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To what extent is labour under capitalism always alienated?

Alienation
In this essay I will analyse the extent to which labour is alienated in capitalist society. I will use the term alienation as outlined by Carrier, who describes the fundamental part of alienation as a sense in which a person is separated. This is a separation from people or things. Thus Carrier sees it as a term that refers to how humans perceive themselves and their environment. (Carrier 1992; pp. 539-558).

I shall focus on aspects of separations and the perception between self and other relationships involved in the term ‘alienation’. Deriving from the word ‘alien’ which we use to describe something unknown to us, we separate this perceived ‘other’ from ourselves, and/or vice-versa, in such a way that the relationships between self and others can become impersonal or even exploitative as shown in some examples throughout this essay. Through this I will conclude that alienation is constructed and maintained via certain means of regulation, reward and punishment as seen fit by those with power.

To tackle the question of the extent to which labour is alienated through capitalism it is important to analyse what it is that is alienated from the labourer and how it is alienated. It is my conviction that it would be more effective to understand to what extent labour is not alienated under capitalism. This is because examples of human agency (in the sense of sovereign acts) are often expressed through their relationships with their community or environment (often as a response to the state of things ‘out there’). Therefore they are likely to be alienated to a lesser extent as I will show through the ethnographies of Burawoy and Mollona and Carrier. These provide examples of how the labourer is regulated by the environment of his labour and those who own this. I will argue that the labourer is alienated to a large extent in regards to his time, space, the resources that are allocated and the product constructed from them. Furthermore, the labourer is alienated by their own mind, the internalisation of capitalist values through the education system. This adds a further layer of alienation to the relationship between the labourer, his product and the consumer. Thompson hints towards this in his essay ‘time, work-discipline and industrial capitalism’ when he shows that time-thrift was incorporated. He refers to complaints made by Clayton about how children in Manchester were seen to have been wasting their time and learning bad habits, praising schools for their observing of punctuality, order and regularity (Thompson 1967: pp56-97).

Time
In this way we may start to look at what it means for time to be alienated in capitalist society and how this affects the labourer. Thompson’s essay argues that time has historically been perceived and how this has been changed and regulated with the advent of industrial society into a more homogenous perception which we can observe in factory labour. Thompson does so by showing how time has changed from a ‘task-orientated’ affair to one in which time is externalised and synchronised to match the changing mode of production of society. He gives an example of the Nuer provided by Evans Pritchard:
‘The daily timepiece is the cattle clock, the round of pastoral tasks, and the time of day and the passage of time through a day are to a Nuer primarily the succession of these tasks and their relation to one another.’ (Thompson 1967: pp56-97)

Thompson cites other examples showing how this mode of production is mainly effective in agricultural and pastoral societies in which tasks are done in line with their needs. Thompson notes other examples of ways in which this task-orientated labour can be understood. He notes how in farming communities, especially during harvest months, tasks are orientated around their needs. For example grain must be harvested before the thunderstorms, sheep must be attended at lambing time. These are similar to our own work rhythms within rural occupations. It is important to note how in this example the labourers’ time is defined not by another but by the tasks themselves of which he is a part (Thompson 1967: pp56-97).


This method of production is akin to what Carrier calls the cottage production. By this Carrier means the internalisation of a factory within the household in which each of the members are owners of their produce resource and tools for production and in this way they have more control of their own time than in other modes of production. (Carrier 1992; pp. 539-558) Thompson shows how domestic life however is quite rigorous in this kind of set up. The wife would engage in foraging and other duties while also helping around the house. Thompson notes that such a lifestyle is only possible because the work that is done, taking 14-16 hours, is done in relation to one’s personal life in such a way that personal and work life are not separated. The labourer therefore has a certain level of freedom of when and how to do his work. (Thompson 1967: pp56-97)

Therefore, labour and personal life are intermingled and such relations are still seen today. These are considered under a framework of formal and informal economic relations in which the labourer is seen to drift between wage-paid labour and other forms of labour which allow for a personal or communal wealth to develop extraneously to formal labour. This informal labour can be seen as a means to overcome the exploitation that the labourer suffers under that capitalist system of relations by providing a means to acquire their own wealth through interpersonal skills, social capital etc. (Mollona, 2005, pp.527-548). 
In his ethnography on factory workers in Sheffield, Mollona makes a distinction between ‘hot’ and ‘cold’ workers. ‘Hot’ workers are older labourers who see their work as an art and work to a different set of values to the younger, ‘cold’ workers, valuing a personal relationship with their tools. Mollona shows how the ‘hot’ workers use their labour time to also fulfil tasks for their informal work and how in doing this they acquire a ‘triple role’ mediating between the formal and informal economy. (Mollona, 2005, pp.527-548). Mollona describes how the informal network of Endcliffe involves certain restricted spheres of exchange. Some tasks are restricted to ‘Hot’ workers only. This is due to ‘hot’ workers enjoying longer ‘unproductive’ times because of their control of the tools and apprentices. Sometimes they might get either seasonal or part-time jobs in other steel factories off-the-books. Due to their mechanical knowledge the neighbourhood hot workers gain a triple role of surrogate capitalists in the economy of tools, labourers in the economy of steel and mediators between formal and informal economies in the neighbourhood (Mollona, 2005, pp.527-548).

Resource & Time

The hot workers described in Mollona’s work could be paralleled with another type of economic lifestyle portrayed by Carrier, the early modern factory system. First however I wish to show the parallels between the ‘Putting Out’ system and the ‘Hot’ workers of the Sheffield factories. The putting out system works through the relationship of a labourer with a merchant who supplies the resources that the labourer needs to produce goods. The ‘putting out’ system often relies on a family unit that works together. Carrier describes how the ‘putting out’ system diminished the autonomy of the producer and led to greater alienation than there was in the cottage industry. This is because the producer no longer owned his own resource such as the yarn to be woven to make cloth. It also fragmented production as for example the yarn spinner might not be able to weave or weavers might not frame the yarn but receive it in wraps. The producer then was less able to subordinate production to fit with his needs as when a contract was taken out with a merchant, their influence on the consumer was lost (Carrier 1992; pp. 539-558).



‘Hot’ workers then were capable of producing given that they had the resource to do so, however at the same time were alienated from the resource that they are using to create their product as these were owned by the owner of the factory. To a certain degree the ‘hot’ worker is actually less alienated from his work at least on an informal level as he can choose when to do it, however he is more alienated than the ‘putting out’ labourer who still is granted the freedom of working from his own environment. Fundamentally though at this level both the ‘hot’ workers and the ‘putting out’ labourers have lost control over resources. On another level the ‘hot’ workers share a level of alienation with early factory production systems as far as place is concerned. Carrier for example, describes early factory work as a system external to the household, featuring male contractors employed by capitalists to hit production targets for agreed rates. Thy hired assistants largely through family connections. So two relationships existed: capitalist/ contractor and contractor/ assistant. Moving production to a central place took autonomy away from individual producers who became routine operatives (Carrier 1992; pp. 539-558).

One parallel that we can see here is that both labourers are forced to work outside of their own homes and therefore there is a separation in regards to space between home and work life. Furthermore, the ‘hot’ worker and the early factory labourer shared a closer relationship with the capitalist than the modern factory worker by being able to, in the case of the ‘hot’ worker, hire apprentices whom are often close kin or family members. (Mollona, 2005, pp.527-548).

On the other hand, there is a stark contrast between how time is negotiated between the ‘hot’ and ‘cold’ worker. The ‘hot’ worker has a lot more time at their disposal due to their ability to create a labour force that the ‘cold’ worker cannot, also the ‘hot’ worker somewhat manages the time that the ‘cold’ worker has, at least informally. (Mollona, 2005, pp.527-548). The time that the factory worker has is defined in a hierarchical fashion by the employer and therefore specialist workers were in competition with labourers willing to contract out their time. (Carrier 1992; pp. 539-558) The workers of Sheffield in Mollona’s ethnography however overcame this by incorporating both their informal labour with their wage-labour, allowing them to subvert some of the alienation naturally experienced by moving from what Thompson calls ‘task-orientated time’ to what could be considered negotiated factory time. I shall move onto Carrier’s description of modern factory work and its effects on the relations between workers, providing examples situated in ethnography.      

Place

Carrier describes the modern factory system as one in which kinship relations give way to impersonal, commodity based relations, while workers are not in need of working with each other. This is because the need for skilled labour goes down with the increase in machine led labour and therefore workers are confined to specified areas where they perceive other workers as separate from their own lives. (Carrier 1992; pp. 539-558) In this way Carrier et al argue that the very architecture of the factory works towards creating a certain work discipline through the rigour and precise layout of the factory itself which he illustrates with the example of the Ford Motor Company plants. As one can see this serves to alienate the labourer from others whom he works with, firstly by removing the kinship aspect to labour by creating a dispensable work force with no personal ties to the company, secondly by removing the worker from his own space of work forcing him to alienate his work life from his personal life and thirdly by splitting up that space as much as possible causing relationships between workers to become increasingly impersonal. It is important to also show that in seeking to promote his own factories Ford raised the wages of his workers so that they could also buy Ford Motors. We must ask whether this is really seeking to engage the worker in the market or exploiting him by creating an economic loop between the labourer and employer. Carrier also shows how incentive schemes are applied to create an atmosphere of horizontal competition between workers rather than the perhaps more apt vertical conflict between labourer and employer. In this way the employer can subvert the adversity created by the inequality of the capitalist system by incentivising individualism and competition (Carrier 1992; pp. 539-558).

One example of this is given by Burawoy in his essay ‘manufacturing consent’ in which he shows how labour relations are increasingly manufactured or contractual in such a way that the worker feels that they are in control of their work when in reality they continue to be exploited by a ruling class. Burawoy calls this process ‘making out’; the worker uses the pay-rate as a game through which to beat each other by competing for the highest rate of production and thus higher pay for that production. In this way workers feel like they are participating in the company’s life when in reality it is likely they are just being exploited with an incentive for extra pay (Burawoy 1982, pp46-73). Another example of this, although a looser one is given by Mollona in regards to the PAYE system by which workers get paid a base rate. In Mollona’s case however informal circumstances are taken into account (such as how many jobs a person has, whether they are on welfare benefits etc.) to provide the worker with a more reasonable pay for his circumstance. However, it is often the case that during times such as Christmas workers still have to find alternate means of labour to sustain themselves (Mollona, 2005, pp.527-548).

Alienation, personal and impersonal frameworks

Are people then alienated by capitalism? In modern society we see an intermingling between personal and impersonal frameworks. The capitalist system favours wage-labour and individualism, while informal labour provides for the capitalist with workers, resource and tools to take on their own projects as seen through the ‘hot’ workers in Mollona’s study. Carrier describes this as a ‘fetishization’ by which one sees part of the process and not the whole. Workers are thus alienated from each other as with the ‘hot’ and ‘cold’ workers who see each other as ‘capitalists’ due to the values superimposed by the capitalist system. (Carrier 1992; pp. 539-558) Furthermore, workers are diverted to take their angst from the exploitation of their time and energy against each other through competition as seen in Burawoy’s ethnography on factory workers (Burawoy 1982, pp46-73). Carrier in this way seeks to show that the inalienable self or central self is becoming increasingly detached from work relations and that the peripheral self becomes the arbiter of social relations as the labourers become increasingly alienated from the central self of others. (Carrier 1992; pp. 539-558). This can retroactively have been seen as a correlation with Wallerstein’s center-periphery model in which labour and goods are seen as moving from peripheries (local towns and villages) to centers (cities and capitals) in which more opportunities are provided for economic development and according to some scholars, facilitates the production of cheap, flexible labour for the formal economy. (Mollona, 2005, pp.527-548)

Education and the internalisation of the values of capitalist society

Whilst it may be hard to distinguish between the center and the periphery self in life, or between the formal and informal forms of labour, the internalisation of capitalist values is rather easy to observe. Thompson shows this internalisation in regards to time. The idea of time being wasted was something introduced by the higher classes and religious scholars who along a Weberian vein promoted values of productiveness and later these were internalised further by the education system. Thompson points to how punctuality and regularity are written into the rules of school. He notes how students were expected to be in the school-room on Sundays, at specific times or that there would be repercussions. The child entered a place with a more disciplined outlook on time. In one example teachers were fined for being late. In this way the schooling system served to internalise a routinely synchronised time for the masses to adhere to (Thompson 1967: pp56-97).

We must keep in mind that the education system was created as a means of creating skilled labourers to work with machines as observed by Aries. The idea of the child was very different in the 1700’s according to Aries and we can observe this in regards to the change in modes of production. ‘Childhood’ is seen as a creation of the capitalist system to idolise an innocence and create a state of obedience. (Ulanowicz, 2005, pp-1-7, Aries, 1960) The child is socialised not to question the status quo but rather to accept it in fear of punishment by someone of status. 

Furthermore, it serves to create separation between age classes, something that can be observed by the distinction of the older ‘hot’ workers and the younger ‘cold’ ones in Mollona’s study. A further way in which the acceptance of alienation is created is through the internalisation of the oppressor as expressed by Freire. Freire, like Bentham and Foucault recognised the way in which people regulate behaviour. Bentham argued that the system used in prisons; the ‘panopticon’ served to create a state of self-surveillance in people by creating the impression of someone watching, thus making the subject self-conscious and regulate their own behaviour (Colman,2014, White, 2014). In the same line of thought Freire saw how workers in a very Hegelian way had internalised an oppressor within themselves whom they saw as a master who told them they were not good enough. This he saw to be the voice of the oppressor, a voice that set prescriptions internalised, vis-a-vis; the higher classes. (Freire, 1970, pp-2-4) We must therefore ask, how can the labourer de-alienate himself, for evidently alienation is not just out there in the world, working through economic forces, but is also internal through the indoctrination of ideology?


Community and conclusion

In this essay I have sought to give an explanation of what alienation is and how it affects the person both externally through his time, space, resource, product and internally through the system of education. The worker is always alienated under a capitalist society as his exploitation is fetishized through wage-labour and competitive incentives even if this has been fetishized by other factors. I shall conclude and concur with Maffesoli when he argues for the decline of individualism on a social level. Maffesoli argues that humans are not apt for large scale industrial society but rather small communities with personal relations. These communities expend energy in reinforcing the social strata through ritual that expends the energy of the community and refills the puissance or vital force of the people; this issues itself from the habits that in turn form these rituals (Maffesoli, 1996, 15-25) In this way the labourer is in constant interaction with their community and their work, they have a direct impact on what happens not only in their economic life but their personal life too as these are intertwined in a continuum of social relations. Maffesoli therefore sees sociality developing into a seamless society that embodies the anarchic principle of ‘order without the state’ (Maffesoli, 1996, 38-84). Maffesoli argues for this on the basis of what he calls proxemics, or the study of proximity. He argues that ethics are constructed in the situation and that politics are a means of subverting the populous and their puissance to prevent upheaval. (Maffesoli, 1996, pp xi-45) This is close to Mauss’s ideas on the gift in which personal and impersonal relations are in constant reciprocity due to the ritual of gift giving, in Maffesoli’s view expending energy to create puissance and reaffirm group identity (Maffesoli, 1996, 20-21).   Carrier explains the development of industrial society in stages of alienation and Thompson gives a fascinating historical account of ‘task-orientated’ time to our modern model. Both focus the integral aspect of social life, the relationships between people in these systems and their proximity or closeness to their work and each other. 

Therefore proxemics contrast alienation. In proximity we find the individual acting as part of a nexus that he is embedded in willingly and unconditionally. In alienation we see the detachment of that individual from this nexus through his environment, resources, time and his labour often achieved through coercion and contract. The extent to which the labourer is exploited and alienated in the capitalist society ultimately comes down to the proximity between the labourer, his work and his community. It is impossible for the labourer to live a sovereign economic life when he has little control over his own time, products, resources, when their personal connections become formally contractual rather than informally interdependent, when they have little power to make decisions that affect their economic and social life and most importantly power over their own mind and body.
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