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Harry Braverman’s classic Labour and Monopoly Capital: The Degradation of Work in the Twentieth Century (1974) is “an attempt to inquire systematically into the consequences which the particular kinds of technological change characteristic of the monopoly capitalist period [since about 1900]. Influenced by the Monthly Review school of Marxism.

Discussion of Taylor and scientific management which is essential in capitalism. Management taking knowledge of technical processes away from skilled workers and forcing them (over decades) to be dumbed down, with little or no understanding of how all the work they do in factories “fits together.”  Management becomes the brain, whereas formerly the skilled workers were both the brains and the brawn. Conception is separated from execution,” the thickening of management, the addition of many layers of bureaucracy for the sake of planning and supervising. And machinery - divests workers of control over their own labour.” Machines are paced and controlled according to centralized decisions, and that these controls may thus be in the hands of management, to multiply the productivity of labour.”

Capitalist drive to increase labour productivity can become socially irrational - in the obsession with cutting labour costs, more and more people are eventually thrown out of work; more and lose their source of income and become economically redundant. Machines take the place of workers. Demand falls, which causes a fall in capacity utilization, which causes a fall in investment, which further decreases aggregate demand, etc., until eventually a recession or depression hits. 

Braverman’s discussion of the modern corporation demonstrates the insane complexity of corporate structures. For example marketing became the second major subdivision of the corporation, subdivided in its turn among sales, advertising, promotion, correspondence, orders, commissions, sales analysis, and other such sections. Also finance, personnel etc requires, for its own smooth functioning, internal departments which reflect and imitate the subdivisions of the entire corporation. 

Just as production jobs have become more and more degraded in skill and intellectual stimulation so management (not just “managers,” and not the upper ranks) has become characterized by degraded, semi-skilled clerical work, increasing mechanization, and a minute division of labour. 

Braverman’s discussion of the nature and history of clerical work, how it has grown incalculably since the 19th century and lost status and pay in the process is excellent. 

As labour is displaced from manufacturing, which is more easily unionized than clerical, service, and retail labour, and so tends to have (after unionization has happened) higher rates of pay, society’s aggregate demand starts to decrease because of the lower pay rates in non--‐‑manufacturing sectors.

In order to keep the economy going strong, consumer credit becomes increasingly important. 

Braverman concludes that in the early 1970s, two--‐‑thirds to three--‐‑fourths of the total working population appeared “readily to conform to the dispossessed condition of a proletariat.”  More and more every year, as Marx predicted, the economy is being polarized into a tremendous majority of the dispossessed and a tiny minority of the possessors.

