of their wage labour was the fact that they still con­
sidered themselves dependent on a man, and their pay as 
marginal to a man's- even if they were single' (1981: 84). 
This surely confirms Beechey's position that dependency on 
the male wage lowers the value of women's labour power, 
despite criticisms that she uses married women as a generic 
term for all women. 18 

The organisation of production itself builds in patriarchal 
assumptions which act as further sanctions against changes in 
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the sexual division of labour. From the outset women's cate­
gorisation as unskilled is not a purely technical one, but re­
flects the low value of existing domestic 'training' (Elson and 
Pearson, 1981) and practised expertise in the factory setting 
(Cavendish, 1982). Even specialist, skilled tasks such as 
tobacco spinning are not regarded as equivalent to male crafts. 
As Pollert shows, job evaluation is used as a specific tool of 
sexual discrimination. The supposedly 'objective' system 
regards qualities such as accuracy, close concentration and 
dexterity- valued in men's work- as 'natural and untrained 
"aptitudes" in women doing women's occupations' ( 1981: 
62). This, of course, is something men are likely to collude in. 
The above studies record hostility to women workers and a 
male-orientated union structure and practices. Mutual disin­
terest between unions and women workers is reinforced bl 
the alien language and atmosphere of trade unionism, 1 

confirming its location in a 'public' world, less relevant to 
women (see Beale, 1982, for a general discussion). The 
resulting lack of solidarity between the sexes is charted by 
Nichols and Armstrong (1976). Hostility is not an illusion or 
merely imported prejudice. When the men expressed the 
opinion that 'women fuck the job up' they were reflecting 
the concrete divisions built into the labour process. 

Recent trends 
In the post-war period, economic expansion drew on the con­
tinuous supply of cheap female labour, particularly when 
restrictions were placed on immigration. But a contradiction 
developed between the need to expand the labour force, 
raise the birthrate, and maintain stable conditions for child­
rearing and domestic services (Bland et al., 1978: 52). Despite 
attempts to manage the contradictory aspects of women's 
'dual role' through state policies, the changes, parallel to new 
forms of social and sexual repression, resulted in severe 
tension inside the family and the social fabric in general 
(Segal: 1982). 

The recession is solving some of these problems for capital. 
Women are losing jobs at twice the rate of men. Yet as women 
are excluded from what is often full-time work, the part-time 
sector continues to expand beyond the four million it reached 
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in 1981. The reserve of female labour is still being drawn on, 
but in the most exploitative manner. At the same time, 
women are forced by the cuts in welfare and health spending 
to increase their burden of time and energy in the home for 
no cost. Furthermore, the wages of women, reflecting the 
intensified job segregation enforced by capital accumulation, 
falls further behind that of men (Equal Opportunities Com­
mission, 1982). The partnership of patriarchy and capital is 
truly strengthened. 

Economic restructuring, including the introduction of 
microelectronic technology, is also providing employers with 
an opportunity to transform traditional structures of control 
as they affect women. Despite the advantages women's em­
ployment has had for capital, the use of femininity as a form 
of control has left a space which women have used to develop 
informal patterns of resistance and appropriation of time for 
themselves. In a very important article, Barker and Down­
ing (1980) show how this is under attack in the context of 
new office technology such as work processors. The massive 
increases in productivity, shedding of labour, and its replace­
ment by staff that is less trained and less expensive is aimed at 
'squeezing out the lost labour power' untouched even by the 
application of Taylorist techniques to the office. They argue 
that: 'Word processors are an attempt to achieve this by the 
replacement of patriarchal forms of control by more direct 
capitalistic forms of control - the move towards the Real 
Subordination of office workers' (1980: 24).20 The new 
industrial revolution based on microelectronics also heralds 
changes in the international division of labour. Whereas 
European expansion in the early post-war period was based 
on bringing labour to capital, in the current circumstances 
capital is moving to the cheaper labour in the Third World 
periphery (Sivandan, 1982: 144). Shifts are therefore taking 
place within the uses of female and immigrant wage labour 
on the global assembly line. 

Conclusion: the Analysis of Stratification 

Capital is not impervious to divisions of sex or race. When 
shipping employers replace UK seamen by Indians on one-
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quarter of their wages, they are not 'blindly' seeking the 
cheapest forms of labour. Rather, the logic of capitalist 
development is connecting to existing and recognisable forms 
of stratification. Therefore, as Philips and Taylor put it, 'the 
sexual division of labour in wage work cannot be seen either 
as a product of patriarchal imperative on the one hand, or 
of the long march of capital on the other' (1978: 7). In the 
study of capitalist production, Marxist categories are conse­
quently not inevitably blind to those interrelations. Having 
originally expunged the family and sexual divisions from an 
analysis of the labour process, they can be reinserted, strength­
ened by an understanding of the wider patriarchal relations 
which 'capital takes over' in using female wage labour. 

This is not to say that Marxism is, or ever could be, an 
adequate means of understanding the whole nature of sexual 
stratification, or a substitute for an independent theory of 
patriarchal relations. For example, developments in the family 
have too often been reduced to the functional requirements 
of capital. Yet the marriage 'contract' is not just an economic 
relation, and intra-familial relations have an important bearing 
on the variations in the nature and extent of domestic work 
(Wajcman, 1981: 19). Furthermore, changes in the family 
economy- including birthrates and structure of family­
decisively affect the availability of women for employment. 

The reverse is also the case. Patriarchal relations cannot 
explain everything about women's work. This is for an ad­
ditional reason to those mentioned so far. While the dissim­
ilarities between men and women at work have been emphas­
ised, studies like those of Pollert and Cavendish show that 
women are not a wholly separate species of worker. Men 
and women are governed by many of the same changes in 
the organisation of work, even if they often experience them 
differently. In addition, too few of the studies differentiate 
sufficiently within women workers. Just as the working class 
as a whole is not homogeneous, neither is female wage labour. 
From the beginning of industrialisation there has been strong 
class differentiation in women's work. By the mid-nineteenth 
century an internal hierarchy had developed between and 
within industrial and professional sectors (Buhle, Gordon and 
Schram, 1971). This continues today. In the late 1970s, 
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the US feminist magazine, Ms, participated in a Women's 
Career Convention where discussion topics included: bossing 
styles, achieving status as a secretary, moving up to manage­
ment, and getting elected to the board of directors. With 
whom does the average women factory or clerical worker 
have more in common: class-privileged women or their fellow 
male workers? The answer, of course, 1s that it depends on 
the issue. 

But the complications do not stop there, for as Tepper­
man reports of the USA, beneath female clerical work: 
'Racism is . . . clearly visible to anyone who walks 
through a big company office. Pretty young white women 
work as private secretaries . . . Black clericals are mainly 
reserved for the key-punching room, the typing pool, or the 
data processing centre -the routine, pressurised, low-paid 
jobs' (1976: 49). For this reason, and because it is wrong to 
use production categories to explain wider social relations it 
is misguided to describe women workers as anything like a 
'class fraction' (as in Phizachlea and Miles, 1980). It is neces­
sary to recognise simultaneously the independence of different 
forms of stratification and their interpenetration. A one­
dimensional approach distorts the ability to analyse the com­
plexity of stratification. The debates on wom~n and the labour 
process, however, have begun to open up ways of connecting 
the specific developments in this sphere to a clearer general 
picture. 



PART THREE 

Theoretical Issues and 
Challenges 
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Towards a Core Theory 

In renewing Marxist orthodoxy, Braverman inherited and 
reproduced many of its weaknesses in a different form. 
Notable examples include a failure to account for the effects 
of worker resistance on the development of production, the 
assumption of homogenisation of labour, and the underesti­
mation of varieties of control. This created a context for a 
body of criticism and alternatives within labour process 
theory which have substantially modified the original frame­
work. Such modifications have ranged from changes in how 
we view categories of skill, resistance or control, to highlight­
ing neglected or missing areas such as consent and gender 
raltions. As was noted in the Introduction, we must now start 
from the post-Braverman situation, rather than pretend that 
there is some kind of fixed orthodoxy that has remained un­
altered since the mid-1970s. However, it would be dishonest 
to pretend that a starting point internal to the framework is 
uncontentious, whatever the degree of common ground 
achieved in the debate. 

What now constitutes LPT is under more serious attack 
from many who reject its basic assumptions. The critics range 
from fundamentalist Marxists to those trying to recover 
ground for older traditions of industrial social science. For a 
representative of the former camp, 'Many of the arguments 
put forward in the post-Braverman labour process debate 
have had the effect of displacing the production process from 
the centre of Marxist analysis' (Cohen, 1987: 34). Among the 
latter, it is the supposed inherent presence of the evils of 
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essentialism, determinism and functionalism within the 
theoretical structure that is the problem. This chapter there­
fore examines the range of challenges. It does so firstly by 
explaining and evaluating the major challenge on the terrain 
of work organisation - that of flexible specialisation, with its 
links to advanced manufacturing technology and Japanese 
management. Then we move to the other main sphere of con­
tention, that of control. This range of issues differs in that 
the challenge has come through the attempted demolition of 
existing labour process ideas, rather than through an alterna­
tive general theory. On the basis of these two discussions, a 
case will be advanced for the relevance of a core theory of 
the labour process, with clear limits and boundaries. 

New Forms of Work Organisation 

The deskilling debate revisited 
The explosion of publications on work organisation and skill 
continues apace, adding to the already considerable literature 
discussed in Chapter 4. One influence has been the intense 
interest in what is still called 'new technology', which at a 
popular level still receives 'a blanket approval of progressive­
ness' (Burnes et a[., 1988: 2). Official sources still persist 
with a version of the upgrading thesis, Charles Burgess of the 
Manpower Services Commission referring to 'the need im­
posed by new technology for skills extensions at all levels' 
(1985: 402) -a view contradicted by evidence of that body's 
own training schemes which assume fragmented skills (Finn 
1986). Until recently only a small minority of academic 
studies confirm the 'offical' view. Penn's work, in particular, 
is directed specifically at refuting Braverman on deskilling, 
for which he claims no evidence can be found in his data. He 
asserts a compensatory theory in which levels of skilled work 
are held to be roughly constant, some categories rising and 
others falling. 

Unfortunately the data are severely flawed. Some (Penn, 
1986) are drawn exclusively from US census data, which are 
inevitably distorted by the social construction of skills by com­
peting groups, and which he admits can tell us nothing about 
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the content of jobs. Other research (Penn and Scattergood, 
1985) is based on British papermills and makes the reason­
able point that diagnostic and knowledge-based skills in 
maintenance and ancillary areas may be increasing, even 
though production skills may be declining. However, this is 
partly undermined again by an insistence on the primacy of 
the social determination of skills, in this case the identity 
attached to skilled manual work. As Armstrong (1988a) 
points out, neither this nor the fact that some workers do not 
think they have been deskilled disprove the thesis. Braverman 
recognised social definitions, but rightly and firmly distin­
guished them from the substance of long-term and material 
changes in work organisation. 

Most contemporary studies take the existence of some 
level of deskilling as a starting point. Indeed there continues 
to be some powerful confirmations of the overall trend, rang­
ing from skilled production workers on CNC machines 
(Wilson, 1988), manual workers and engineers in telecommu­
nications (Thompson and Bannon, 1985) and clerical workers 
in banking, insurance and local government (Crompton and 
Jones, 1984). However, all of these studies make clear that 
deskilling is subject to the kind of constraints discussed earlier 
(pp. 115-21). Wilson shows that although management may 
aim for 'minimal manual intervention', the existence of un­
certainties means that they remain dependent on operator 
discretion and therefore training and knowledge. Such un­
certainties are particularly important in early stages of the 
technical and production cycle, even where tasks become 
more routinised at a later stage, as the telecom's evidence 
indicates. Polarisation of skills continues to be a central 
theme, often overlaid by a gender dimension. Crompton and 
Jones found that even though computerisation had helped to 
deskill 90 per cent of lower-level clerical jobs, the existence 
of hierarchical career ladders provided an escape route for 
many male employees. In production many areas such .as 
design and maintenance remain structured as masculine 
preserves, with women limited to operator level (Cockburn, 
1985). 

Some writers take a stronger line on the issue of qualifica­
tions to the thesis, arguing that evidence shows a variety of 
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outcomes in relations between technology and management 
reorganisation fo work. Des killing is only one possibility, 
albeit a frequent occurrence. Typical of this approach is 
the well-known research from Wilkinson (1983) and Child 
(1985 ). The former's examination of automation in small and 
medium-sized plants in the West Midlands, shows that in one 
case management chose to offset the effects of technical 
destruction of craft skills by retraining, job rotation and en­
larged responsibilities, giving themselves extra flexibility and 
cover in the process. Set against this, most companies followed 
the conventional path of attempting to eliminate operator 
discretion and intervention. Child's research charts the varia­
tion in strategies and outcomes in service jobs. Deskilling and 
job degradation predominated in some sectors, while the 
elimination of direct labour, sub-contracting and polyvalence 
or multi-tasking characterised others. The intervening variables 
shaping responses included task characteristics, economic and 
sectoral market circumstances, and the cultures of organisa­
tions. 

A further influence that has become clear in recent years is 
national differences. The comparative study by Sorge et al. 
(1983) showed a sharp difference between West Germany, 
which had a trend towards integration of programming and 
operator skills, and Britain, where they were more likely to 
be polarised. Similarly, the study of lower-level white-collar 
workers in financial services by Lane (198 7) indicated that 
German employers showed a different attitude to skill and 
labour utilisation. There was a preference for flexibility and 
high-level training, reinforced by the better labour market 
position of clerical employees. In Britain, employers prefer­
red to gain flexibility by having a disposable pool of low­
skilled, mainly female workers. The lesson drawn is that a 
labour process analysis has to be supplemented by reference 
to 'cultural' factors resting on distinctive national and histori­
cal traditions. 

Nevertheless, in the light of this evidence, it would be easy 
to take comfort in the view that, 'Such studies qualify and 
delimit the deskilling paradigm to something less than univer­
sal application rather than rebutting it' (Campbell and Currie, 
198 7: 3 ). It is also possible to reaffirm the validity and com-
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plexity of Braverman's analysis against those who misleadingly 
present it in shallow and determinist terms. Armstrong 
(1988a) effectively refutes those who credit Braverman with 
some invariant 'law' of deskilling which would be vulnerable 
to disproof by a single counter-instance; showing qualifica­
tions connected to the nature of products and processes were 
built into his analysis. But it is important to extend and 
consolidate a process of self-criticism. 

Two initial points are worth making in this respect. First, 
the technological potential for deskilling has often been 
stressed at the expense of a more considered analysis of the 
organisational and other factors which may limit or shape it. 
Second and related to this, the loss of existing skills has too 
often been taken as proof of deskilling. Overall, 'too much 
attention has been given to changes up and down a single 
scale of abstract skill' (Walker, 1988: 28). Take computer­
aided design (CAD), discussed on p. 114 of this book. This 
certainly destroys the old craft basis of the work, and has the 
capacity to fragment and routinise tasks. But this tends to 
underestimate the dependence of senior management on the 
knowledge of designers, which may even be increased with 
CAD. The technology also contains possibilities for different 
types of skill. Or take word-processing (seep. 113). Authors, 
including Braverman, have made great play of the destruction 
of old manual skills and increased separation of conception 
(word originators) from execution in the form of standardised 
data. It is certainly true that the word-processor does make 
standardisation of letters or bills easier and more productive. 
But as Webster's (1986) research shows, the machine can also 
be used to experiment with different layouts, enhancing 
judgement and initiative. Many of the mechanical skills such 
as centring a heading were regarded by those interviewed as 
chores. Webster adds that secretarial work, in many organisa­
tional contexts, is inherently varied, and that while typists 
are subject to mind-numbing routine, that was the case 
before the advent of the new technology. 

A final instance is that of computer programming again 
used extensively as an exemplar in earlier research (see pp. 
111-12). Kuhn,however,emphasises the limits to standardisa­
tion. Though programmers at the bank she studied were 
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technically less skilled than their predecessors and have more 
aids to expedite their tasks, there is more emphasis on 
analysis, customised work for specific business problems, and 
communication with clients. A manager is quoted as saying: 
'deskilling is doing a job with no context' (Kuhn, 1988: 8). 
At the lower level, of course, this may precisely be the case; 
research (Kraft and Dubnoff, 1986) does indicate an increas­
ingly sharply delineated task hierarchy. But as Kuhn (1988: 
23) comments, 'Fordism will never make it to the program­
ming shop'. It is not enough to say that contrary examples to 
deskilling are largely short-term, temporary or located within 
the developmental stages of production and introduction of 
new technology (Armstrong, 1988a). We have to recognise 
the inevitability and availability of a range of possibilities for 
work organisation, shaped by the organisational and socio­
economic contexts discussed above. 

Does this all lead to the conclusion that outcomes are 
simply an indeterminate product of 'negotiation' in those 
contexts? The problem with this is that it tends to be simply 
a mirror image of the proposition that deskilling is the general 
tendency in capitalist economies. Also, as Wilson (1987: 14) 
notes, 'Some outcomes, for example the deskilling of work, 
are more probable than others because of the power differ­
ences between actors'. Nor is reference to deskilling being the 
major tendency sufficient (seep. 118 of this volume). Even if 
this were true, a more adequate analysis has to specify the 
conditions under which deskilling or other means of securing 
surplus value are likely to be the strategy or outcome. Within 
this framework we need to periodise the dominant trends 
more closely, without falling into the trap of rigid historical 
categories that subsume all sectors and work processes. 
Evidence does show that the deskilling thesis holds good for 
much of mass production in the period conventionally label­
led 'Fordism', and was a significant factor in the early stages 
of new technology in the 1970s. But does that apply to the 
1980s and beyond? 

From flexible specialisation to Japanisation: a new work 
organisation paradigm? 
Newer debates have marked a shift from asserting that craft 
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skills still exist, to seeing them as the basis for new working 
arrangements. High-tech cottage industries are organised to 
break from Taylorism by recombining intellectual and manual 
skills. The vehicle for these arrangements is the theory of 
flexible specialisation associated with Piore and Sabel's 
( 1984) 'The Second Industrial Divide' and other contribu­
tions (Katz and Sabel, 1985; Tolliday and Zeitlin, 1986). 
Such ideas are not only a reversal of labour process theory, 
but, as a number of commentators have noted, bear a family 
resemblance to the earlier optimism about golden ages of 
automation in post-industrial societies (Williams, 1988; Wood, 
1988a). At its most visionary, flexible specialisation promises 
a 'factory of the future as a utopia where managements co­
operate harmoniously with a polyvalent workforce' (Hyman, 
1988: 3-4).1 

On what analysis is this scenario based? Essentially it 
draws on a number of connections between markets, tech­
nology and work organisation. The 'divide' in question hangs 
on a comparison to a mass production paradigm. Initially 
(Sabel, 1982) the changes were referred to as neo-Fordism: a 
new equilibrium between production and consumption in 
which there was continuity with mass production with respect 
to aspects of skill and control, but more flexible and decen­
tralised methods for both workforce and technology to 
match differentiated and turbulent markets (Smith, 1987). 
But then the supposed changes were presented in a bolder 
way. Mass production and markets are now said to be satura­
ted and the demand is for a greater variety of customised 
goods in specialist market niches. Forms of advanced manu­
facturing technology such as flexible manufacturing systems 
(FMS) and manufacturing automation protocol (MAP) facili­
tate the shift to craft-like batch methods because they are 
programmable, more adaptable and have shorter set-up times. 
In turn this requires organisation of work based on operator 
knowledge of products and processes and flexibility across 
tasks and product lines. Collaborative practices within and 
between workers, management and designers also come to 
the fore. 

Overall, flexible specialisation theorists are talking about 
work organisation that 'utilises more than a narrow segment 
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of workers' skills, mobilises commitment to quality work, 
encourages self-discipline and autonomous decisions, and 
permits decentralisation of responsibility for a continuous 
flow of production' (Streek, 1987: 298). The whole analysis 
has a global sweep, at least in terms of projection of trends. 
When it gets to detail, they tend to rely on a fairly narrow 
range of examples such as parts of the motor industry and 
engineering firms in the 'Third Italy' of Emilia-Romagna 
(Murray, 1987). Flexible specialisation began largely among 
writers in the USA, but has parallels with the influential 
German authors Kern and Schumann (1985). Their idea of 
'new production concepts' also depends on Taylorism being 
obsolescent, with integration of tasks substituted for frag­
mentation. 

An equally influential recent account, the functional 
flexibility model developed by Atkinson and the Institute for 
Manpower Studies (1984, 1985 ), could also be seen to pro­
vide partial support for the theory. Atkinson's model is best 
known for its recasting of a dual labour market approach by 
making a distinction between core and pen"phery workers. 
Both categories are governed by different forms of flexibility. 
Core workers receive a level of job security and favourable 
conditions in return for ceding functional flexibility - the 
right of management to deploy them between activites as pro­
duction requirements dictate. Those in the various peripheral 
areas - subcontracted employees, self-employed, part-timers, 
those on temporary contracts - are numerically flexible. To 
put it more bluntly, management can vary the headcount by 
disposing of the labour of one or more of the categories 
according to demand. 2 

Whereas one is a management policy model and the other 
is a grand theory, the labour process envisaged under flexible 
specialisation converges with that attributed to functionally 
flexible core workers (Pollert, 1988). Functional flexibility is 
directed primarily against 'rigidities' in work rules previously 
bargained between capital and labour, including those affect­
ing job protection, demarcation and movement. A whole 
range of recent agreements in the UK and USA (Business 
Week, 1983, CAITS, 1986) specify anything from complete 
flexibility, across blue- and white-collar lines, merging produc-
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tion grades, integrating production and indirect tasks such as 
maintenance, to combining trades to create a 'craftician' 
(Cross, 1985). The end product is the concept of multiskill­
ing, and here the links with flexible specialisation are obvious. 
It can no longer be appropriate to have the fragmented, low­
skill, low-knowledge work processes characteristic of Taylor­
ism and Fordism. 

A second strand of support and influence has been japan. 
Berggren (1988: 3) has noted that 'like all Americans who are 
eager to get the ear of management (Piore and Sabel) try to 
enlist the Japanese on their side'. On the face of it this seems 
an unlikely prospect. The main thrust of the 'learning from 
Japan' literature (Ouchi, 1981; Pascale and Athos, 1982) has 
been on the magic ingredient of management skill, style and 
values. Emphasis is on the role of these soft S's applied to the 
use of human resources. In tum this is underpinned by a 
unique, successful culture in the corporations and society. 
Though they dominate the pop-management discourse, 
culturalist explanations of this sort have been heavily criticised 
(Dunning, 1986; Wood, 1986; Ackroyd et al., 1988), and to 
be fair flexible specialisation writers are among those who 
recognise the crucial role of methods of production and 
labour utilisation in high productivity and economic success. 3 

There is no doubt that flexibility is again a central theme: 
'The most consistent feature of so-called Japanese-style 
management lies in its enormously flexible structure in which 
a large-scale enterprise deploys and redeploys its manpower 
resources' (Kumazawa and Yamada, 1988: 8). 

Large firms rely on a form of labour market dualism draw­
ing on non-regular or indirectly employed workers who act as 
a buffer against fluctuations in production.4 The Japanese 
equivalent of core workers have traditionally exchanged em­
ployment security and seniority rights for complete skill and 
task mobility in competition with fellow employees, geared 
to ever-higher productivity. But it is not just a question of 
intensification of labour. Japanese workers in large firms are 
more closely involved in industrial engineering (Wood, 1988b), 
most obviously through quality circles. These act not merely 
as a motivational device5 or solely as a means of dealing with 
quality control. Rather they are a vehicle for systematically 
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mining workers' knowledge and involvement in diagnosis and 
problem-solving in a way that directly contradicts the Taylor­
ist dictum that workers are not paid to think. A crucial role 
is also played by the just-in-time QIT) inventory system, 
which aims to ensure that the exact quantity and quality of 
parts and materials are delivered when required and not before. 
This is compared to the predominant Western practice of 
'just-in-case', which retains large buffer stocks as well as 
labour pools.6 The significance goes way beyond inventory 
control. Quality has to be built in, and error elimination 
requires close managerial involvement in production, the 
eliciting of workers' knowledge to improve the system, the 
elimination of 'idle time' and continual job-switching (Sayer, 
1986). 

If we examine the progress of 'Japanisation' of Western 
business practices, we can see that many of the above ele­
ments form the substance of a demonstration effect structured 
round the performance of companies such as Nissan in differ­
ent countries (Crowther and Garrahan, 1988; Moberg, 1988). 
In Britain, the Nissan factor has been primarily associated 
with the effects of the single-union, no-strike deal. Important 
though that is, what Ford and others are learning is more to 
do with those aspects of the deal specifying complete flexi­
bility and use of managerial prerogative, team working, use of 
temporary workers and the intense work pace. An attempted 
introduction of many of these elements formed the basis of 
the 1988 Ford dispute. Jaguar, Lucas and Rover are among 
the other companies who have been experimenting with 
quality circles, JIT and employee involvement. 

However, Japanisation on the shop floor has probably 
gone furthest in the USA, again predominantly in the motor 
industry. Advanced plants such as General Motors' Saturn are 
linked to flexible specialisation by some writers (Meyer,l986). 
The framework of adaptation has often been quality of work 
life (QWL), a generic term representing a wide range of pro­
grammes. Giordano (1988: 182) links QWL with the devel­
opment of automation and defines its main purposes as 
transmitting information to and from the shop floor about 
corporate goals, productivity, costs and quality control, and 
encouraging participation in planning and problem-solving. 
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General Motors' 'team concept' is an example of how QWL 
and QCs have been repackaged, with workers divided into 
groups of 5-20 who learn each other's jobs (sometimes on a 
'pay-for-knowledge' basis), elect a leader, and meet to discuss 
workplace problems (Slaughter, 1988). In fact the titles used 
in different firms (see box) is less important than the com­
monalities about involvement and generating group identities 

Variations on QWL 

The following list of names and initials used in QWL­
type programmes is not exhaustive. Many corporations 
have adopted their own names (Tektronix, for example, 
calls its program 'TEK Circles'). 
BT 
El 
EIC 
EIG 
EIT 
EPC 
EPG 
EPT 
LMPP 
LMPT 
PEP 
PPS 
PM 

QWL 
QC 
QCC 
SAWG 
SPC 
SQC 
TF 
TM 
WPC 

Business Team 
Employee Involvement 
Employee Involvement Circle 
Employee Involvement Group 
Employee Involvement Team 
Employee Participation Circle 
Employee Participation Group 
Employee Participation Team 
Labour-Management Participation Programme 
Labour-Management Participation Team 
Programme for Employee Participation 
Participative Problem Solving 
Participative Management (usually refers to the 
management side of the programme) 
Quality of Work Life 
Quality Circle 
Quality Control Circle 
Semi-Autonomous Work Group 
Statistical Process Control 
Statistical Quality Control 
Task Force 
Team Management 
Worker Participation Committee 

Parker (1985) 
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directed towards company goals. It is important not to neglect 
this last point, which Wood (1986) describes in terms of 
attitudinal restructuring. The collaborative relations lauded 
by flexible specialisation theorists are not spontaneously 
generated if the experience of Japanese management tech­
niques are anything to go by. Attitudes of co-operativeness 
and self-discipline are carefully inculcated and shaped, not 
least by extensive screening, selection and socialisation of 
recruits. 

Or new wine in old bottles? 
A powerful case has been made that changes in work organisa­
tion necessitate a major theoretical shift. But how valid is the 
analysis? Unfortunately there is every indication that it is 
based on very shaky foundations. The basic dichotomy 
between mass production and flexible specialisation is seen 
by many commentators as crude and ill-considered (Williams 
et al., 1987; Smith, 1987; Wood, 1988a; Pollert, 1988; 
Walker, 1988). It neglects the significance of process and 
batch variations and repeats the myth of the dominance of 
the assembly line. Mass production itself is defined in a very 
narrow way, when in practice it is not necessarily inflexible 
and using dedicated equipment to produce in a standardised 
way. Flow lines can now cater for considerable diversification 
and multi-model lines. Indeed, many of the Japanese advances 
have been made within such a framework. Even the standard 
version of Fordism 'still represents a powerful model of trans­
fer, specialisation and work integration at the level of the 
factory' (Walker, 1988: 17). Hyman (1988) notes the irony 
that sectors of the British economy were shifting to a Fordist 
model of product planning and labour control just as flexible 
specialisation was supposed to be taking root as a global 
trend in the 1970s. 

Caution should also be used in discussion of flexible tech­
nology. Advanced programmable machinery remains an 
extremely expensive investment, especially for the small firms 
who are to be at the leading edge of customised production. 
It is necessary to break the idea of any necessary link between 
flexibility and advanced manufacturing technology. The latter 
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is not always flexible or used for this purpose. Emphasis is as 
likely to be on co·ordination of the labour process, quality 
and routeing (Wood, 1988a: 9). Again, many Japanese com­
panies have achieved flexibility through methods of organising 
production such as JIT, without always having the most 
sophisticated technology. 

Finally, the idea that mass markets are saturated is also 
vastly overstated (Williams et al., 198 7; Pollert, 1988). Many 
industries, including those covering most consumer goods, 
continue to sell to mass markets, while products such as 
colour televisions and videos are commonly produced on the 
basis of families of interrelated models. If we tum to the con­
cept of flexible specialisation itself, we find it is 'very elusive' 
beyond reference to shorter production runs and less rigid 
technologies (Berggren, 1988). Williams et al. (198 7) show 
clearly the standard of evidence used by Piore and Sabel to 
be often poor or non-existent. Of course, there are the regions 
such as those of the 'Third Italy' mentioned earlier. However, 
their analysis also highlights some sectors of the engineering 
industry at the expense of the more Fordist ones (Murray, 
198 7). Nor is it correct to generalise about the existence of 
craft labour. Such work is undertaken by a minority, mainly 
men, and coexists with semi-skilled assembly work carried 
out by women and heavy forging and foundry tasks done by 
southern Italian and North African workers. 

It could be that in principle the general model is unwork­
able, but the description of what is happening to the work of 
the 'core, flexible employee' is correct. Multiskilling is clearly 
a reality for a growing proportion of manufacturing em­
ployees, but evidence shows that it bears little resemblance to 
a renewed craft labour. Case studies of flexible manufacturing 
systems show that Tayloristic criteria still underpin work 
design (Charles, 1987), while Shaiken et al.'s examination of 
the work process under flexible production showed that: 

Managers in the plants we studied introduced new tech­
nology guided by a vision of the automated factory, or 
continuous process plant, not nineteenth century craft 
production. They attempted to remove planning respon­
sibility and autonomy from the shop floor more often 
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than they tried to combine flexible technology with 
broadly skilled workers. 

(Shaiken et al., 1986: 18) 

What is taking place is flexibility across a range of what were 
previously demarcated skills or tasks. The result, in Hyman's 
(1988) words, is an expanded portfolio of competences. 
Many jobs remain short-cycle and are enlarged simply by add· 
ing on extra tasks, whether it be maintenance or those that 
have been previously routinised or fragmented. Despite the 
uplifting language, that is very much the message of what 
flexibility means from conventional sources such as Business 
Week (1983) and the National Economic Development 
Council (1986). 

As for QWL initiatives, they undoubtedly indicate a move­
ment towards greater engagement with the co-operation, 
knowledge and tacit skills of the workforce. But again they 
should be kept in perspective. QWL is a highly constrained 
form of empowerment that is far removed from either of the 
traditional agendas of industrial democracy or job enrich­
ment. These constraints arise from the subordination of 
participation within management decision-making processes, 
efficiency criteria and power relations that have remained 
largely untouched (Giordano, 1988; Hyman, 1988). Certainly, 
the delegation to workgroups of some immediate and locali­
sed production decisions, such as those on the monitoring of 
product quality, can happily coexist within managerial 
structures of directive control. 
, This kind of emphasis is consistent with evidence about 
Japan. The intellectual skills referred to by some commenta­
tors neglect the fact that the scope and depth of the multitude 
of jobs are often so routinised that they could be picked up 
easily by other workers (Kumazawa and Yamada, 1988: 2 7-8 ). 
One of the lessons learned by Western companies is that the 
required skills are as much behavioural as technical (Sayer, 
1986). Among core workers the competitive individualism 
induced by the manpower policies of large firms creates an 
effective form of self-regulation. However, this is reinforced 
by high levels of supervision and assessment, making parallels 
with a system of responsible autonomy limited (Wood, 
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1988b: 18). It has been established (Littler, 1982) that lack 
of enthusiasm for the rigid separation of conception and 
execution meant that Taylorism was never deployed as a 
comprehensive control system. However, in those aspects 
which were taken up - chiefly work study and design - visit­
ing production managers have found extensive and effective 
use (Berggren, 1988). The emphasis on 'scientific' selection 
and recruitment suggests an extension of part of the Taylorist 
agenda underutilised in the West. Even workers' involvement 
in industrial engineering can be seen as an internalisation of 
Taylorist techniques (Sayer, 1986). 

Returning to Western business, there remains the area of 
changes in the broader employment relationship. A new set 
of multiskilled core workers is clearly going to have a level of 
job security.8 However, there is a tendency for Piore and 
Sabel to 'extract only the better aspects of the overall situa­
tion of workers' (Walker, 1988: 32), for there are costs, not 
least those that come from the effort intensification arising 
from added tasks and responsibilities. Additionally, new 
techniques such as JIT rely on continual and controlled 
pressure (Turnbull, 198 7). This is graphically illustrated in 
Slaughter's (1988) account of 'management by stress' at the 
GM NUMMI plant. Line breakdowns and stoppages are 
encouraged so that operators' weaknesses can be identified 
in order to fine-tune and stretch them further. The casualities 
of intense work pace, excessive workloads, and limited cover 
for absentees and injuries are well documented for Japan, 
~ritain and the USA (Kamata, 1982; Daily Telegraph, 1987; 
Moberg, 1988). In this context the degree of emphasis on 
collaboration by flexible specialisation writers can be ques­
tioned. A level of co-operation is built into the capitalist 
labour process and may be enhanced by new management 
methods. But the current interpretation is not only an 
abstraction from the inherent tensions in the capital-labour 
relation but even from the normal conflicts of interests 
between professional and occupational groups. 

In discussing the costs of flexibility, it is also legitimate to 
ask which workers are we talking about? Women remain 
largely invisible within the flexible specialisation analysis 
Genson, 1988). While there can be no simple equation that 
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core equals male and periphery equals female (Walby, 1988), 
if we acknowledge the gendering of flexibility, the conse­
quences may be less benign in labour market terms. The major 
growth area for female labour has been in the clerical and 
service sectors, yet the latter curiously does not figure in the 
flexible specialisation picture of economic trends (Hyman, 
1988). Certainly the emphasis on factories of the future seems 
to set aside the service (and manufacturing) sweatshops of the 
present. Though some models overestimate the number and 
novelty of peripheral workers,9 the flexibility debate has 
understated the costs of exclusion from the core, and the 
casualisation of conditions and loss of legal protection in­
volved. 

The fundamental problem of the flexibility discourse is its 
conflation of description, futurological prediction, prescrip­
tion and even post-hoc rationalisation (Pollert, 1988; Hyman, 
1988). Wood (1988a) has acidly described it as moving from 
Bravermania to Cybermania! It may be a new analysis, but it 
is the same old romance of automation - a well-travelled route 
reproducing a deterministic vision of technological trajectories 
in which choices are frozen (Smith, 1987). The new ingredient 
is a fashionable nod in the direction of the sovereignty of 
markets and the consumer. Parallels with mistakes made at 
certain stages and by some contributors to the labour process 
debate abound. These include: an idealised view of craft 
work; unproblematic readings of skill; over-rationalistic con­
ceptions of management strategy (towards flexibility); and 
the presentation of changes in work organisation as if they 
were complete historical breaks. 

I would argue that the labour process debate has learned 
from those mistakes. Whether the discussion of flexibility 
does the same we can only judge over time. It will be a pity if 
the two paradigms do get locked into mutually destructive 
combat. The problem may not be as simple as 'holding differ­
ent parts of the elephant' (Walker, 1988; 18), but real changes 
have taken place. Multiskilling and quality circles are partial 
breaks with Taylorism; this emphasises the theme of earlier 
chapters that scientific management has never been a whole 
or coherent package. In fact it is possible to reinterpret 
changes in production as a form of flexible Taylorism, as 
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Berggren does in his analysis of the Swedish motor industry. 
Others may prefer to stick with neo-Fordism. Ultimately the 
label is less important than the recognition that no qualitative 
break has been made in the organisation of the capitalist 
labour process: 'the new solutions ride on the back of the old' 
(Williams, 1988: 7). The general idea of flexibility has always 
been central to notions of the elasticity of labour power in 
the extraction of surplus value (Pollert, 1988: 4). But the 
nature and significance of flexibility vary according to their 
context in time, sector, nation and choices of actors in the 
labour process. 

Conceptualising Control 

As with the debate on deskilling, within a labour process 
framework something of a common ground emerged on con­
trol issues. This stemmed largely from the third phase of 
debate (see Introduction) that was not just post-Braverman, 
but also in the wake of Friedman, Edwards and Burawoy. 
While these writers have made important empirical and 
theoretical contributions which opened up the debate by 
putting alternatives on the agenda, they were still criticised 
for a 'single-track search for definitive and comprehensive 
modes of work control' (Storey, 1985: 194). Admittedly this 
statement skates over a range of different positions, and 
Friedman (1986, 1987)10 has mounted a vigorous defence 
and counter-attack. This defence rests on two main argu­
ments: first, that responsible autonomy and direct control 
are two directions along a spectrum on which managers can 
move, rather than predefined states; second, that a ·sense of 
the contradictions inherent within each strategy is built into 
the analysis. 

The points are well made, but as with other formulations11 

it remains the case that as far as the range of control options 
and practices goes, 'their diversity is likely to be far greater 
than is recognised in the typologies proposed by recent 
writers' (Hyman, 1987: 49). As indicated in the Introduction, 
the emphasis today is much more likely to be on the varied 
dimensions of control, the different combinations of practices, 
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and the conditions which influence their use. We shall return 
to theoretical frameworks in which to locate and understand 
these processes later in this chapter. 

Freed from any rigid categorisation or deterministic histori­
cal sequence, however, concepts of general control systems 
can be an essential tool for mapping capital-relations. This 
would be part of the common ground referred to above. The 
case study of bureaucratic control in Irish electronics factories 
by Murray and Wickham (1985) is an excellent example. 
They show how supervisory, recruitment and internal labour 
market policies are used to give employees positive material 
reasons for complying with rules, thus confirming Edwards's 
(1979) findings without endorsing his broader framework in 
which bureaucratic control is the system for a specific stage 
of capitalist development. 

Other commonly accepted aspects- notably the importance 
of a range of mediating and contextual factors, such as 
product markets and worker resistance, shaping control pro­
cesses - again show similarities to the deskilling debate. Some 
of the best research has focused on such factors. There has 
been a considerable extension of our understanding of the 
interrelations between gender and control in the labour pro­
cess (see the articles in Knights and Wilmott, 1986a).12 These 
range from studies in the workplace ethnography tradition of 
Pollert and Cavendish, showing how socially constructed 
feminity shapes control practices in the factory (Westwood, 
1984), to historical research such as that of Bradley (1986b) 
on the hosiery industry, which highlights the use of paternal­
ism as a control strategy. Newer areas include examination of 
the relations between recruitment and control (Maguire, 
1986). Maguire's study of the locational and recruitment 
strategy of a telecom's multinational in Northern Ireland 
shows clearly that 'managerial control can be secured even 
before the workers reach the factory gate' (1986: 59). 

Like rules, consensus exists to be broken, and the modified 
labour process analysis does not satisfy an influential body of 
opinion. Describing it as a body is something of an exaggera­
tion, as it is far from homogeneous. Critics come from a 
variety of positions, including Marxism. What they have in 
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common is a rejection of the centrality given to control of 
the labour process. 

Capital, labour and managerial control 
For some critics production is not just, or even mainly, about 
acting on labour. The point can take on a Marxist-sounding 
form. That is, capital is concerned with costs, accumulation 
and profits, not control. Control over labour is simply not an 
objective or significant strategic focus in the vast majority of 
cases. More fundamentally, the production process is only 
part of a wider circuit of capital in which the extraction of 
surplus value is only one moment alongside its realisation and 
the prior purchase of labour; and no moment should be privi­
leged over others in the analysis. Put in plainer business 
language, management is more likely to be concerned with 
the outcomes of the labour process in terms of sales, market­
ing or cash flow. 

A number of points flow from this recognition. Techno­
logical innovation may be aimed at new products and pro­
cesses, rather than the labour process (Wilson, 198 7: 7); and 
this, or putting pressure on suppliers to reduce their prices, 
may be better ways of securing profit than control over 
labour. From his study of railway freight marshalling yards, 
Dawson (1988) argues that supervision is concerned with 
aspects of production control (such as those to do with use 
of information technology) other than those associated with 
direct control of workers. We have even seen arguments 
defending Taylor on the grounds that labour process theory 
has abstracted out the labour control dimensions from the 
'scientific productive essence' of techniques of planning and 
work scheduling (Nyland, 1987)! 

The central concept of circuit of capital is both useful and 
a necessary corrective to radical and Marxist literature, which 
has focused on the labour-capital contradiction to the exclu­
sion of almost anything else (Hyman, 1987: 34). Morgan and 
Hooper (1987: 610-11) perceptively note that the emphasis 
on managerial control strategies in the later stages of the 
labour process debate has meant losing sight of capital, which 
was after all a major focus for Braverman. However, some of 
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the critics (eg. Kelly, 1985; Rose and Jones, 1985) would 
take us much further down the road of marginalising the 
capital-labour relation. For example, if management is not 
mainly concerned with labour control, then organisation of 
the labour process is an open issue and can certainly be under­
taken without intensification of labour. Control should not 
be regarded as the distinguishing feature which sets apart a 
dominant management and subordinate labour. Workplace 
relations should not therefore be seen in terms of zero-sum 
power - a conclusion which more mainstream writers 
(Buchanan, 1986; Harris, 198 7) are only too happy to back 
with reference to their own industrial research. 

The labour process debate has developed a strong identi­
fication with research on management control strategies. 
Again, this has proved a fertile ground for critics, Batstone et 
al. (1984: 2) arguing that 'Management is often viewed in a 
crudely functional way as a kind of transmission belt convert­
ing the imperatives of the "law of value" into strategies for 
the exploitation of labour'. In contrast, it is held that the 
management agency is not unproblematic and rationalistic. 
Capital's interests are not given, and even if they could be 
identified, management practices could not be 'read-off' 
from them. Any tight coupling is undermined by the exist­
ence of competing interest groups within management, the 
multiple constituents of expertise (Miller and O'Leary, 1987), 
and the likely disjuncture between labour relations strategies 
and corporate strategies in general. 

For Tomlinson (1982: 23) the diversity of practices is 
indicative that all enterprise strategies are not directed against 
labour. But others take the critique further to question the 
idea of control strategy itself. Labour process uses of strategy 
imply a level of coherence and consistency that does not 
exist. Using research into the introduction of new technology 
and work reorganisation schemes, a similar picture to the 
above is built up. Strategic capacity runs up against contra­
dictory objectives among the variety of managerial groups 
and sites of decision-making: the need to accommodate to 
and maintain co-operative relations with the workforce, as 
well as the requirement to deal with immediate problems in a 
piecemeal, reactive way. As a result, managerial intentions 
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and practices differ according to particular plant circum­
stances (Rose and Jones, 1985 ). It is better to refer to 
negotiated preferences (Currie and Campbell, 1987) or con­
trol structures as temporary outcomes (Storey, 1985). 

Before concluding this section on the critics, I want to deal 
with an orthodox Marxist twist to the argument. Cohen's 
article poses as a defence of the purity of Marx and Braver­
man's analysis, which has degenerated in a post-Braverman 
era where the common assumption is that 'control constitutes 
the principal dynamic at work in the capitalist labour process' 
(1987: 35). Cohen reminds us that what makes a labour pro­
cess specifically capitalist is the unity of the process of 
production with valorisation. Marx and Braverman were con­
cerned with the structuring of the labour process by valorisa­
tion, not control. Within this framework, the key questions 
are about the 'quantitative' aspects of production - 'not what, 
but how much, not how, but how quickly' (p. 39). Expressed 
in terms of workplace politics, workers are not interested in 
qualitative 'control' issues, though that does not stop her 
berating the treacherous reformists who mislead them into 
thinking they are.13 

Cohen complains that post-Braverman writers have lacked 
clarity concerning the nature of control. Aside from the in­
convenient fact that this isn't true (see pp. 122-6 of this 
volume), she fails to examine what the connections between 
valorisation, exploitation and control might be, except for 
making the absurd accusation that the people being criticised 
hold some theory of a lust for power! The issue of control is 
neatly sidestepped by invoking the real subordination of 
labour, which is described as 'fully adequate' to the objective 
of valorisation. As noted in earlier chapters, Braverman 
makes no use of 'real subordination'. However, he did make 
control a central feature of his analysis by linking the develop­
ment of systematic management to the evolution of the 
capitalist labour process. Cohen prefers to talk of the 'logic' 
of valorisation and its 'impacts' on the structure of the labour 
process. But nowhere are the characteristics of this logic or 
its consequences spelt out. 

Let's briefly restate the above connections. Capital and its 
agents are interested in control because they cannot achieve 
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profitable production without, among other things, develop­
ing adequate mechanism for directing, supervising, evaluating, 
disciplining and rewarding the labour. Workers are interested 
because their job controls, such as the mutuality principle in 
the car industry (see pp. 135-6), can influence the level of 
work allocation, intensity and reward. That is why in every­
day shop-floor life, 'qualitative' issues are largely inseparable 
from questions of efficiency and exploitation. 

One of the unfortunate consequences of the type of argu­
ment put forward by Cohen is that it will reinforce the 
distorted impressions of critics that labour process 'ortho­
doxy' considers management actions and strategy to be 
'dictated by what appears to be an iron law of surplus extrac­
tion' (Streek, 1987: 284). Indeed, the charges of essentialism, 
determinism and functionalism are frequently made (Storey, 
1985), though the precise target is often conveniently omit­
ted.1 I intend to show that labour process theory can and 
does have an analysis that can cope with and integrate 
diversity, contradictions and uncertainty. It is necessary to 
answer some of the specific criticisms, before moving to a 
positive alternative. 

Reconstructing a case for control 
A good case can be made for beginning an analysis of produc­
tion from the capital-labour relation and control. Even the 
conventional business literature locates the management of 
workers and work as a central focus. But in some ways that is 
missing the point, for where you begin from depends on what 
you want to find out. There are many industrial problems for 
which other starting points would be more appropriate. The 
worrying thing about trends in the debate is the marginalisa­
tion of such issues. In criticising the emphasis on control, a 
basic confusion is made between the goals of firms and 
managers, and the means of achieving them. Control is sel­
dom relevant to the former, but essential to the latter. No 
labour process theorist I can think of argues that control is 
an end in itself. But, as Edwards (1986: 45) comments, 'Even 
when firms are not actively pursuing a policy of control, they 
still require a set of arrangements within the production pro-
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cess that will ensure that surplus value continues to be 
produced.' 

We have to be careful, therefore, about the criteria used. 
Take Hildebrandt's study of the introduction of new tech­
nology in a West German company. He states (1988: 52) that 
control was seen as a conscious exercise of power on the part 
of management. Not surprisingly, an explicit and common 
control strategy was not discernible. This makes the mistake 
of linking control necessarily to motives or intent. Such 
evidence certainly shows that management strategies are not 
always developed with labour's role in mind, though new 
technology decisions are not a likely area, given the domin­
ance of other criteria. However, if we examine many of the 
examples from the last section on work organisation -
decisions concerning where to locate, who to recruit, the 
introduction of Japanese management techniques or flexible 
working, single-union deals - clearly labour control is a 
strategic factor. Let's take an example from my own research 
into telecommunications (Thompson and Bannon, 1985). 
When I interviewed Plessey about their decision to locate the 
production of a new generation of exchanges at a greenfield 
site, rather than at the main factory on Merseyside, it became 
clear that a significant factor was the nature of the labour 
force. They wanted workers without 'bad production habits', 
who were cheaper and more pliable. Hence they located 
where they could recruit a wholly female production work­
force from local estates. As it happens they were wrong 
about the intended qualities, but the concern with control 
was still identifiable. 

Even where strategies are directed towards outcomes such 
as product quality, new markets or financial control systems, 
acting on labour will still be a means of achieving goals, 
similar to the way in which past actions of workers condition 
new strategic objectives (Friedman, 1986). Furthermore, 
policies that are unspecific towards the labour process will 
still have consequences for it (Child, 1985: 10). For example, 
investment in computerised internal communication systems 
may have a predominantly technical purpose, but can be uti­
lised for tighter controls over the performance of employees. 
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As for control not being the characteristic which distin­
guishes management from labour, it is perfectly reasonable 
to recognise that managers are also subject to authority and 
that workers may exercise controls, either over their own 
jobs or over fellow workers. What is not reasonable is to treat 
control as somehow equivalent between the two. That would 
be to distort the fundamental asymmetry of power and 
access to resources that sets the two groups apart. This recog­
nition is by no means incompatible with acknowledgement of 
consent, limited common interests or positive-sum outcomes 
discussed in Chapter 6. It merely clarifies the limits to them. 

If we turn to the existence of strategy itself, a similar 
problem of methodology arises. The language of evidence 
insists on the four C's - consciousness, coherence, consistency 
and no contradictions! A range of opinion (Child, 1985; 
Friedman, 1986; Edwards, 1989) asserts that the critics have 
set the criteria so stringently that the burden of proof is im­
possible to meet. When made explicit, the notion of strategy 
can be seen to be too close to the military analogies of the 
business policy literature; for example, Rose and Jones ( 1985: 
90) talk of 'a coordinated plan of detailed objectives and 
implementation'. Tying the elements together in such a way 
does not allow enough differentiation between levels of 
management. It is clearly the case that at middle and lower 
levels, there is a whole range of factors - bargaining, poor 
information, mixed rationalities arising from different depart­
ments - which will limit effective implementation. But as 
Friedman comments, 

It would be a pity if we could not analyse a general's 
behaviour as guided by a strategy simply because the 
general occasionally lost sight of his own strategies or 
because some of his lieutenants were incompetent or had 
ideas of their own. 

(Friedman, 1986: 8) 

An insistence on viewing the action of companies or managers 
solely or even primarily in terms of piecemeal response or 
Storey's 'logical incrementalism' has numerous negative 
consequences. It leads to the ludicrous position that major 
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decisions about investment or manpower planning appear 
random or unexplainable. More importantly, some emphasis 
on strategy or strategic choice is necessary to offset the ten­
dency to analyse management action in terms of situational 
or functional imperatives - the very things criticised in the 
first place. Of course, proof of strategy is not easy, even with 
less stringent criteria. But as 'a strategy of management is a 
strategy de facto, not necessarily by design' (Hales, 1988: 
12), it is reasonable to make inferences from patterns of 
action and emergent outcomes over a period of time. 

It is hoped that this 'defence' of control has already shown 
that it is possible to utilise a structural analysis that is not 
deterministic and that can explain some of the complexities 
of industrial behaviour. But I recognise the validity of Hale's 
point that the conceptual leap from managers' activities to 
capitalist relations of production must not be 'negligent of a 
number of intervening levels of analysis' (1988: 2). What, 
therefore, are the more positive solutions filling that gap? A 
number of writers advocate a more dialectical analysis. For 
example, Storey (1983, 1985) calls for a framework which 
sites institutions within the totality, recognises contradictions 
within structures and strategies, and integrates an understand­
ing of the active social construction of reality by participants 
in the workplace. Taking a different direction, Wilmott ( 1989) 
wishes to create a theory that can overcome the dualistic 
separation of 'objective' and 'subjective' aspects of the labour 
process and illuminate the dialectical relations between them. 

Valuable and valid as these points are, I do not believe 
they take us very far along the path of theoretical reconstruc­
tion, a project which requires a hierarchy of concepts in an 
analysis of the labour process (Edwards, 1989). Wilmott is 
really concerned with a different and important project -
that of inserting and integrating an understanding of 'the 
missing subject' into the labour process. Storey tends to 
recast the structure-agency debate inside a new theoretical 
object. The limits of the approach surface when applied to 
control relations. Storey suggests that the variety of means of 
management control can be understood by referring to levels 
and circuits 15 which are only loosely coupled and have com­
peting logics. But as Friedman ( 198 7) observes, Storey fails 
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to specify what those competing logics are and under what 
conditions the levels may be configured in different combina­
tions. So keen is he to avoid determinism that the analysis 
does not explain what the structural influences are on those 
control processes. 

A more satisfactory way of approaching the problem has 
been provided by Hyman. Variations in strategy reflect 
fundamental contradictions in management's function as 
agency of capital. He usefully goes beyond the contradictions 
related to the 'control-engage' dilemma, to problems of 
harmonising different managerial interventions, agencies and 
sites of decision-making within capitalist production. The 
specific elements, including direction and delegation of the 
labour process, the social organisation of labour, and relations 
with employee organisations, are used to illustrate the argu­
ment that for capital, 'there is no "one best way" of managing 
these contradictions, only different routes to partial failure' 
(Hyman, 1987: 30). Though wide-ranging, Hyman's article is 
limited by its dominant emphasis on the question of strategy. 
But it does share a common theme with other recent contri­
butions, an understanding of management as a collective 
labour process. 

This picks up on a small and previously neglected passage 
in Braverman's discussion of the modem corporation: 

Management has become administration, which is a labour 
process conducted for the purpose of control within the 
corporation, and conducted moreover as a labour process 
exactly analogous to the process of production, although it 
produces no product other than the operation and co­
ordination of the corporation. 

(1974: 267) 

An entire administrative apparatus has developed out of the 
need to carry out the delegated functions on behalf of capital 
(the agency relationship). But though part of a collective 
labour process, the activities are subject to a division of 
labour. This means more than different groups doing different 
things. Management now contains the same antagonistic 
relations as in the process of production as a whole: its own 



Towards a Core Theory 239 

forms of separation of conception and execution; routinisa­
tion and rationalisation of lower-level activities; and techniques 
to monitor and control managerial work. 

Teulings (1986) was among the first to develop this type 
of analysis. He stresses differentiation of levels, based on a 
model of four distinct functions- ownership, administrative, 
innovative and production. The crucial problem then becomes 
the contradictions in the internal functioning of the admini­
stration driven by competing logics of action and defence of 
group interests. Corporate structures are therefore always out 
of balance and lack the formal mechanisms to resolve the 
conflicts. While this produces some useful material on the 
dynamics on management, there are doubts about whether it 
is a labour process analysis. Teulings analyses the functions in 
terms of substitutes for the allocative and co-ordinative role 
previously carried out by the market, but which were eroded 
in the wake of organised capitalism.16 As Hales (1988: 7-9) 
observes, this tends to disconnect management, even the pro­
duction function, from its origins and development in the 
labour process. His own analysis of management divisions of 
labour stresses the vertical fractioning of tasks and responsi­
bilities, distinguishing between those agents involved in 
managing management work and higher level decision-making, 
and those who tend to supply information and implement 
the decisions. 

There is still a tendency to distinguish between an opera­
tional and a management labour process (seep. 12), illustrat­
ing the problem of dealing with the latter as a thing in its own 
right. This is the basis of the objections made by Armstrong 
(1988b). While there has been a 'degradation' of lower 
management work, talk of management as a labour process 
leads to a separate analysis divorced from the basic contra­
diction between capital and labour. Furthermore, it can 
legitimise theoretical incorporation of any non-productive 
activity, such as some of those connected to accounting, 
which are solely mechanisms of control associated with the 
realisation and enlargement of capital.17 Though these points 
are a useful warning of the dangers, my own view is that the 
problem is in the way the concept of a managerial labour 
process has been framed, rather than the idea itself. 
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Armstrong's own work (1984, 1987) has been among the 
most important contributions of recent years. He too starts 
from the question of agency. Divisions in managerial work 
are best understood as part of a struggle for control within 
capital, which is reproduced in tensions and contradictions 
within the agency relationship. Management functions on 
behalf of capital are carried out by specific occupational or 
professional groups. Each group competes to establish the 
necessary 'trust' in order to carry out the control functions as 
against other managerial groups who may have carried them 
out in the past, or who may wish to in the future. Each group 
attempts to utilise a core of specialist knowledge and activities 
which can form the basis of a 'collective mobility project'. 
The successful ones are those who can maintain a level of 
indeterminacy that can prevent fragmentation or routinisa­
tion. What distinguishes the analysis from the conventional 
understanding of such groups is that the inter-professional 
competition is carefully linked to the evolution of the 
capitalist labour process. 

So the research plots the rise of the engineering profession 
in relation to the development of scientific management, and 
its fall in terms of the difficulty of maintaining a monopoly 
of control practices that could be carried out by others, as 
well as the specific cultural factors in Britain which under­
mine their access to the vital commodity of trust. Accounting 
rose to prominence through changes such as the rise of 
management accounting and cost control techniques in the 
1920s. But it kept its power through the continued need for 
a 'financial rationality' as the common basis for co-ordination 
and control over managerial activities in complex, multi· 
divisional organisations. A willingness to facilitate its own 
separation of conception and execution or 'horizontal fissure', 
by delegating routine tasks to accounting technicians, has 
also helped. Even personnel has outgrown its humble begin­
nings in welfare work, boosted in the 1960s and 1970s by the 
growth of industrial legislation and formalisation of bargain­
ing, and more recently by the shift to 'human resource 
management' in the wake of the ropularity of Japanese-style 
practices and corporate cultures.1 



Towards a Core Theory 241 

While there have clearly been tensions between the ideas of 
different writers, there are considerable overlaps, common 
themes and a desire to locate new forms of analysis within a 
labour process approach. The conceptions of agency and of 
control are capable of grasping greater diversity, complexity 
and historical influences, without losing sight of the location 
within the capital-labour relation. Whatever limits to the 
results, 'the concept of management and its relationship with 
capital is opened up for analysis' (Morgan and Hooper, 1987: 
611). 

The Core Theory19 

In this chapter I have argued that the specific ideas of Braver­
man and his co-thinkers on concrete issues such as skill or 
control do not constitute the labour process theory. Given that 
consequent debate and research has considerably advanced 
our knowledge in these and other areas, they do not even 
represent an 'orthodoxy'. But empirical work and theorising 
on such issues are, in any case, not the basis of a core theory. 
This must work at a different level of analysis. Underlying 
many of the disagreements we have examined has been a 
seeming denial that a certain level of abstraction concerning 
the dynamics of the capitalist labour process is a necessary 
starting point and framework for empirical investigation. One 
aspect of this is expressed by Coombs: 'What is needed there­
fore is an account of the production process and its compon­
ents in historically specific capitalist economies, not in 
"capitalism in general"' (1985: 144). 

My argument would be that the two are not incompatible. 
Without them, the trend in the debate has been inexorably 
towards the accumulation of a plant particularism deliberately 
eschewing any broader theoretical foundation. Burrell com­
ments that many of the critics are wedded to an empiricist 
approach in which reality, in the form of 'facts', renders itself 
up in a non-problematic way to the observer. Case studies are 
used as a method of falsification to produce counterfactual 
evidence to 'grand theory'. This is not new in British indust-
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rial social science: 'the labour process approach is merely the 
latest integral target for the empiricist attack, which in oppo­
sition draws strength and gains greater legitimacy for its own 
tired, contingent produce' (Burrell, 1987: 9). This may be an 
over-harsh judgement, but the problem of loss of theoretical 
direction is a real one. 

If we examine the major formative theoretical inputs from 
Braverman, Richard Edwards. Friedman, Burawoy and others, 
we do find a core, albeit a different one from that commonly 
discussed. This concerns what Littler refers to as 'the central 
indeterminacy of labour potential' (1982b: 31). The social 
relations which workers enter into to produce useful things 
becomes a capitalist labour process when the capacity to 
work is utilised as a means of producing value. This rests on 
the capacity of capital to transform labour power into labour 
for profitable production, and therefore on the unique 
characteristics of labour as a commodity. There are four 
crucial things which follow from this and which form further 
elements of the core theory. 

First, as the labour process generates the surplus, and is a 
central part of both man's experience in acting on the world 
and reproducing the economy, the role of labour and the 
capital-labour relation is privileged as a focus for analysis. 
There is no assumption that the privileging of the capital­
labour relation has any specific significance for analysing 
other social relations outside production. We are referring to 
privileging for an analysis of production, not privilege over 
any other form of sphere of analysis. Put another way, the 
problem of 'privileging' one part of the circuit arises only if 
the analyst assumes that this one part determines what 
happens in others (Edwards, 1989). This notion of a 'relative 
autonomy' of the labour process will be returned to later. 

The above framework necessarily involves relations of 
exploitation, though it need not and should not involve a 
labour theory of value (see Hodgson, 1984; Wright, 1985). 
Exploitation does not depend on the notion of labour alone 
creating value, not to mention socially necessary labour time 
determining the value of a commodity in exchange. Rather, 
it rests on the appropriation of the surplus labour by capital, 
based on its ownership and control of the means of produc-
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tion, and the separation of direct producers from those 
means. As Burawoy ( 1985) notes, one consequence is that 
the standpoint of the direct producer is central to a critique 
of capitalism. But there is another part of the opening state­
ment about 'man acting on the world' that needs extending. 
As 'human labour is the irreplaceable centrepiece of social 
production' (Walker, 1988: 1), workers' skills and creative 
capacities can never be altogether eliminated from the pro­
duction process. 

Second, there is a logic of accumulation which forces 
capital constantly to revolutionise the production process. 
This arises from the competition between units of capital and 
the antagonism between capital and labour that is unique to 
capitalism as a mode of production. In contrast to the earlier 
arguments of Cohen, this logic of accumulation has no deter­
minative link with or 'impacts' upon any specific feature of 
the labour process such as use of skills. The three specific 
features identified by the Brighton Labour Process Group 
(1977) -the division between intellectual and manual labour, 
hierarchical control, deskilling/fragmentation - are not in­
violable laws. At any given point capital may reskill, recom­
bine tasks, or widen workers' discretion and responsibility. 
However, the accumulation processes that compel capital to 
transform the conditions under which work takes place and 
cheapen the costs of production, sets limits to the use of 
workers' creative capacities and constrains attempts to dis­
pense with hierarchical relations. 

The third point follows from the above. There is a control 
imperative. Market mechanisms alone cannot regulate the 
labour process. As Littler observes, 'To translate legal owner­
ship into real possession, the employer must erect structures 
of control over labour' (1982b: 31). Marx's notion of the 
transition from formal to real subordination is unhelpful if 
defined in terms of specific historical periods or as a finished 
process. It is only useful to the extent that it highlights 
capital's continual need to realise control in the context of 
the pressures to revolutionise the labour process and secure 
value. 

Recognising the control imperative specifies nothing about 
the nature, specificity or level of control mechanisms. Nor is 
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it necessarily linked to managerial strategy, which is an 
analytically distinct question. At a minimum the imperative 
refers to workers and work being under the general directive 
control of capital, with the effect that the workforce is sub­
ordinate to the defined aims of the enterprise (Edwards, 
1986). General control is distinct from immediate control 
over work processes such as line speeds or manning, which 
are merely 'open' to control. Capital can cede elements of 
control in these areas by intent or accommodation to rival 
power, without weakening their overall direction of the 
labour process. None of these points need in any way be 
taken as a dismissal or exclusion of control mechanisms that 
originate outside the workplace, such as those that derive 
from patriarchal relations. 

Fourth, the social relation between capital and labour is 
based on 'structured antagonism' (Edwards, 1986). Exploita­
tion, the struggle to transform labour power into labour, the 
requirement for capital to seek some control over the con­
ditions of work and maximise their side of the wage-effort 
exchange - all these factors create a variety of forms of 
conflict and resistance. Edwards uses the term structured 
antagonism partly to make clear that it is not necessarily 
manifested in visible conflict.20 However, it is in this area 
that the most substantial modification to the existing theory 
must be made, particularly in the light of the orthodoxy of 
Marx and Braverman. A great degree of consensus has devel­
oped among more recent writers concerning the significance 
of the contradictory nature of the capital-labour relation, or 
its two-fold nature', as Cressey and Macinnes (1980) put it. 
Precisely because capital has continually to revolutionise 
production and labour's role within it, it cannot rely wholly 
on control or coercion. At some level, workers' co-operation, 
productive powers, and consent must be engaged and mobili­
sed. 

This is not primarily a question of material inducements, 
or even general ideological persuasion. Co-operation and the 
generation of consent are systematically built into the capital­
ist labour process, as Burawoy made clear in Chapter 6. I 
have summed this dual relation elsewhere: 
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... workers are compelled into acts of resistance while 
actively participating in the workings of the capitalist 
labour process. Conflict and cooperation are not entirely 
separate phenomena, one inherent in capitalist production, 
the other externally induced false consciousness. They are 
produced, in part, by the same process. The result is a 
continuum of possible and overlapping worker responses, 
from resistance, to accommodation on temporary common 
objectives, to compliance with the greater power of capital, 
and consent to production practices. 

(Thompson and Bannon, 1985: 98-9) 

Cressey and Macinnes add the point that at the same time as 
workers have an interest in resistance to subordination, they 
are partially tied to the interests of the unit of capital that 
employs them. This recognition of the complex interplay of 
antagonism and co-operation provides a definite advance on 
the control versus resistance model which tended to see each 
acting on the other, rather than each containing contradic­
tory elements (Edwards, 1986: 42). 

The core theory framework works at a level of abstraction 
that can help make intelligible the general structure of 
relations between capital and labour in the workplace. It can 
enable broad trends to be identified pertaining to specific 
dimensions of those relations. However, the form, content 
and historical development of changes in the labour process 
have to be established empirically, rather than 'read off' from 
any general categories. There are no specific imperatives in 
the spheres of control, skill or indeed anything else. 

An additional and equally important role is that of setting 
boundaries and points of intersection with other theoretical 
frameworks, and analyses of other social relations. On the 
former count, like Edwards, I regard a core theory of the 
labour process as materialist, as drawing heavily on some 
Marxist categories, but not in itself Marxist. This is not 
because of the need to reject any specific element of the 
'package' such as the labour theory of value. Rather it is 
because Marxism is a total theory in which the labour process 
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plays a crucial role in generating the class struggle and class 
consciousness necessary for revolutionary change.21 Such a 
development may be regarded as desirable, depending on 
your viewpoint. But there are simply no necessary theoretical 
or empirical links between conflict and exploitation at work 
and those wider social transformations. The kind of analysis 
of the labour process outlined above cannot provide a predic­
tive theory concerning the behaviour of employers and 
workers based on identifiable sets of interests generated with­
in production. I am not arguing that support for labour 
process theory is incompatible with a general belief in Marxist 
social theory; merely that the two are separable. 

Redrawing the boundaries of analysis 
The more significant and difficult boundary problems con­
cern analyses of other social relations, particularly those 
outside capitalist production. To deal with this effectively 
requires the setting out of what the specific, proper object of 
labour process theory is and is not. We can illustrate this 
negatively. One of the problems of being the dominant intel­
lectual paradigm and a 'unifying narrative' (Burrell, 198 7) 
was that labour process theory tended to invade the spaces 
occupied by other spheres of analysis, subsuming them under 
its own particular focus. This not only had a harmful effect 
per se, but it also made the theory itself overstretched and 
vulnerable to attack. 

For example, the problem could be seen in some early 
feminist reactions to Braverman - discussed in Chapter 7 -
which sought to extend a labour process emphasis on deskill­
ing to the 'craft' of housework (Baxendall et al., 1976). This 
was compounded by a failure to recognise the gendering of 
skill or work experience. Since then feminists have rightly 
insisted on the recognition of the independent influences of 
patriarchal relations on female wage labour, and have sought 
to specify the interrelations between patriarchy and capital 
in the construction of the sexual division of labour in the 
workplace. Neither an analysis of patriarchal or capital-labour 
relations within the labour process can on their own provide 
an adequate understanding of female wage labour. Both may 
deal with labour power. But the application of labour power 
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within production, and the social preparation of labour power 
within the family, are governed by different if interrelated 
processes. To provide such an understanding, each indepen­
dent sphere of analysis, which has its own boundaries, must 
be brought to bear on the specific object. 

Even in the sphere of work there was a problem of sub­
suming all forms under the same analysis. Morgan and Hooper 
give one such example, referring to 

the way in which empirical analyses of the labour process 
can nowadays present material from both public and 
private sectors as though location within a set of capitalist 
relations, as opposed to working within the state, makes 
little difference other than as one more contingent deter­
minant of managerial strategies. 

(Morgan and Hooper, 1987: 609). 

Not all employment relations in a capitalist society are 
capitalist; state service work is the largest sector. Clearly it is 
important, but can there be a labour process analysis? The 
answer is a qualified yes. As we discussed in Chapter 2, the 
labour process in general is distinct from a capitalist labour 
process. 

Cousins makes a persuasive case that it is possible to talk 
of the labour process in the state welfare sector, while indi­
cating 'the structural properties of state modes of organisation 
which may differentiate them from capitalist organisations 
and condition worker and management strategies' (1987: 50). 
The output of the former is directed towards a form of use 
values, however distorted. As Burawoy (1985) notes, given 
that the raison d'etre is the provision of social needs, it is 
defined through political relations with the state rather than 
competition in the market. In the past, manning, control and 
other features of work organisation have not operated accord­
ing to the same kind of influences from product and labour 
markets. The difference in labour processes help to explain 
why the Conservative government has been so keen to impose 
cash limits and to encourage privatisation and a range of 
market mechanisms in health and other services. 
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But it is only a qualified yes because clearly the concepts 
and language of labour process theory were developed in 
order to explain capitalist production relations. Analyses of 
state work gain their power essentially from a comparison 
with their private sector equivalents. We must therefore be 
careful to build up a partly independent explanatory frame­
work. 

A comparative analysis is also vital with respect to labour 
processes in different modes of production. On the face of it 
work relations in Soviet-type societies show a range of simi­
larities - hierarchy, coercion by piece rates, subordination of 
direct producers -to those in the West (Harastzi, 1977). But 
an absence of production relations driven by the law of value 
means that systems of management, of reward, discipline and 
control, of relations to the state, and of worker behaviour, 
are distinctive and specific to their own mode of production. 
The lesson is that whereas hierarchical control, division of 
intellectual and manual labour, and fragmentation of tasks 
have arisen under capitalism because they were profitable, 
they - and other features - can develop in a varied form 
under the impetus of different socio-economic pressures. 
Thus there are two different meanings to the term 'essential' 
to capitalism: that which is an indispensible characteristic 
in some form under the capitalist mode of production, which 
clearly the above features are, and that which belongs distinc­
tively to a specific mode of production, which the above 
features do not. 22 

In the light of the above discussion, a core theory is best 
suited to an analysis of the labour process as a specific site of 
the production process of capital, rather than merged into a 
general social production (Brighton Labour Process Group, 
1977). While it is important not to lose sight of a concept of 
totality, it is largely unproductive to search for totalising 
explanations, and more useful to see theories reflecting the 
complex and interrelated layering of social experience. The 
narrower object sets necessary limits to the influence of the 
capital-labour relation in production over other social rela­
tions, and indeed over the relation between capital and labour 
at the general social level. But there is not a complete separa­
tion between levels. It would still be important to integrate 
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as far as possible an analysis of the different circuits of 
capital, and treat the enterprise as a point of intersection of a 
variety of practices (Tomlinson, 1982). 

This approach can, however, generate its own set of prob­
lems. If the object of theory is scaled down, how can it 
connect to 'outside' issues? Sorenson (1985: 155) notes the 
'The lack of integration of labour process theory into a more 
general theory of social class'; while Kelly (198 7) takes 
myself and other writers to task for being unable to use 
perspectives on the labour process to produce a theory of 
class consciousness and resorting to 'external' variables when 
attempting the latter task. That, of course, was precisely my 
earlier point: there is no necessary connection between the 
two. My own forays into writing about a politics of produc­
tion23 aimed to make connections between the workplace, 
class structure and social transformation, and did not assume 
that one could explain the other. 

Edwards's (1986) way of coping with these problems is to 
advocate that the labour process has a relative autonomy 
from external forces and influences. This is a softer version 
of the arguments we observed from Burawoy in Chapter 6. 
Later work continues the tendency to insulate production, 
class and state issues, for example deliberately playing down 
the influence of nationalism, the Church and culture in dis­
cussing the formation of the working class in Eastern Europe 
( 1985: 200). Edwards argues that as the workplace is distinct 
from other spheres of social life, its social relations, customs 
and norms filter and mediate any external characteristics 
such as gender. This is true, but highly partial, for these 
externalities also shape and condition the labour process, 
which is not an already formed entity that has 'relationships' 
with outside forces. Rather than defending a theoretical 
space, the labour process should be seen as a specific set of 
structures and practices, which intersects with analyses and 
practices deriving from other social relations to provide 
explanations of given phenomena. 

A final example illustrates the point. As we observed 
earlier, the 'missing subject', or the absence of a theory of 
subjectivity informing the labour process debate, is a major 
problem. As Wilmott notes, 'capitalist labour processes are 
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not simply a medium for the production of profitable goods 
and services; they are also the outcome of, and are conditional 
upon, the efforts of workers and managers to organise their 
respective subjectivities' (1989: 22). Such questions are a 
vital source of understanding why workers defend their 
skilled identities even after 'technical' deskilling; why workers 
get attached to routines that are seemingly devoid of self­
expression; or how gender identities shape and constrain 
individual opportunities at work. The problem is that such 
concerns with individual identity do not enter the conceptual 
structure for explaining the labour process. Again, it is rather 
a matter of how analysis of the capitalist labour process can 
inform a critical social psychology, and vice versa. This is a 
difficult area and illustrates some of the potential challenges 
ahead for labour process theory. Burrell (1987: 33) argues 
that as that theory is no longer a classic, totalising narrative, 
it faces inevitable decay and will no longer 'put bums on 
seats'. A more modest version with different and clearer 
boundaries may be a less grand and exciting project. But the 
ideas and research being produced within a labour process 
framework are still making important contributions to social 
science knowledge. That is unlikely to change in the foresee­
able future. 



End-notes 

Chapter 1 

1. Rose's account, although widely referred to and containing useful 
detail, is dismissive of most strands of thought. Yet the alternative 
he finally espouses, that of a non-political Marxism, is barely men­
tioned throughout the book! Salaman (1981) is more useful and 
has the additional merit of charting the impact of some of the 
better known labour process theory on a newer sociology of work. 

2. The fragmentation of the study of work has been attacked for 
growing narrowness, divorce from wider concerns of patterns of 
power, and for paying too little attention to the changing nature of 
work. See Esland and Salaman (1975) and Nichols (1980b). 

3. A number of contributions to the recent compilation of Esland and 
Salaman (1980) disuss Kerr, particularly that of Weeks. In this 
chapter the emphasis will be on the themes raised by Kerr that are 
connected to work, rather than to wider aspects of power and 
societal organisation. 

4. Taylor was referring to a piece-work system as a means of dividing 
common interest as well as providing an incentive to work harder. 
An account of Taylor's battle to impose his system is contained in 
Braverman (1974). We will return in detail to Taylorism in Chapters 
3 and 5. 

5. The Western Electric research was considerably more complicated 
and divene, with divisions of approach among those carrying out 
the study, than can be expressed here. For a detailed account see 
Rose (1975, Pts II and Ill). 

6. just how the results of this research have been incorporated into 
the consensus of social science can be seen in a further quote from 
Argyle: 'Elton Mayo, one of the founden of the Human Relations 
Movement, maintained that all that was needed to improve the 
effectiveness and happiness of working organisations was to improve 
the social skills of those who ran them' (1972: 135). 
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7. Like a number of other writers in this period, Sayles considered 
himself to be a reformer of human relations theory, rather than an 
opponent of it. One of his major modifications was to reject the 
notion of motivations to work being mainly social, preferring a 
return to an emphasis on economic influences. 

8. Although the Blauner study appeared in 1964, it was actually part 
of the 1950s generation of technologically influenced research. He 
relied mainly on a job attitude poll conducted over a dozen years 
before he wrote the book (Rose, 1975: 209). 

9. Noted in Salaman (1981). He also points out the defects of Blauner's 
use of the concept of alienation. There is an unacknowledged col­
lapse of alienation into the Durkheimian idea of anomie, relying 
more on subjective feeling states than objective features of work. 

10. The Tavistock Institute was founded in 194 7 as an agency of applied 
social science that could provide research of use to industry and 
industrial problems. 

11. It is interesting to note that in schools of management, courses on 
work study and those relating to managerial skills are normally 
completely separate, further emphasising the practical division of 
labour that exists between the fundamental organisation of the 
labour process and 'man management'. 

12. Rosenbrock is Professor of Control Engineering at the University 
of Manchester Institute of Science and Technology, (UMIST). He 
is therefore one of the few people from that tradition to be con­
cerned with the social relations and effects of technology; in 1981 
he convened a Working Party on New Technology for the Council 
for Science and Society. 

13. One of the few older studies to challenge the established wisdoms 
was Friedmann (1961). He attacked both the human relations 
theory and 'technicism' for separating technology and social rela­
tions. It is no accident that his work developed in France outside 
the Anglo-American approaches. Friedmann anticipated some of the 
later labour process theory, although his own view of future tech­
nological trends was confused and ambiguous. 

14. It is remarkable that despite all the attention given to modifying 
styles of supervision and work, there is no proven correlation 
between 'satisfaction' and productivity (Argyle, 1972: 241). Per­
haps 'happy' workers do not work harder because alienation reaches 
a little deeper than surveys uncover. 

15. Some writers ignore economic factors altogether. Maslow's famous 
'hierarchy of needs', for example, simply assumes that economic 
wants have been met. 

16. This list is taken from Argyle (1972: 3-6). Both Rose and Salaman 
note that functionalist theory stressing an essential consensus in 
work and society provides an underlying theoretical framework for 
much of industrial sociology. This functionalist approach derives 
from Durkheim, but was consolidated in early post-war US sociol­
ogy. 
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17. Marxism retains a distinction between the social and detailed (or 
technical) division of labour. The former operates at the level of 
society as a whole, the latter in the sphere of production. By ex­
plaining the origin and differences in various forms of hierarchy, 
Marxism is able to avoid the level of abstraction common in sociol­
ogy that the division of labour is a universal and undifferentiated 
phenomenon. This relates to the debate between Marx and Smith 
referred to in Chapter 2. 

18. The Frankfurt School is generally taken to mean a group of German 
neo-Marxists, which also included Habermas and Adorno. Habermas 
also made a critique of Weber's concept of rationality, but went 
even further than Marcuse in moving on from Marxism in the 
process (see Hamilton, 1980). 

19. It is interesting to note the theoretical direction of Salaman. From 
the 1975 collection to the 1980 compilation edited jointly with 
Esland, there is a considerable shift from radical W eberianism to 
Marxism under the impact of labour process theory. Fox has also 
moved, though in a different manner, from pluralism to a more 
Marxist approach (see his contribution to the latter compilation). 

20. For a critique of the dominant pluralist theory of industrial rela­
tions, see Fox (1977) and Goldthorpe (1977). As industrial rela­
tions theorists seldom deal directly with work, further commentary 
on these debates is beyond our scope. But see Hill ( 1981: chapters 7 
and 8). 

21. The view that extrinsic needs are more important to work satisfac­
tion than intrinsic needs contrasts sharply with human relations 
theory and its successors, e.g. Herzberg and Maslow. 

22. The study by Wedderburn and Crompton did, however, also provide 
useful material on differences in attitudes and behaviour related to 
skills and position in the work process. They also made the qualifica­
tion to Goldthorpe and Lockwood that instrumental attitudes were 
not confined to 'new' workers, their own sample being based on 
traditional manual groups. 

23. Gouldner took the existence of external ideologies a little too far. 
Attempting to explain workers' ribald comments on the new 
management (for instance, 'He is a guy that wants the men to 
work on their job and stick a broom up their ass ·and sweep the 
floor at the same time') he reached the unfortunate conclusion that, 
'for some men, the strike was motivated on a very deep and uncon­
scious level, by a desire to ward off homosexual attack' (1955: 73). 
Nor was this the only example of such psychological gobbledygook. 

Chapter 2 

1. Marx's discussion of the labour process is underlaid by his wider 
economic theories. In this case the impetus for capitalists to control 
working conditions is strongly related to his labour theory of value, 
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in which Marx argued that as the common feature of commodities 
is that they are the product of labour, the relationships of exchange 
could be analysed from the viewpoint of the labour time necessary 
to produce the commodities. It is a general problem that while 
Marx's discussion of the labour process can be understood in its 
own terms as a body of concepts, the economic theory is relevant 
to a full explanation. For the non-economist, Marxist economic 
theory can be a daunting experience. Ben Fine (1975), however, 
provides a useful short introduction. 

2. The detailed concepts for understanding the forms and means of 
the subordination of labour are developed in an Appendix to 
Capital, Volume One. Known as the 'Resultate', this section of 
Marx's writings forms an important bridge between the first two 
volumes of Capital. It was only published in 1933, and was pub­
lished for the first time in English as an Appendix of Capital, 
Volume One by Penguin in 1976. See the introduction by Mandel 
for further details of its history and character. 

3. In economic terms, Marx described the difference between increas­
ing productivity through extending the duration of work and the 
more sophisticated methods of increasing the intensity of labour as 
a shift from absolute to relative surplus value. 

4. This is to be found primarily in chapters 13, 14 and 15 of Capital, 
Volume One. 

5. Berg has performed a very useful service by gathering together 
historical documentation usually referred to second-hand in other 
historical sources. Some useful material on technological change 
and the nature of work also exists in conventional historical studies, 
notably Hobsbawm (1968), Dobb (1963), Pollard (1965), Bendix 
(1963) and Landes (1969). 

6. The rural discontent in the 1830s was sometimes referred to as the 
'Swing' riots because threats and petitions were often signed 'Cap­
tain Swing'. The best discussion of these events is in Hobsbawm 
and Rude (1969). 

7. This statement, quoted in Young (1976), was made by the industrial­
ist josiah Wedgwood. 

8. This extract is from an essay by j. Swift entitled 'Engineering', and 
is quoted in Berg (1979: 190). 

9. Marx distinguished between living and dead labour. When workers 
act to transform objects, they are performing living labour. Once 
these actions have been embodied in products, machines and so on, 
then it passes over into dead labour, existing objectively and extern­
ally to the worker. 

10. The term collective worker was also meant to indicate that some 
mental as well as manual labour was productive. Defining the 
difference between productive and unproductive labour was central 
to Marx's theory of value, any labour which is indispensable to the 
production of the fmal article being counted as productive. This 
meant the inclusion of technologists, engineers and even some 
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managers. Furthermore, the distinction is also relevant to a theory 
of class. Despite deskilling and fragmentation, the trend towards 
interchangeable collective work widens the clan forces which make 
the overthrow of capitalism possible. However, these questions 
have been the subject of some controversy (see Chapter 8). 

11. See Marx (1976), pp. 553-64. 
12. Although not writing specifically about the labour process, historians 

have made a notable contribution to an understanding of changes 
in the character of work, particularly Hobsbawm ((1968), Dobb 
(1963), Landes (1969), Pollard (1965) and Thompson (1967). See 
Salaman (1981) for the best summary of that contribution. 

13. Craft workers were often described as a 'labour aristocracy'. For 
the debate about the nature of their struggles and class conscious­
ness, see Foster (1974), Morris (1979) and Gray (1976). 

14. Such arrangements drew on the traditions of master-apprentice 
relationships, established in the guild system and early periods of 
industrialisation. 

15. See the essay by john Day, 'The Boot and Shoe Trade', in Berg 
(1979) for an account ofthe industry. 

16. lbid.,p.173. 
17. Marx (1976), pp. 599-610. He argued that their rapid conversion 

into modem industry was due mainly to the influence of the restric­
tions imposed under the Factory Acts to super-exploitation of 
women and children, and to the demands of expanded markets, 
competition and technical innovation. 

18. The concept of the reserve army of labour as a means to under­
standing the economic position of women has come under increasing 
criticism from Marxist feminists. This debate is dealt with in detail 
in Chapter 7 of this book. 

19. See the essay by W. Glenny Crory, 'Iron Shipbuilding', in Berg 
(1979) for further explanation. 

20. Burawoy's (1979) study is one of the few to deal extensively with 
the problem of ideology and consent within the labour process. I 
discuss the book and others on the same theme in detail in Chapter 6. 

21. Kumar uses the perceptive concept of 'premature conceptualisation' 
to describe the over-generalisation embodied in understanding the 
progress of industrialisation. Nevertheless, there is a problem in the 
use of the ttrm 'industrialism'. It is wrong to associate the 'arrival 
of industry' with a particular form of management or productive 
apparatus. Scientific management and the assembly line may have 
marked a particularly important point of maturity in the system, 
but that system is capitalism not industrialism, and that had arrived 
well before the twentieth-century developments referred to by 
Kumar. 

22. One problem in deciding how much of Marx's economic theory is 
necessarily connected to a specific study of the labour process is 
that important parts of the theory are themselves subject to major 
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debate among modern Marxists. For example, see Elson (1979) and 
Fine and Harris (1976). 

2S. The work of Marglin and of Gordon is part of a debate about the 
origins of hierarchy, and the precise relations between efficiency, 
profitability and capitalist control. The formulations of the two 
authors are by no means generally accepted, as will be seen in the 
debate in Chapter 5. 

24. In a useful, if dense, study of the 'Class Structure of Machinery', 
Bahr notes that: 'Neither the spinning-jenny and mechanical loom, 
nor the steam engine arose in direct connection with either the dis­
coveries or technical apparatus of theoretical physics' {1980: 103). 
Mackenzie ( 19 81) gives a useful summary and assessment of the 
science and social relations debate. 

25. Braverman has a brief discussion (pp. 9-13) of why the labour 
process was neglected. He correctly identifies as central factors the 
impact of labour movement activity and the Russian experience, 
although they are given rather cursory treatment. 

26. Syndicalism was centred on a belief in the role of industrial unions 
using the basis of craft skills and job control to take over the run­
ning of production and society after a general strike. They were 
completely hostile to 'politics'. In other countries the Workers' 
Council Movement developed ideas of self-management, which 
were also 'inextricably linked to the technology of the labour pro­
cess' (Bologna, 1976: 70). The orientation of these movements to 
the sphere of production explains in part the hostility of Lenin and 
the Bolsheviks, who believed that they ignored the question of 
state power. The Bolsheviks' own interest in workers' control was a 
short-lived affair that arose out of the necessity to use factory 
organisation as a means of appropriating the means of production 
from capital, rather than from an entirely genuine concern with the 
work process (Goodey, 1974). 

27. Some of these writers, particularly Hyman and Clements, make a 
critique of the rigidity of Lenin's categories of consciousness, sug­
gesting modifications which would establish more flexible ideas of 
ideology and work experience without entirely rejecting the distinc­
tion between 'politics' and 'economics'. 

28. In the first part of this century there was less distinction than today 
between the Communist and Socialist parties. Even after the split 
that produced the Second (reformist) and Third (revolutionary) 
Internationals, many of the former regarded themselves as Marxists. 
Therefore interpretations of Marxism could and did cross political 
boundaries, and while Bolshevism was a sharp break with reformist 
currents on questions of power and the state, strong overlaps 
remained on conceptions of the organisation of socialist society. 

29. In doing so they were highly influenced by the writings of Marx's 
partner, Engels, who wrongly attempted to incorporate techno­
logical developments into general laws of nature transcending the 
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social relations of any particular mode of production. For a rather 
complex discussion of the origins and varieties of 'technicist' 
Marxism, see Slater (1980). This discussion involves an evaluation 
of some of the early critics such as Luxemburg, Lukacs, Korsch 
and Gramsci. 

SO. The general distortion in Marxism is often labelled 'economism' 
and refers to the reduction of all social processes to economic 
factors, reflecting a narrow interpretation of the distinction between 
base and superstructure in Marx. In this case it is the failure to 
consider the social relations in the work process. Converts to Marx­
ism in the past have often thought they were embracing a techno­
logically based theory of society. The famous archaeologist Gordon 
Childe believed that: 'Marx and Engels were the first to remark 
that this technological development is the foundation of all history, 
conditioning and limiting all other human activities' (1949: 70). 

31. Both are dissident Marxists and have ended up in prison for their 
views, Haraszti in Hungary and Bahro in East Germany, although 
the latter was eventually expelled to the West. 

32. Cotgrove (1972), for example, wrongly asserted that Marx's usage 
of alienation had nothing to do with factors such as the character 
of technology and fragmentation of work, believing it to be solely 
concerned with the socio-economic context of work. This belief 
was used absurdly to argue that Goldthorpe and Lockwood's con­
cept of instrumentalism leant back towards Marx. 

33. One of the few exceptions was the work of the fust major post-war 
labour process theorist, the Italian writer Panzieri (1976 and 1980). 
Writing in the 1950s, he and other dissident socialists and com­
munists argued that Lenin and the dominant ~arxist tradition had 
reduced the primary contradiction of capitalist society to one 
between factory and society, because the struggle for profitability 
took place only in production. Socialism is therefore identified 
with economic planning leaving the social relations of work un­
touched. Such perspectives have failed to understand the changes 
in the capitalist world. The system once characterised by Marx as 
combining despotism in the factory and anarchy in society has 
extended planning from the workplace as a means of regulating 
wider socio-economic structures. Changes of this kind have also 
forced a parallel crisis for reformist parties. For what is socialism 
beyond the mixed economy and welfare provision? Most of the 
answers seem to point to an extension of state planning, ownership 
and intervention based on the existing productive forces. This 
was exemplified by the Wilson government's promise in 1964 of a 
technological revolution, and is reproduced in a more radical form 
in orthodox versions of Labour's Alternative Economic Strategy. 
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Chapter 3 

1. Many radical and academic journals have also devoted special iuues 
to the labour process, for example Capital and Class (Spring 1977), 
Politics and Society (nos 3-4, 1978) and Monthly Review Ouly­
August 1976). Following their conference in 1976 on the labour 
proceu, the Conference of Socialist Economists have played the 
most consistent role in promoting debate on the issue, particularly 
in their journal Capital and Class. See also their influential collection 
of articles in the pamphlet, The Labour Process and Class Strategies 
(1976). 

2. The concept of 'labour aristocracy' referred to materially privileged 
sections of the working class, with a consequent weakening in class 
consciousness. It was used by Lenin and other Marxists to explain 
trends in the working-class movement most strongly supporting 
reformist politics, and was linked to a theory concerning the effects 
of imperialist domination on the population of the metropolitan 
countries. 

3. This repeated another mistaken interpretation of the contradiction 
between the collective forces of production and the private character 
of ownership and control. Once again the forces of production are 
seen as neutral. This led Mallet to argue that it was in the interest 
of the modern working class that technological development con­
tinued, reforms only dealing with such consequences as expanded 
possibilities for reduction in working hours and greater mobility. 

4. The theorists who combined together in the early 1960s through 
the journal Quademi Rossi to do research work on working-class 
politics and the labour proceu held a variety of viewpoints and 
were later to go separate ways politically. Hence they are not strictly 
a 'school of thought'. They had little influence outside Italy and 
perhaps France, where the journal Le Temps Moderne later took 
considerable interest. In Britain the pamphlet produced by the 
Conference of Socialist Economists (1976) popularised the work of 
Panzieri, Bologna and Tronti, but this was after labour process 
theory had come to the fore through Braverman, Gorz and others. 
An anthology of Italian writings is provided by Red Notes and CSE 
Books (1979), although it concentrates on those writers adhering 
to particular extreme left positions. For a critical commentary, see 
Lumley (1980). 

5. For the roots of these struggles see Partridge (1980). There is little 
available in English on the later period, though see Red Notes/CSE 
(1979: 167-95). 

6. Braverman strangely does not use the concept of the difference 
between formal and real subordination, although the process is 
clearly inferred. 

7. Both Stone and Marglin are briefly referred to by Braverman, but 
their work is parallel and supportive of each other, rather than a 
direct influence. 
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8. It is interesting to note that many banners of craft unions depicted 
scenes showing the clasped hands of worker and employer. This 
was not meant to indicate subservience, but the 'equal partnership' 
based on the knowledge and skills of the workforce. 

9. Sohn-Rethel's aim of developing a critique of scientific management 
was unfortunately limited by some mistaken characterisations of 
Taylorism. Although constrained by its capitalist usage, Sohn-Rethel 
believed that scientific management could be used alternatively as 
a basis for work organisation in a socialist society. This belief was 
based on the notion that the new methods to measure and compare 
labour in a conscious way could be used to economise on time, and 
minimise effort in a general scientific sense. In fact he contrasted 
the 'scientific' planning of the labour process at the level of 'plant 
economy' with the anarchy in the competitive market as a whole. 
These judgements of scientific management clearly underestimate 
the degree to which it is based on the specific, context of capitalist 
social relations and methods derived from the necessity to intensify 
labour under managerial control. For critical commentaries on 
Sohn-Rethel, see Taylor (1979} and Kapferer (1980). 

10. Ford's five dollar day prefigured, in a period of depression, later 
attempts to develop an economy in which higher wages were linked 
to consumption as a means of stimulating demand and encouraging 
competitive efficiency. However, the assumed compatibility be­
tween high wages and profits only worked in the favourable context 
of economic expansion. The high wage economy tended to suffer 
the same fate as Taylor's 'scientific incentives' schemes. Their failure 
caused Taylor to complain bitterly that employers used them as a 
means of rate-cutting when competitive pressures threatened profit­
ability levels. 

11. This recognised, of course, that it was methods of work under 
capitalism. Taylor realised that his methods could not have been a 
more general 'scientific workmanship', even though skills and 
knowledge had been appropriated from the workforce. He said that 
workers had neither the time nor the money to run production, and 
that the workforce would willingly subject themselves to the loss 
of jobs or higher rates of exploitation resulting from application of 
his methods. 

12. In Britain, Ford was the fmt motor company to use a 'measured 
day work' rate instead of piece work, a payment system which well 
organised workers could exploit. Other manufacturers were later to 
pay dearly to buy out piece-work systems and replace them with 
the day rate, which provides a better basis for managerial control 
of earnings. 

13. Features common to the monopoly stage of capitalism are generally 
thought to be: centralisation of capital into fewer, but larger units 
within each country; greater intemationalisation of capital within 
an expanded imperialist world market; and an expanded role for 
the state. With specific reference to the labour process, there has 
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been some debate on whether monopoly capitalism is also a fourth 
era following manufacture and large-scale industry. Aspects of this 
debate will be examined in Chapter 5. 

14. Braverman has co-operated with Baran and Sweezy in Monthly 
Review, an independent Marxist journal of long-standing influence 
in the USA. 

15. The entire section in question consists of only thirty-eight pages, 
and many ofthe passages on changes in urban and family life appear 
to be merely critical reinterpretations of basic sociological material. 
The detail provided on changes in production is largely absent. In 
addition there is no attempt to provide any substantial political 
economy concerning the socialisation of capital and the role of the 
state, which is assumed to be mainly a result of shifts in production. 
Political and economic changes arising from the effects of social 
conflicts on the terrain of unemployment, welfare provision, and 
the like are given little attention. 

16. Some Italian theorists refer to this phenomenon as the development 
of a 'social factory'. Little has been published in English on this, 
but for some of the background see Red Notes/CSE (1979). 

Chapter 4 

1. The others are said to be the division of mental and manual labour, 
and hierarchy. 

2. The Wood (1982) collection is a compilation of papers from the 
Nuffield·sponsored Conference on Deskilling held by the British 
Sociological Association in 1978. My own chapters were written 
prior to the publication of the 1982 compilation, and attempts to 
update the references have been made difficult by the changes sub­
sequently made in many of the articles. Some of them are shorter, 
one is new, and in another case two previously separate articles­
by Rosemary Crompton and Stewart Reid - have been combined. 
Given the unavailability of the Nuffield papers in their original 
form, I have tried, where possible, to update the references. Where 
this has proved impossible I have retained the 1978 references, and 
readers can check them against the new versions, which are in all 
cases broadly similar. 

3. Sadly, Braverman's death in 1976 precluded any extension of the 
debate into areas of working-class organisation and consciousness. 

4. For a similar view from a different perspective of Italian labour 
process theory, see Bologna (1976). 

5. More (1978) makes the point that Marx's analysis of the relations 
between modem industry and the destruction of craft skills was 
inevitably limited by the small proportion of industry affected at 
the time. 

6. On a wider note, Gartman argues that 'Braverman's brilliant analysis 
of the degradation of work ... confirms Marx's theory in every 
respect' (1979: 194). 
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7. Monds's attack is directed against the work of the Marxist historians 
mentioned earlier- Stone, Montgomery, Hinton, and others­
which he describes as suffering from a 'workerist ntusion'. But in 
making his case against the political significance of the craft tradi­
tion, Monds appears to confuse the objects of historical study. He 
judges a history of the struggle between capital and labour in the 
workplace by criteria designed to evaluate the struggle between 
classes in society as a whole. It therefore becomes an easy, but 
misguided task to point to the political weaknesses of the craft 
tradition with respect to political clarity and organisation. Hinton 
makes a reply to Monds in the same issue of New Left Review. 

8. Some commentators criticise Labor and Monopoly Capital both for 
romanticising craft work, and for ignoring the effect of worker 
resistance on retaining skills. This is not necessarily a contradiction. 
Having overestimated the power and skill of the craft workers, 
Braverman then goes on to underestimate their capacity to use that 
power to limit the degree of deskilling and loss of market rewards. 

9. In addition, Rubery correctly notes that without an analysis of the 
bargaining process, Braverman cannot explain why he found a 
tendency towards a progressive polarisation of earnings in industries 
which have been most affected by deskilling and the homogenisation 
of labour. Such trends would appear to point towards equalisation 
of wage levels (1980: 257). 

10. Lee's theoretical orientation appears to be the development of an 
expanded neo-Weberian theory of the operation of the labour 
market at a macro level. This would deal with class structuration 
beyond individual market capacity, in the direction indicated by 
Giddens (1973). It is therefore apparent that Lee's interest in the 
labour process is clearly secondary to a concern with the develop· 
ment of an adequate theory of the market. 

11. Sources used by Lee include statistics published by the Industrial 
Training Boards and the Department of Employment. The idea 
that these are in part socially constructed skills is dismissed by Lee 
on the grounds that union power is inadequate to create skills of 
this type (see the discussion later in this section). A good critique 
of such official statistics on skills can be found in the pamphlet on 
New Technology by the Council for Science and SoCiety (1981). 

12. In fact Rubery argues that Braverman's account of deskilling neces­
sarily questions elements of labour market theory which assume 
that in the primary sector job-specific skills are increasing. The 
deskilling trend is breaking down some of the distinctions between 
the sectors and making it likely that many primary sector jobs have 
secondary sector characteristics (1980: 254-5). 

13. The wider context of political economy tends to be dealt with 
rather haphazardly in labour market theory. For example, Lee 
refers to deskilling being determined by 'the underlying rhythm of 
the trade cycles' (1978: 24). The active role of capital in shaping 
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productive processes tends to be underestimated, for instance in 
shifting products through 'runaway shops', thus changing the 
location of skills within the international division of labour. 

14. A number of commentators have also put this down to the distort­
ing effects of the North American situation on Braverman. In the 
absence of a strong tradition of trade unionism and socialist politics, 
the dominance of capital appeared to be untrammelled (Mackenzie, 
1977; Burawoy,1978). Ina further article Braverman quite wrongly 
extends this absence of significant class struggle to other industrial­
ised countries (1976: 123). 

15. For example, compare Lee's 'optimistic' comments on the retention 
of skills in the machine-tool sector with the evidence collected by 
the Coventry Machine Tool Workers' Committee on the loss of jobs 
and skills (1979). 

16. As Elger points out, problems in the concept of real subordination 
of labour are partly rooted in ambiguities in Marx's own treatment 
of trends in large-scale industry (1979: 66). But it should be re­
membered that Marx clearly stated that real subordination involved 
a 'constantly repeated' revolution in the means of production to 
itensify productivity and increase relative surplus value, and was 
not therefore a static or finished process. 

17. Two of the more prominent examples- Fiat and Volvo -have 
mainly used robot welders, despite extravagant claims like 'built 
by robots'. In 1981 there were an estimated 8,000 robots being 
used in the world, with only just over one hundred in Britain. But 
obviously this is the beginning of an expanding market. 

18. The next stage of development beyond the independent NC mach­
ine is the flexible manufacturing system (FMS), where a group of 
machines is clustered around a robot and controlled by a micro­
computer. The precise effects of this, beyond job reduction, are 
unclear, as it is largely in the development stage, even in japan. 
Some employers are presenting FMS as a means of turning work 
into a light and supervisory type. But this is doubtful, as the excel­
lent discussion by the Council for Science and Society (1981: 
26-7) makes clear. The pamphlet contains some remarkable material 
on the effect of NC machinery in general on work. This includes 
reports from employers in the USA of the successful employment 
of mentally retarded workers on NC machines because of their 
patience and persistence. 

19. Although Yarrow describes the labour process in traditional mining 
as a 'deviant case from Braverman's theory' (1979: 170), he later 
goes on to make a more general point: 'This is the side of the 
knowledge-power dialectic Braverman did not explore: not only is 
skill a crucial resource for giving power over the work process, but 
workers' power over the work process increases the skill content of 
the jobs by allowing them to make more decisions' (185). An 
important distinction can be drawn from this between job control 
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as a means of increasing market rewards, and aa a means of increas· 
ing areas of discretion. Only the latter sense can be described as 
part of genuine skill. 

20. Like other critics of Braverman, jones makes the point that there 
is a substantial difference between what the technical literature 
exhorts management to do in terms of skills and control, and what 
they are actually able to achieve given the constraints of workers' 
organisation. However, it could be argued that jones, as with other 
writers, is partly confusing claw-back of the ability to control 
aspects of working conditions to retain rewards, and actual retention 
of skills. 

21. The techniques in question cover a variety of processes, but can be 
grouped under the headings of: 
job enrichment -addition to tasks requiring greater initiative, 
participation and responsibility. 
job enlargement -previously fragmented tasks aggregated to make 
a more meaningful whole. 
job rotation -jobs remain the same, but movement of workers 
from one to the other. 
semi-autonomous work groups - arrangements for aspects of work 
decided by a group of workers within the constraints of the tech­
nology, patterns of ownership and labour process as a whole. 

22. The point being made is that deskilling is neither inevitable, nor 
merely one tendency among others, as Friedman suggests. 

23. In most other aspects the Gagliani article is very poor. It consists of 
an attack on the proletarianisation concept almost solely by refer­
ence to rewards (which he rightly notes are still likely to be higher 
for non-manual workers), with nothing on the labour of such 
occupations, which is a crucial aspect of genuine proletarianisation. 
Ironically he refers to himself as a 'labour economist'. 

Chapter 5 

1. This distinction between control and co-ordination is used by some 
Marxist writers as the basis for a critique of the sociological argu· 
ment that hierarchy and bureaucracy are an inevitable consequence 
of large-scale organisation and division of labour (see Johnson, 
1972). 

2. According to Littler, the emergence of foremen created a tradition 
with many parallels to the function of sub-contractors, with the 
crucial difference that foremen were directly employed wage 
labourers. Their power was modified early on at the turn of the 
century by the previously discussed trend towards new work meth­
ods involving 'feed and speed' and quality control inspectors. Thus 
the resistance of foremen to new patterns of control was also a 
factor alongside that of craft workers. 
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S. Palmer accuses Braverman of failing to see the connections between 
technical innovations and reorganisation of the labour proceu. But 
this mistakes Braverman's insistence on the origins of Tayloriam as 
a management method, and the consequences when it is applied to 
different levels of technology. In terrns of the latter, Tayloriam is 
definitely seen as having a close relationship with the design of the 
instruments of production. See chapter 8 of Labor and Monopoly 
Capital (Braverman, 1974) for examples. 

4. The Industrial Workers of the World (IWW) was a radical syndicalist 
union whose efforts in organising among all skills, sectors and races 
sharply contrasted with the conservative, craft-orientated American 
Federation of Labor (AFL). 

5. This view has been reinforced by reactions against the inflated 
claims made by Taylor for the potential and actual success of his 
methods. For example, he commented that there had not been any 
strikes during a thirty-year period of operating scientific manage­
ment. Whenever there were problems of implementation, he blamed 
the incompetence or short-sightedness of management! 

6. Many of Taylor's disciples were not as anti-union and took up 
'progressive' stances on joint co-operation, particularly influenced -
as in Britain -by the joint planning experiences during the First 
World War. This tendency was increased by the influence of Taylor­
ists during the New Deal period in the USA in the 1930s. They saw 
a direct relationship between the necessity for interventionist plan­
ning in the factory and in society as a whole, thus providing further 
grounds for accommodation between the progressive agencies of 
capital and 'responsible' trade unionism. 

7. Friedman's 'responsible autonomy' concept gets explicit support as 
an alternative to Taylorism from Littler (1978: 12) and Burawoy 
(1981: 92). 

8. The gang system represented sectional combinations of workers, 
under which a gang leader would negotiate an informal deal with 
management. The leader and the gang generally would then ensure 
the effective distribution and enforcement of work. This differed 
from traditional sub-contracting in that the gang leader was elected 
by the workers and responsible to them (Friedman, 1977a: 213). 

9. We have already mentioned the rise and fall of the Coventry Tool­
room Agreement in Chapter 4. The links to the labour process are 
illustrated by this quote from an employer: 'I am not exaggerating 
when I say that the Coventry Toolroom Agreement is the single 
biggest restricting factor in the modernisation of methods of work­
ing and payment in the West Midlands area' (quoted in The Times, 
2 March 1971). 

10. Roy's article deals with the variety of tactics used by employers in 
the southern USA to resist unionisation. The 'sweet stuff' of relaxed 
supervision and partnership is paralleled in other firms by the 'fear 
stuff' of repression and ideological blackmail, and the 'evil stuff' of 
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ideological offensives of an anti-union, racist and anti-communist 
nature. 

11. This featured strongly in management attitudes revealed in my own 
research into the telecommunications industry. A training officer 
at one plant told me that 'the biggest problem is motivation' 
(quoted in Thompson, 1981: 210). The workforce had no apparent 
militancy, and no new managerial methods were planned that would 
be directed at bringing about changes in the conditions affecting 
motivation. 

12. The type of policy and relations between sections of management 
will depend very much on factors like the size of the f1r111. Larger 
companies are more likely to experiment in 'progressive' manage­
ment methods. Even then, the introduction of such schemes may 
lead to considerable cynicism by managers, or a 'pineing for the 
days when a manager's job was to manage' Oones, 1978: 14). 

13. A part of the debate about responsible autonomy and job enrich­
ment not discussed in this chapter concerns the implications for 
patterns of conflict and trade union strategy in the workplace. 
Some theorists argue that new methods carry the danger for capital 
that they open up genuine possibilities of a shift in the frontier of 
control. This argument will be examined in Chapter 8. 

14. The panel consists of AT&T, IBM, Ford, General Electric, Polaroid, 
Pabst Brewing, Pullman and US Steel. They provide useful sources 
of information on broad changes in the labour process and control, 
although there is very little revealed of the actual organisation of 
work in a detailed sense. 

15. Edwards draws on examples like the strikes at Pullman and US Steel, 
and uses radical history soUKes such as Montgomery in a similar 
way to other labour process theorists. 

16. To give equal weight to scientific management, welfare and com­
pany union schemes in the light of subsequent development is not 
realistic. Neither does Edwards detail their interrelationships. For 
example, it was very much part of Taylor's vision that the need for 
'external' unions would be eliminated through factors such u 
individualised payment systems and the acceptance of 'acientific' 
work norms. In one of the few available discuuions of 'contested 
terrain', Burawoy {1981) is highly critical of Edwards's account of 
this period. While it was a period of experimentation, he argues 
that Edwards does not provide an adequate theorisation of the 
transition from competitive to monopoly capitalism, and that his 
work lacks any substantial political economy. 

1 7. Quoting from an earlier article by Edwards, Burawoy implies that 
Edwards owes more to Weber than Marx in his concept of bureau­
cratic control. This appears to be accurate. In arguing that bureau­
cratic control tended to legitimise the firm's exercise of power and 
translate it into authority, he not only uses Weber's language, but 
repeats the mistake of conceiving of power and control from the 
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viewpoint of the 'rationality' of management. Counter-controls and 
influences exerted by the workforce are underplayed or ignored. 

18. Edwards considers the segmentation of the labour market almost 
wholly in terms of distinct systems of control in the firm (1979: 
178). The inadequacy of such analysis will be discussed further in 
Chapter 7. 

19. This is not to suggest that hierarchy cannot exist for any other 
reason under a different mode of production. The question of 
hierarchy in Soviet-style societies will be discussed in Chapter 8. 

20. One of the problems with analyses such as Marglin's is that it is 
very difficult to discuss efficiency in a general sense. Confusion 
arises from trying to compare efficient production under capitalism, 
with a hypothetical non-hierarchical alternative. The analysis tends 
to lose its sense of the purpose of efficiency, discipline or hierarchy 
in its specific context in a particular mode of production. Never­
theless, distinctions between profitability and efficiency are very 
important for maintaining the basis for a critique of existing forms 
of technology and organising production. 

Chapter 6 

1. Marx states in The German Ideology (Marx and Engels, 1964) that 
the ideas of the ruling class are in every epoch the ruling ideas. The 
book, however, contains a more developed discussion of ideology 
and its connections to capitalist social relations in and out of the 
workplace. 

2. There has obviously been a considerable debate about the nature of 
ideology within the Marxist tradition. The notion of ideology as a 
lived experience is taken from the work of the French Marxists, 
Althusser (1969) and Poulantzas (1975), and some of this debate is 
contained there. 

3. Burawoy makes a distinction between consent, which has to be 
organised, and the more general concept of legitimacy, which he 
takes to be a aubjective atate of mind carried around by individuals. 
It is therefore a aocial relation, not a form of conaciousne11 (1979: 
27). The problem~ of defining conaent are dealt with in greater 
detail in the concluaion to thia chapter. 

4. A class-in-itself is regarded as being formed from common material 
relationships to the means of production in term1 of wealth, owner­
ship and control, place in the division of labour, social composition 
and background, and so on. Clan-for-itself refers to a self-conscious­
ness, not merely of existence as a dau, but a 'higher' stage of 
realisation of historical goals and means of remaking society. This 
concept can be found in both Marx's political texts, such as 'Class 
Struggles in France' (1973a), and also in theoretical writings like 
The Poverty of Philosophy (1963) and The German Ideology 
(Marx and Engels, 1964). 
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5. Naturally, sociological attention has largely been focused on provid· 
ing more negative reasons why there is a lack of class consciousness. 
But given the acknowledged debate 'with the gho5t of Marx' con­
cerning class and capitalism, discussion has often been a more 
conservative version of 'why no revolution?' See Salaman (1981, 
ch. 7) for some discussion of this. 

6. Gramsci's writings on hegemony are to be found in his Prison Note­
books (1976). There are some fragmentary comments on work and 
consent in his essay included in the Notebooks on 'Americanism 
and Fordism'. A critical commentary is provided by Elger and 
Schwarz (1980). 

7. Traction was one of the categories of 'relative satisfactions' referred 
to by Baldamus ( 1961). The others were inurement, based on 
acclimatisation to experience of physical discomfort, and content­
ment, which is said to be a fonn of adaptation to the weariness and 
fatigue of work determined by its coercive nature. 

8. Burawoy uses the concept of the 'simultaneous obscuring and 
securing of surplus value' to define the essence of the capitalist 
labour process. Even when the value process is obscured by the 
relations of production, capital still needs to secure the surplus, 
and this can only be done through mechanisms in which workers 
participate. This leads on to the concept of the labour process as a 
series of 'games', which is discussed in the rest of the chapter. 

9. The idea of 'games' flows from the literature on restriction of out­
put. In one sense it is a misleading tenn, as it implies coherent, 
conscious and even frivolous activity. But games are meant to refer 
to practices which reflect the battle workers have with the condi­
tions of work, such as beating the clock, outwitting the foreman, 
setting their own targets to pace the time, and so on. 

10. Hales widens the analysis of design workers by using the Ehren­
reichs' (1979) concept of a professional-managerial class to situate 
the experience of these workers within a wider class-cultural con­
text. This kind of connection between work and class location will 
be discussed in Chapter 8. 

11. Given their position as unorthodox and libertarian Marxists, there 
is a rather disingenuous use of Lenin by the Ehrenreichs to justify 
a shift away from workplace organising, on the grounds that 
political consciousness can only come from without. The Ehren­
reichs are not the first American-based leftists to abandon the view 
that the workplace is capable of generating class consciousness due 
to changes in society and production- see Marcuse (1964) and 
Lasch (1973). 

12. Corporatism is generally defined as the development of state struc­
tures which incorporate trade unions and business associations 
within economic administration and policy-making. For an account 
of its post-war rise, see Harris (1972), while a more theoretical 
discussion is contained in Panitch (1981). 
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13. The Donovan Commission reported in 1968 and was a major focus 
for the debate on the causes of the 'problems' of British industrial 
relations. It received considerable academic input. It was concerned 
particularly with the prevalence of unofficial organisation and 
action, and the role of shop stewards in the workplace. 

14. The Employment Bill (1982) gives employers the right to ignore 
previous agreements concerning the provision of a closed shop and 
the use of non-union labour for contract work. The Conservative 
government has set an example by tearing up its own agreements 
such as the provision for use of arbitration to settle wage disputes 
which led to the Civil Service strike of 1981. They have also encour­
aged employers such as Michael Edwardes of BL and Peter Parker 
at British Rail to break procedures and bypass union structures by 
going straight to the shop floor. In the National Union of Railway­
men strike of 1982, Parker broke an agreement on the closed shop 
by promising strike-breakers the retention of their jobs if they 
turned up for work. These developments seriously question the 
idea of permanent bureaucratic structuring and institutionalisation 
of trade unions. 

15. Burawoy uses Nichols and Beynon as evidence for a supposed move 
by British corporations to move to his US model, without informing 
his readers that they carefully qualify any idea that corporatism is 
a general trend that avoids class conflict (Burawoy, 1979: 189 and 
244). 

16. This belief leads Burawoy into a strange alliance with the early 
industrial sociologists like Mayo, who also thought it was possible 
to study workplace behaviour without reference to so-called external 
factors. He gives his explicit blessing, with his normal qualification 
that they didn't know why they were right! (1979: 135-6). 

17. This phrase comes from the famous passage where Marx gives a 
short exposition of many of his basic theoretical and methodological 
concepts, the Preface to A Contribution to a Critique of Political 
Economy (1971). 

18. Burawoy refers critically to the development of a Marxist psychol­
ogy by the Frankfurt School (Marcuse, 1955) and more favourably 
to Heller (1976). Other discussions of the basis for a Marxist 
psychology include Fromm (1973), Brown (1973), Reich (1972) 
and Seve (1969). 

Chapter 7 

1. Basic labour process writing has said little about gender, and even 
less about race. On the latter, one of the exceptions is Burawoy 
1980), although without much apparent effect on his main analysis 
(1979). 
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2. 'Neoclassical' is the term used to describe the central school of 
mainstream economic thought, which takes the social and economic 
institutions of capitalism as natural and eternal social forms. 

3. The 'separate dialectics' of sex and race referred to by Edwards 
appears to be downgraded or even denied by his attempt to identify 
segmentation in labour markets with 'distinct systems of control' 
within the flrlll (1979: 178). 

4. Marx and Engels state in The CommuniSt Manifesto that: !Differ­
ences of age and sex no longer have any distinctive validity for the 
working class. All are instruments of labour, more or less expensive 
to use, according to their age and sex' (1968: 40). The more detailed 
presentation of Marx's conception of the impact of modern industry 
on the sexual division of labour can be found mainly in chapter 15 
of Capital, Volume One. 

5. To be fair to Marx and Engels, their analysis of the 'disappearing 
family' made considerable sense in its context of female and child 
labour. They were also motivated by a strong moral critique of the 
effects of the industrial revolution on the family, in the form of 
prostitution, exploitation of child labour and the oppression of 
women in the home. 

6. Baxendall et al. argue that 'As the home was re-organised into an 
internal market for capitalist penetration, the actual work was 
transformed from artisan-craftswomanship to a definition not 
unlike "machine-minding" ' (1976: 8). 

7. The political consequences for these authors of their belief that 
housewives were exploited in a value-relationship was that they 
should be paid a wage. 'Wages for housework' was rejected as a 
perspective by most feminists on the grounds that it would insti· 
tutionalise housework as women's work on an even stronger basis. 

8. Bland etal. (1978) and Wajcman (1981) discuss the domestic labour 
debate. But the most comprehensive review and bibliography is in 
Himmelweit and Mohun (1977). 

9. I would agree with the majority position that housework only 
produces use-values. For example, domestic labour acts upon com· 
modities bought with part of the household income, e.g. food, 
cleaning materials and clothes, to provide goods or services directly 
consumable within the household, and not for exchange on the 
market. This is not to say that housework can only be explained in 
terms of the functional requirements of capital for unpaid labour. 
Marriage and intra-familial factors are also important (see conclusion 
to the chapter). 

10. The concept of patriarchy has been used to describe a wide variety 
of sex-gender relations. Its vagueness and implication that the 
oppression of women is rooted in an ahistorical biology has led 
some feminists to argue for avoiding the concept (Rowbotham, 
1979). A reply by Alexander and Taylor (1980) puts a convincing 
case for its retention, given the inability of existing stratification 
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theory - Marxist or otherwise - to explain hierarchical sexual 
structuring independent of specific economic systems. 

11. There is a certain tension between the Westem images of femininity 
inculcated by the companies and the traditional submissive forms 
associated with Indonesian family life. The attempt to link the 
concept of the 'company family' to the kinship form is aimed at 
bridging that culture gap. Parental approval is also sought through 
rituals such as 'parents' day', and through promises of control over 
extra-plant activities. On the whole, however, the cultural imperial· 
ism connected to the global assembly line does gradually erode the 
national traditions, constituting a further means of control. 

12. Hartman says that racial hierarchies can be understood in the same 
context as manifestations of the 'reproduction of people'. The 
attempt to identify ethnicity on the same terms as gender is quite 
misleading. While capital has needed both cheap female and 
immigrant labour, the material structures goveming their respective 
availability have been very different. 

13. Oddly, this is also the position of Anthias, who is also more opti­
mistic about the eventual use of Marxism in its 'marriage' with 
feminism, if the former can be rid if its 'economist-technicist' bias 
(1980: 61). 

14. Beechey qualifies her position in an end-note by admitting that she 
probably underemphasises the significance of the domestic labour 
aspect to the family's relationship to capitalism (1977: 64). 

15. I have not discussed the radical feminist theory that women con­
stitute a 'sex-class' within a 'domestic mode of production' (Delphy, 
1977). This is because the position of women is examined largely 
distinct from capital, and therefore concentrates on the family, 
rather than wage labour. Delphy repeats the mistake of applying 
Marxist categories developed in production, thus describing the 
domestic sphere in rigidly economistic terms, marginalising issues 
of sexuality, ideology, etc. A previous attempt to invert traditional 
Marxist concepts to apply them to a 'mode of reproduction' was 
made by Firestone (1971). 

16. Equally it is the case that many men have, however reluctantly, 
come to accept women working and two-wage families, even some­
times with the woman as main 'breadwinner'. Many feminists have 
attacked Humphries's views about the working-class family. But 
she recognises that the family wage reinforces sexual inequalities. 
The point is that the analysis helps us to go beyond an unbalanced 
functionalism that interprets the family and other social forma­
tions in terms of the needs of capital alone. 

17. Even here, the traditional pattern was followed. One study recorded 
that 'If women had not been cheaper than men, they would not 
have replaced nine-tenths of the men in American public schools' 
(quoted in Davies, 1979: 251). 

18. This is one of a number of criticisms levelled at Beechey by Anthias 
(1980). It seems to me that while the expectation of marriage 
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clearly does not have the same effects right across the board - for 
instance in profesaional 'dual career families' - Beechey's point is 
accurate since most women are in low-grade jobs. A further point 
made by Anthias is that dependency on the male wage does not 
alter the value of labour power, as capital has to pay more to men. 
This surely ignores the competitive and individualistic nature of 
commodity production and the ability of the family to assume 
additional financial burdens. 

19. There was no evidence that women were anti-union or less militant, 
once motivated. In both factories strike action took place during 
the course of the studies; in one case it was the biggest dispute for 
twenty years, and women played an important part in it. 

20. To argue that these 'technical' means of control will wholly replace 
the traditional ones is probably to underestimate the continuing 
significance of patriarchal relations. Nevertheless, the article is a 
useful illustration of how labour process theory can be applied 
without losing sight of the specificity of female wage labour. 

Chapter 8 

1. The page references for Hyman are for the paper which forms the 
basis for the article in Hyman and Streck (1988). Similarly, the 
page references later for Berggren, Walker and Kumazawa and 
Yamada are based on drafts for inclusion in Wood (1988), for 
Burrell and Wilmott in Knights and Wilmott (1989). 

2. Neither the flexible firm model nor Japanisation is our main focus. 
For a fuller analysis of both see Thompson and McHush (forth­
coming). 

3. That is not to neglect other non-cultural factors such as the role of 
the Japanese state. See Ackroyd et al. (1988). 

4. It is now widely accepted that lifetime employment and other 
pDlars of Japanese management only apply to a minority of the 
workforce, although assessment of the numbers varies. A commonly 
quoted figure for the core workforce is 20 per cent. 

!S. The obsession of much of Westem management with a succe1sion 
of motivational fadl mean• that this is exactly how quality circle• 
are u1ed. For an example see Dunford and McGraw (1987). 

6. JIT al1o relies on an external network of •upplien and small sub­
contracting fmns often tied solely to the large corporation. 

7. QWL is not a new term. It was current at the time of the work 
humaniaation period. As a rather vague and aD-embracing categori· 
sation, it takes on different forms according to the time and place. 

8. The job banks scheme operated by Ford and GM in the USA are 
the moat obvious example, although there are doubts about ita 
effectiveness (1ee Wood, 1986). 

9. Pollert (1987, 1988) subjects the figures to a very rigorous 'decon· 
struction'. While it is neces•ary to scale down ambitious claims for 
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the flexible form, my own feeling is that all the statistics are very 
'broad brush' and therefore limited. We may also be at the begin­
ning of trends which have not yet fully shown up. 

10. The 1986 reference to Friedman is a paper, the basis of which is 
published in the Labour Process Theory volume edited by Knights 
and Wilmott. 

11 Burawoy (1985) is the only major figure to continue to produce 
general conceptualisations of historical changes in the capitalist 
labour process. He uses the term hegemonic despotism to describe 
the current dominant 'factory regime'. the hegemonic strategies 
based on consent described earlier in Chapter 6 are now said to be 
taking on a despotic face, impelled by new forms of intensified 
competition, mobility of capital and restructuring in the inter­
national division of labour. This has distinct consequences for the 
politics of production. See Thompson (1989) for a detailed con­
sideration of these arguments. 

12. There is also a considerable extension of the literature on gender 
and the division of labour. For a useful summary, see Cousins 
(198 7, Chapter 4). 

13. Cohen believes her article to have an explicit political purpose, that 
of refuting those on the left who are supposed to be adapting to 
Thatcherite restructuring. A particular target (also attacked by 
Pollert, 1988) is the influence of flexible specialisation theories on 
the industrial strategy of Labour local authorities. The links between 
the theoretical discussion and practical politics appears to be very 
tenuous in both cases. 

14. In this context functionalism refers to an analysis in which the 
consequence is held to determine the cause, while essentialism 
attributes some unchanging essence to a relationship, for example 
capitalism and work design. Interestingly, Cohen scoffs at the 
'squeamishness' of some labour process writers about condoning 
essentialism. 

15. 'Circuits' are defined as supplementary forma of control operating 
alongside one another, while 'levels' refer to circuits of control 
which coexist in a vertically reinforcing manner. 

16. Teulings's analysis draws on the pioneering work of the business 
historian Chandler, who was noted for his analysis of the emergence 
of the multidivisional structure and the 'visible hand' of manage­
ment as a strategic response to changes in relations between cor­
porations and markets. 

17. This is part of a wider argument running through Armstrong's 
recent work, which tries to use Marx's concept of productive 
labour as a means of distinguishing between types of managerial 
work. In my view that concept is ambiguous and flawed (see 
Gough, 1972). 

18. For an analysis of corporate culture as a management strategy, see 
Thompson and McHugh (forthcoming, chapter 9). 
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19. This section draws heavily on parts of my paper, 'Crawling From 
the Wreckage: the Labour Process and the Politics of Production', 
originally produced for the Annual ASTON-UMIST Labour Process 
Conference in 1986, but revised for Knights and Wilmott (1989). 

20. There is a variety of other reasons put forward by Edwards (1986) 
for using the concept of structured antagonism, for example that it 
enables a move beyond ideas of conflicts of interests. Space pre· 
eludes a consideration of this and related issues. 

21. A critique of the Marxist theory of work, clasa and social change 
was begun in the fmal chapter of the fmt edition of this book, but 
has been omitted from the second. See Thompson (1989) for an 
extended and modified version of these arguments. 

22. As with note 22, the analysis of the labour process in Eastern 
Europe has been omitted from the second edition. This is one of 
the few changes I regret having to make, but it did not make sense 
outside the context of the original concluding chapter which had 
to be replaced. See Burawoy (1985) for a recent and innovative 
examination of the same issues. 

23. The material on the conceptual basis for a politics of production 
forms the second half of the article referred to in note 19. 



A Short Guide to 
Labour Process 
Literature 

This short guide has been extensively revised for the second edition. 
The aim remains the same: to identify the most important or interest­
ing contributions within the still-growing body of labour process writing 
discussed in the book as a whole. Given the considerable additions to 
that literature, I have not only updated the references, but shifted the 
emphasis towards those which express a distinctive labour procesa 
approach, rather than other perspectives. I have continued to group in 
overlapping categories, though the categories themselves have been 
changed. Except where stated, full references can be found in the 
bibliography. 

The Foundations 

Though I have stressed that Braverman is not synonymous with labour 
process theory, Labor and Monopoly Capital remains the most influen­
tial foundation and reference point for debate. Given the wealth of 
later studies which make reference - often inaccurate - to Braverman, it 
is necessary to recommend first-hand reading. Regardless of subsequent 
criticisms, the clarity of theoretical exposition and critique remains un­
diminished (Braverman's tragic death meant that he could never reply 
to the criticisms, except for a short comment (1976) in the journal 
Monthly Review). This should be taken together with the most direct 
application of his analysis in Case Studies on the Labour Process edited 
by Zimbalist (1979). Though considerably more diverse, Nichola'• 
(1980a) collection was also a useful early introduction to the new 
perspectives. 

Of course, Braverman and others renewed and reworked Marx's 
analysis of the labour process. This can be found in Chapters 13-15 of 
Vol. 1. of Capital, with the addition of the Resultate, which forms an 



A Short Guide to Labour Process Literature 275 

appendix to the 1976 Penguin edition. Drawing on contemporary 
sources such as the reports of factory inspecton, the chapters in Capital 
are among the most accessible of Marx's work. Berg's (1979) collection 
of documents from the nineteenth century makes a nice comparison. 

The other major works constituting the foundations of a labour pro­
cess approach are those of Friedman (1977a), Richard Edwards (1979) 
and Burawoy (1979). Each putting forward highly distinctive theories 
and accounts of historical and contemporary structures of control, they 
established a framework for discussing variations in strategies and 
practices of control. Burawoy broke further new ground with his 
brilliant analysis of workplace consent. A fmal and neglected part of 
the foundation is Littler's (1982b) The Development of the Labour 
Process in Capitalist Societies, which is notable for its excellent cross­
cultural comparison. 

New Technology, Management Control and Skill 

The next wave of labour process writing was much more case-study 
orientated and sometimes explicitly critical of the broad sweep of 
earlier contributions. Though conceptually it is possible to separate 
issues of control and skill, at the level of research it is far le11 easy. An 
important early collection of articles by Wood (1982) did focus fairly 
directly on the deskilling thesis. But later research -mainly contained 
in volumes of papen initially produced for the annual ASTON-UMIST 
labour process conference - the themes were largely inseparable, 
essentially because much of the focus was on new technology. All these 
volumes edited by Knights and Wilmott contain much of the best of 
British and other research in recent yean (though much of value from 
the conferences remains unpublished): job Redesign (1985), Managing 
the Labour Process (1986h) and New Technology and the Labour 
Process (1988). There are important new collections edited by Wood 
(1988) and Hyman and Streek (1988) which focus more on the newer 
developments around the flexibility theme. 

Away from the compilations, new technology case studies broadly 
within a labour process framework by Wilkinson (1983) on engineering, 
Crompton and jones (1984) on clerical workers, and Thompson and 
Bannon (1985) on telecommunications, can be recommended. 
Armstrong's (1984, 1987, 1988b) pioneering writings on inter-profes­
sional competition and management control strategies are essential 
reading; and on the management strategy theme, the recent article by 
Hyman (1987) is very useful. 

Gender and the Labour Process 

As Chapter 7 makes clear, there has been a considerable debate on 
gender and work, some of it initially in direct response to Braverman. 
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Barker and Downing's (1980) article represents one of the most explicit 
attempts to apply the approach, in this case in the context of new 
technology and the office. However, feminists have been rightly critical 
of aspects of labour process theory, and an important early response 
was made by Beechey in the Wood (1982) collection. Some of the best 
work combining feminism and labour process concepts came in the 
observational studies of women factory workers by Pollert (1981), 
Cavendish (1982), and Westwood (1984). 

Many of the best later research contributions on gender are collected 
together in another Knightsand Wilmott (1986a) volume. Useful articles 
can also be found in the reader edited by Purcell et al. (1986). Last but 
notleast,Cockburn'swork on printworkers (1983) and on technological 
change (1985) are important contributions in their own right, with the 
additional merit of reminding us that gender is about men too. 

The Politics of Production 

Labour process debates have often less sight of the emancipatory intent 
of the theory. Although difficult to get hold of, the two volumes of 
essays on European class conflict edited by Crouch and Pizzorno (1978) 
represent an important source of information on struggles which pro­
vided some of the practical stimulus for the theoretical resurgence. 
Gorz'a (1976a) collection is the clearest link between politics, practice 
and theory, though he later disavows any link between the workplace 
and a transformative politics in Farewell to the Working Class: An 
Essay in Post-Industrial Socialism (1982). The previously mentioned 
book by Thompson and Bannon attempts to link a labour process 
perspective to an analysis of workplace· struggles. Personal politics are 
to the fore in Mike Hales's Living Thinkwork, an interesting if idiosyn­
cratic account of his experience of design work for ICI. At a more 
theoretical level Burawoy (1985) really docs produce a Politics of 
Production. Though hard going in parts, it is full of brilliant insights 
and covers everything from Lancashire's dark satanic mills to Zambia. 

High Theory 

After the accumulation of case studies qualifying or criticising labour 
process theory, there had to be a return to a consideration of the wider 
questions, not least whether a viable labour process theory still exists! 
One of the most often-quoted critical pieces is Storey's (1985) article, 
which should be taken with the highly effective reply by Friedman 
( 198 7). General attempts critically to reconstruct a theory of the 
labour process can be found in Friedman (1986), Edwards (1986) and 
Thompson (1989). A parallel effort from a much more orthodox Marx­
ist position comes from Cohen (1987). Much of the more general 
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theoretical discussion in recent debates, including the Thompson paper, 
has again been collected in Knights and Wilmott's volume (1989). 

Widening the Debate 

Labour process theory has influenced analysis of other areas beyond 
the immediate confmes of capitalist production. One of the best 
examples is the excellent account of state welfare work by Cousins 
(1987). The influence of the theory on radical writing on organisations 
is explained in Chapter 3 of Reed's Redirections in Organitational 
Analysit (Tavistock, 1985), and can be seen in Thompson and McHugh 
(Macmillan, forthcoming). The journal Radical Science baa done much 
to popularise and apply the approach. Some of this material has been 
collected in two volumes on Science, Technology and the Labour 
Process edited by Levidow and Young (1981, 1986). 

A final comment on journals. When I ended the guide in the ftrst 
edition, I noted that readers could find useful materials in more radical 
journals such as Capital and Class and Monthly Review. Today auch a 
comment would not be possible. Virtually all mainstream aociological 
and many other academic journals have carried material from a labour 
process perspective. This is a mark both of its influence and absorption. 
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