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oly capitalism. Even with these innovations, the economy still regularly falls
into recessions as demand fails to sustain the system.

Despite all of these problems with monopoly capitalism-—the wasteful
squandering of the surplus, the control and manipulation of Em.ﬂrma at the
expense of consumers—the system might still be justifiable if it ?.ommn.&
other benefits. In particular, it might be defensible if it created opportunities
for creative work that most Marxists see as essential to a decent life. So before
we make a final judgment about this economic system we have, we must ask:
What is the nature of wage work in the world of monopoly capital?

LABOR AND MONOPOLY CAPITAL
Baran and Sweezy argued that Marx’s theory of alienation aptly described
workers’ experiences in monopoly capitalism. In their book, they wrote that
workers are:

being specialized and sorted, imprisoned in the narrow cells prepared for

them by the division of labor, their faculties stunted and their minds dimin-

ished. And a threat to their security and peace of mind which already loomed
large in Marx’s day has grown in direct proportion to the spreading incidence

and accelerated speed of technological change under monopoly capitalism.

(Baran and Sweezy 1966, 343)

Baran and Sweezy went on to show in some detail how Marx’s arguments
about alienation remained applicable to U.S. capitalism. Not long after their
book was published, Harry Braverman, one of their associates at ZOEE‘%
Review Press, wrote Labor and Monopoly Capital: The Degradation of Work in
the Twentieth Century. In 1996, David Gordon updated the story in mso.agmm
influential book, Fat and Mean: The Corporate Squeeze of Working Americans
and the Myth of Managerial “Downsizing.” We will focus briefly on ﬁrw%.go
books, which give a good picture of the lot of labor in monopoly nww:mmma.
Many of these writers’ conclusions about labor in our times were described
with uncanny prescience by Marx in 1844 in his essay on Estranged rmvs..

As is typical of capitalism, the problems begin with the wnnzﬁﬁmcos
process. The drive to accumulate more capital forces firms .8 mnvest in néwm
more productive techniques. One way to increase productivity and profits is
to replace a highly skilled, expensive laborer with a machine omw«&mm by an
unskilled laborer—a process known as mechanization and deskilling. When
this happens, productivity rises, but workers are often left with mind-numb-
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ing jobs and low wages, or no job at all. Another way to increase productivity
is by minutely controlling workers’ time and motion so that they waste as lit-
tle time as possible and perform every task in the most efficient manner, This
is known simply as “speeding up the process.” Again, the result is good for
capitalists but bad for workers. Waorkers lose freedom, and their jobs involve
less creativity; and these changes frequently lead to worse mental and physi-
cal health, as we explained in the chapter on social class. Braverman docu-
ments how this process has unfolded for 250 years, and makes this comment:

[Deskilling means] the incessant breakdown of labor processes into simplified
operations taught to workers as tasks. This leads to the conversion of the great -
est possible mass of fabor into work of the most elementary form, labor from
which all conceptual elements have been removed and along with them most
of the skill, knowledge, and understanding of production processes. .. [Tlhe
more machinery that has been developed as an aid to labor, the more labor
becomes a servant of machinery, (Braverman 1974, 319)

One of the profound ironies of capitalism is that machinery, which is
particularly good at performing repetitive tasks, has not replaced monoto-
nous labor. Instead, machines become the regulators of human work, forcing
people to work faster and more efficiently at monotonous tasks. As we point-
ed out earlier, technology now exists that could allow shoes to be made
entirely by machine. This would allow workers to do more creative work in
design, programming, and overseeing the operations of machinery. Yet most
shoes are made by low-wage workers huddling over old machines for long
hours every day in unhealthy conditions. The design of production to
enhance profit, rather than human creativity, means that most workers are
consigned to a work life which denies them the opportunity to use their
finest skills.

Braverman spent a good many pages describing mechanization and

deskilling in the half century before he wrote his book. His examples includ-
ed the following;

Independent, self-supervising clerks and bookkeepers were converted
into specialized workers who could not control or do the whole job.

+ Skilled office workers, though once fairly independent, eventually became
tied to a computer in a cubicle under the direct watch of a manager.
Secretaries, doing multiple tasks in support of a manager or a few key



employees, were replaced by (a) specialized workers in administrative
support doing one or two tasks all day long (e.g., typing, copying, mail-
ing, lay out, etc.), or (b} outsourced workers, hired through firms that
specialize in generically-structured secretarial tasks. (Notably, out-
sourced workers often work on a contingent basis, and therefore with-
out any job security.)

+ Skilled butchers were replaced by huge, semi-automated meat process-
ing centers.

+ Skilled carpenters were largely supplanted by factories that make
machine-made components, and reduce the craft to nailing and screw-
ing these parts together.

With the advent of powerful small computers, there seems to be no limit
to the process of replacing skilled jobs with computer-guided machines and
less skilled workers. Unfortunately, as workers have discovered over the last
several decades, there is a qualitative difference between a skilled job and less-
skilled job involving a computer or machine. A skilled carpentry job involves
creativity and craftsmanship, where the worker controls much of the labor
process and, because of her skill, is valued by the employer. A worker stapling
the same edge of the same type of cabinet using a computer-guided machine
has no control over the pace of work, and the work involves no creativity or
imagination. And this worker is less likely to be valued and treated well
because she can be easily replaced,

In Braverman’s view, the drive for greater productivity in monopoly capi-
talism demands a complete disregard for human beings, the environment,
and macroeconomic health. As he put it:

[TThe increasing productivity of labor is neither sought nor uatilized by cap-
italism from the point of view of the satisfaction of human needs. Rather,
powered by the needs of the capital accumulation process, it becomes a
frenzied drive which approaches the level of a generalized social insanity.
Never is any level of productivity regarded as sufficient. In the automobile
industry, a constantly diminishing number of workers produces, decade by
decade, a growing number of increasingly degraded products which, as they
are placed upon the streets and highways, poison and disrupt the entire
social atmosphere—while at the same time the cities where motor vehicles
are produced become centers of degraded labor on the one hand and per-

manent unemployment on the other. It is a measure of the manner in which
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capitalist standards have diverged from human standards that this situation
is seen as representing a high degree of “economic efficiency.” { Braverman
1974, 141)

Automobile firms are content to produce unsafe products subject to rollovers
and other correctable design flaws, They do so in greater and greater quanti-
ties while using less and less labor, usually without 3:&&2&& the human
and environmental damage they cause. They apparently give no thought,
either, to the fact that as they lay off workers and cut wages, they undermine
aggregate demand. Finally, U.S. automobile firms are wwl,eomv\8:,%93%%
moving operations overseas to take m&caimm@ of fower production costs,
despite the economic devastation they leave behind. Cities such as Flint and
Detroit, which depended on automobile jobs, have been economically
destroyed by the flight of auto manufacturers,

The destruction of U.S. auto jobs is part ofa century-long decline in man-
ufacturing jobs, as machines have replaced workers. Figure 4 indicates that
since 1920 the percentage of workers in manufacturing industries {including
mining and construction) has declined substantially, and workers have been

Figure 4

The Decline in Manufacturing Employment in the u.s.,,
1920-2000
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forced into the service sector. Because U.S. unions have not traditionally
organized the service sector, wages there tend to be lower; thus, wages mﬁmsw:m
as manufacturing jobs are eliminated and laborers are thrust into the service
sector. This in turn encourages service-sector employers to use old-fashioned,
labor-intensive methods.

The shift to a service economy has helped produce a devastating fall in pay
and benefits for U.S. workers. As Figure 5 shows, real wages for non-supervi-
sory workers in the United States were lower in 1999 than they were in 1971.

Figure 5
Real Compensation
Country Growth (per year)
1979-1998
United Kingdom 1.72%
Germany 1.20%
France 1.00%
Italy 0.97%
Japan 0.93%
Canada 0.64%
United States 0.13%
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And the total compensation of these workers has lagged behind that of work-
ers in other developed countries, including our major trading partners, for
the past two decades.

In addition to the relentless downward pressure on wages and the loss of
worker control, independence, and creativity, the U.S. labor market has other
characteristics that make it bad for workers. In his book Fat and Mean, David
Gordon demonstrated that U.S. firms are also over-managed and more
bureaucratic than firms in other developed countries. According to Gordon,
in the early 1970s, U.S. corporations adopted a “stick” strategy to control
workers. They broke unions and drove down wages to increase profits. They
moved manufacturing operations overseas, outsourced their production to
low-cost manufacturers (also often overseas), sped up work, and cut wages in
their U.S. operations. In order to keep laborers working hard under these con-
ditions, employers added numerous supervisors to monitor employees. This
is, according to Gordon, the “dirty little secret” of the U.S. economy. In 1994,
17.3 million supervisors earned $1.3 trillion in compensation, or 20 percent
of national income. How is it possible that we have so many people who boss
other people around? As Gordon noted in a 1996 article:

The basic principle is simple. If a labor-management system relies on hierarchi-
cal principles for managing and supervising its front-line employees on the shop
and office floors, then it needs more than just the front-line supervisors who
directly oversee these workers. Who keeps the supervisors honest? What guar-
antees that those supervisors won’t be in cahoots with their charges? In such a
hierarchy, you need supervisors to supervise the supervisors ... and supervisors
above them ... and managers to watch the higher-level supervisors ... and high-

er-level managers to watch the lower-level managers. (Gordon 1996h, 27)

Clearly, the only way to keep employees working hard under antagonistic,
alienating conditions is to hire an army of supervisors to watch them careful-
ly. Of course, as with so many of these aspects of capitalism, Marx was the first
to observe that the factory was more analogous to the military, with several
layers of hard-fisted sergeants keeping the troops in line.

Today, U.S. companies have more than three times as many supervisors
per production worker as Germany and Japan, and five times as many as
Sweden. This difference is explained by the more cooperative model of
employment in these countries. Germany, Japan and Sweden employ the “car-
rot” method to increase productivity: workers are given job security, wage



incentives, strong union representation, and a role in making important deci-
sions. Such cooperative environments don’t require many bosses because
workers are less likely to hate and resent their jobs. Of course, even the :nw?
rot” method of motivating workers is a far cry from the kind of cooperative
workplaces that most political economists advocate, where employees would
have much more control over all aspects of work. But in the U.S., workers are
goaded into working hard via the employment of the “stick™: w.os,.immmm,
which might erode productivity, are countered by constant monitoring and
the threat of unemployment.

Unfortunately for the United States, cooperative workplaces tend to be
much more productive. As Gordon noted in the same article:

[ T1hose economies with more cooperative systems of labor relations also have
more rapid productivity growth rates. And with more rapid productivity
growth, there is room for financing more productive investments, for afford-
ing more rapid wage growth, and for maintaining a competitive edge in the

global economy. (Gordon 1996b, 33)

Once again, the U.S. system is efficient at generating profits, but it lags behind
other developed countries in terms of other goals, such as productivity and
creating a humane workplace.

CONCLUSION
Were Baran and Sweezy reasonable to end their book with a chapter called
“The Irrational System”—a sustained, mostly negative critique of U.S. capi-
talism? Their central claims were as follows:

* The U.S. economy is dominated by huge multinational corporations
which do everything in their power to stifle competition;

* Stifling competition involves rigging markets through collusion, merg-
ers, and buying protection from the government;

+ The drive to accumulate capital is inherent in the system, as past profits
require investment opportunities to generate the highest possible
return; .

* But the very expansion caused by investment and capital accumulation
contains within it the seeds of regular recessions as investment oppor-
tunities dry up and aggregate demand proves insufficient;
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* The U.S. government willingly participates in the system, shoring up
firms with billions of dollars in corporate welfare and defense contracts:

* Multinational corporations are sometimes innovative, but they also sti-
fle innovation when it is more profitable to do so;

* Firms work to expand markets as much as possible, wasting hundreds
of billions of dollars annually on dishonest attempts to manipulate
consumers;

+ U.S. corporations relentlessly lower costs via mechanization and attacks
on labor, but the cost savings are not generally passed on to consumers;

* The relentless drive to lower costs results in mechanization, deskilling,
alienation, and low wages for U.S, workers, culminating in the employ-
ment of the “stick” strategy to coerce alienated workers into working
hard.

So, what do you think? Are these arguments believable? And, if they are,
do they illuminate an economic system that is fundamentally irrational? It's
an interesting question early in the 215t century, a time when Americans are
relentlessly told by the media, the sales effort, and their own government,
exactly what the economic mainstream has always maintained: that capital-
ism, though it has a flaw or two, is the best of all possible systems, a remark-
able testament to rational thought and hard work. Maybe so, maybe not.

Perhaps, finally, we should ask another question. Has reading this, and the
other chapters, made you wonder if there might be a better way to shape and
develop the economy? One that is less unequal—politically and in every other
way? One that doesn’t systematically destroy its habitat? One that is, well, a bit
more rational than our own? We know that after reading material in a book
like this one, such questions are as inevitable as the loud honk just after the
traffic light turns green. That is why we conclude this book with a description
of Sweden’s modern welfare state—what they call “social democracy.” For
decades, the Swedes have been constructing a humane, efficient alternative to
our kind of cowboy capitalism where the biggest crooks get the biggest pay-
checks. We will now see what the Swedes have wrought,
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