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Introduction

What is work?
This course provides an introduction to the sociology of work in the capitalist economy. Work is an absolutely central part of society. No society can reproduce itself without ongoing productive activity by a significant number of its members. Under capitalism, work is mainly remunerated through wages. However, not all work is remunerated. Besides paid work for an employer, at a given workplace, there is a large sphere of unpaid work in the home and in the neighbourhood. Work itself – crudely, the actual performance of specific tasks in a given time and place by human effort, for others – is a process i.e. the labour process.
Why should you (the Business student) study work?

Work (or the lack of work) is an also absolutely central part of people’s lives. In many industrial and semi-industrial societies, employed wage workers spend more waking hours at work, than with their families or communities.

Work is at the very heart of the economy, the site of creation, but the manner in which work is organised is of enormous significance to individuals, classes and countries.

The majority of those who work are today reliant upon wage labour, viewed globally. The absolute number of waged workers continues to rise sharply, with waged workers and their dependents comprising well over 3 billion people by the end of 20th century. By the mid-1990s, for instance, there were more industrial workers in South Korea alone than in the entire world at the time that Karl Marx and Friedrich Engels issued the Communist Manifesto (1848). 

Work does not only provide the basis for both the reproduction of the current society. It is also a basis for resistance to that society: trade unions, for example, are workplace-based mass organisations that wield considerable power through their ability to disrupt production. 
Yet globally, at least 20% of workers in labour markets are unemployed or underemployed. A lack of work has consequences as significant as work itself.
Why study work organisations? 
The way in which work is organised is not a simple ‘technical’ matter of ensuring the most output for the least effort. The manner in which work is structured in contemporary capitalist and state society is deeply embedded in the larger structure of society. Thus, while work takes a range of forms here, it also tends to share certain characteristics:

· A class-based corporate hierarchy (existing in the state machinery as well), in which the most essential jobs earn the least remuneration, have the least status and power, the lowest levels of creativity, control and safety, and the most job insecurity;

· The reverse of this is the concentration of the control of the means of administration, coercion and production – as well as of income and power –  in the hands of a small, powerful ruling ‘class’ or elite;

· Continual work restructuring, driven by this ruling class, and taking a range of forms, among them Taylorism and Fordism – and this is normally coupled to growing bureaucratic control of employees;

· Divisions of labour by race and sex, within the broad ‘working class’, which mean that certain groups are concentrated in certain occupations, and that incomes and power are also closely linked to race and sex, as well as class;

· An ongoing social conflict, above all on class lines, over remuneration, status, the labour process, job security, and control over means of administration, coercion and production; trade unions are one expression of this conflict.
Focus of course
· To understand, through it, larger social and economic processes.

Understanding the labour process field

The study of the labour process has long been a central concern of a range of disciplines, among them business and management studies, branches of psychology, and history and sociology.

Debates in this field in Industrial and Economic Sociology centre upon the classic work of Harry Braverman, whose Labour and Monopoly Capital (1974) examined continuities and changes in capitalist production from the late 19th century onwards. Sociology tended to either treat the labour process as a purely ‘technical’ matter of achieving the most with the least, or as simple ‘system’ based on an organic unity of interests and interdependence of functions between classes i.e. it naturalised particular ways of doing work as the necessary and inevitable features of modern mass societies.

By contrast, Braverman argued that the labour process under capitalism was continually evolving, and that it was shaped by a basic class struggle in the capitalist mode of production. His arguments stressed the rise of Taylorism as well as of Fordist mass production as means of subordinating labour in order to maximise profits and minimise resistance. These practices – Taylorism and Fordism (to which – see below – we can add Neo-Fordism) served to facilitate capital accumulation through the exploitation of wage labour: they were, in this sense, different ‘models of accumulation’.
Some core debates and applications
However, Braverman’s claims regarding the ‘degradation’ of labour through deskilling and subordination through such systems as Taylorism and Fordism spurred significant controversies, including over the extent of worker ‘deskilling’ associated with Fordism and Taylorism, the extent of actual, direct, management control over the labour process, and the impact of work organisation on workers’ politics and identities. Sex divisions are relevant here too: how could a pervasive sex division of labour be explained, if at all, through LPT’s stress on the rise of the ‘mass worker’ in the context of class struggles?

And, to what extent could his model explain a range of other work processes, that were not obviously subordinated to the logic of capital accumulation, such as state schools? Bureaucracy played an obvious role in Taylorism and Fordism, as did the state, but to what extent did these institutions have their own irreducible dynamics and effects – as Weber and Bakunin suggested? For example, the Marxist regimes of East Europe themselves embraced Taylorism, Fordism and bureaucracy. 

Related to this: how applicable were Braverman’s claims to a variety of contexts, such as that of South Africa? How do colonial and apartheid contexts shape both the ‘workplace regimes’ in place, and also constrain the possibilities for different labour processes to emerge? 

Capitalist restructuring from the 1970s also seemed (to some) to herald the end of Fordism, and a move to more democratic and participatory ‘post-Fordist’ forms of production; to others, restructuring entailed simply an elaboration of Fordism: ‘neo-Fordism’. Either position raises questions of the applicability of LPT to the contemporary world, as well as questions regarding the nature of contemporary society/s. The debate between these positions will thus also be investigated.
Related to this: the course engages in larger debates over the future of wage labour. Is the world of work, or the working class, withering away? Some writers like Jeremy Rifkin speak of a ‘post-industrial’ society emerging, and hail The End of Work: the decline of the global labour force and the dawn of the post-market era. Others, like Kim Moody, however, stress the basic continuities with earlier periods of capitalism: the working class is bigger and more powerful than ever, capitalist (and state) industrialisation more dominant, and ‘neo-Fordism’ and associated ‘lean production’ pervasive. To what extent does change proceed in neat ‘stages’ as opposed to in a complex ensemble of forms including both continuities and ruptures?

As global unemployment and underemployment rises, and as conflicts amongst workers sharpen, does wage labour continue to provide a key source of identity and resistance?  Do the tools of LPT – and the politics of class – remain relevant? Should we study work beyond politics and production and focus on consumption, and its impact on identity? 
How have these global changes, along with the changes internal to South Africa itself, affected the possibilities for, and forms of, post-apartheid workplace regimes? Can we speak of ‘post-Fordism’ in South Africa? And to what extent can events like the Marikana massacre at the Lonmin mine be explained by reference to these larger changes in the world of work?

Recent theoretical views 
A recent fashion for ‘postmodernist’ analyses is also considered. Postmodernism is not a coherent or monolithic paradigm; it has too many strands to consider in this course. So, in examining the postmodernist engagement with LPT, the course will focus on the most influential postmodernist theorist of organisations: Michel Foucault. 
Foucault’s work stressed the power relations within organisations, and asserted the role of surveillance in shaping subjectivity and a ‘disciplined subject’, which if true has significant implications for the possibilities of – and forms of – resistance within work organisations. 
Postmodernists working on the labour process (and elsewhere) have often claimed that resistance (in various forms) has declined over time, as organisational ‘surveillance’ has intensified and improved, enabling the ongoing (re)creation of workers who discipline themselves, as well as their peers, in ‘post-bureaucratic’ orders. (These are not identical to the ‘post-Fordist’ and ‘post-industrial’ positions, although there are some overlaps). 
These postmodernist claims will be critically interrogated – for example, how accurate are its claims, and how convincing its analyses? – and the question of whether LPT remains relevant, examined. 

Alternative models and aspirations
Finally, in line with Braverman’s stress on the contingent and embedded nature of the capitalist labour process, the course will close with a section discussing radical attempts by workers to fundamentally reshape the labour process from below. If the capitalist (and state) labour process is hierarchical and inegalitarian and fragmented, subordinated to the imperatives of accumulation (and domination), then its antithesis is self-management through direct workers’ control and participatory planning. 

This vision has been a common thread in working class movements, taking a range of expressions, such as the anarchist/syndicalist work of Bakunin and Kropotkin, and has also been implemented in many real-world instances. Notable examples include the anarchist/syndicalist revolution in Spain in the late 1930s, and the factory occupations in Argentina in the early 2000s. 

This section will critically examine these approaches, and pose the question of strategy: given the effects of the capitalist labour process, what would a workers’ movement strategy for self-management entail?

Learning Objectives and Outcomes
At the end of this course, you should have achieved the following:

· Developed an independent capacity to critically evaluate the debates and themes; 
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