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To what extent is labour under capitalism always alienated?
In this paper I will be addressing the way in which labour, under the capitalist system, is always alienated. I will be doing this by looking at theorists such as Carrier (1991 and 1992), Meillassoux (1981), Marx and Engels (1987) while applying some of this theory to the work that Mollona (2005) did in industrial capitalism and the effects of deindustrialisation in Sheffield, taking into account the formal (on the book, recorded in government statistics) and informal economies (Illegal, not recorded work such as stealing and drug dealing) and how this relates to the ideologies of the theorists.  
In the article Emerging Alienation in the Production: A Maussian History (1992), Carrier explains how the environment in which people work in is an important aspect to the individual’s experiences with the objects that they are tasked to create and the social interactions with people. He also explains how there is a difference and a boundary between the two and how the workers can become both alienated and depersonalised from their environments and the objects they are making. In order for Carrier to do this he used a Maussian model: Marcel Mauss writes that there a two different types of exchange. The first being the gift exchange which is associated with the giver and the receiver having a relationship to the object such as the Kula ring (Carrier,1991: 126). The other is the commodity exchange which is “associated with industrial societies dominated by class and the division in labour” (Carrier, J. 1991). In the commodity exchange the individuals involved are people who have no link or relationship with the people with which they exchange, therefore the worker who created this commodity becomes alienated from the exchangeable itself and from the individual who ends up with the item. The commodity becomes the “property” of the owner of a business because people start to think of “objects as abstract bundles of utilities and values that are precisely not unique” instead of a gift (Carrier,1991: 127). Carrier (1992) looks at both UK and USA history of production in order to demonstrate this; both the change and the advance in the control of the capitalist and how this correlates with the alienation of workers. His purpose was not to simply provide a synchronic picture of industrial production but to show how the development in the west has meant economy and social relations have become increasingly different (Carrier,1992: 540).
In this article Carrier identifies four different kinds of production: cottage industry, putting out, early factory production and modern factory production. Within his argument he mainly concentrates on the last two. Early factory production is the where production is the central place but where the labour is recruited and found by the relationships of the current workers, for example a cousin or brother (Carrier, 1992:540). This type of industry first arose because it allowed the capitalist a larger supervision, whereas in the modern factory production all of the labour is regulated by the capitalist so that they are treat the labour and organisation of its workers as a commodity. This arose so the capitalist could keep better control over their workers (Carrier, 1992). The alienation of the workforce started to become greater than ever in the early factory production because the ‘patriarchal’ factory system started new changes with the relationships that workers had with each other, along with the new boundary between the worker and the contractor, which added a new layer of control over the workers (Carrier, 1992: 544). On top of this the capitalist had more control and see over in the production, this led to a wage system that did not allow the workers to work at their own speed but at the speed that would produce the most surplus value. Moving forward to the modern factory production where systems like a production line were developed resulted in the time of the worker being a commodity as well as the products they have created (Carrier, 1992: 547). The combination of the control of who is hired, the control of time on the product and the control in the environment led to the huge alienation of the worker from all aspects in working life. Carrier argues that this is an explanation of how the worker becomes a commodity because they are only seen as a provider of labour. However, it is argued that what the workers begin to experience is that there is a distinct difference between the understanding of persons and their work (Calhoun, 1982), which is that there are two very different aspects in a person’s life, “core” and “periphery”. The “core” is an important aspect to the person’s life which is continuous and concrete, this “inalienable self is engaged in . . . inalienable identities and relationships” such as the family and the social roles within this (Carrier, 1992: 551). Whereas the “Periphery” is “one’s performance at specific transient tasks” where the person is “freely” consenting to the agreement of doing tasks for money in accordance with rules (Barnett and Silverman, 1979). This is the difference between the alienation of a person in work and in their social obligations in the family. Carrier argues that there is no alienation in the family but only in the work force. 
On the other hand, Meillassoux (1981) uses structural Marxism to demonstrate the unequal labour relations between workers and capitalists, in both the production environment as well as the home and family. He uses Marx’s theory on the proletariat and the bourgeoisie to explain this[footnoteRef:1]. He says that in the economy where the workers control who is hired such as in the early factory production (Carrier, 1992) the older men are seen as the equivalent to a bourgeoisie and the young men as the proletariat. This is because the old, “more skilled” workers have greater control and ranking over the younger men. This leads to the alienation of the younger generation of men by creating a barrier between the male gender group by placing one age above the other. All men can be the equivalent to a bourgeoisie at some point in their life because as their age increases so does their status in work. In the same context he applies these labels to the household where the women are the proletariat. This means that both male and female can be alienated under capitalism at some point in their lives.  However, where Carrier (1992) fails to look at the alienation of female labour under capitalism, Meillassoux (1981) demonstrates how the women are exploited in the industrial capitalism, by being the producer of male workers for the factories. However, it can be argued that Meillassoux also overlooks the social, historical, ideological and cultural contexts of the exploitation of women and children in domestic settings and instead over – emphasises the power of exploitation of domestic workers.  [1:  The bourgeoisie being those who owned the machinery, could hire and make workers redundant. They are the people who own the means of production, whereas the proletariat are part of the working class who need to work for the bourgeoisie to buy food and provide for their family. The word proletariat derives from the Latin word for proles, meaning “lots of mouth to feed” (Woodfin, R and Zarate, O. 2004) ] 

One way that Meillassoux shows how workers are alienated in the work force is by using the simile of how informal and formal economies are framed in the context of other paradigms such as capitalist and non-capitalist societies (Meillassoux, 1981). One ethnographic study in particular which is a good example of this theory is Mollona’s work in ‘Endcliffe’ in his article Factory, family and neighbourhood: the political economy of informal labour in Sheffield (Mollona, 2005). Here he looks at a community in Sheffield where workers are involved in both formal and informal work to sustain themselves. This ethnography demonstrates there can be both proletariat and bourgeoisie in informal economies, in and out of the household.  In the article Lupton (2001) suggests that informal economies occur because of de-industrialization in a society. This can be used to argue the reasons for the large amount of informal work in this area, because as Mollona points out, “’Endcliffe’ is an ex-industrial area in the east end of Sheffield” (Mollona, 2005:527). Like Meillassoux, Mollona is pinpointing the connections between the “domestic and informal economies and the wage economy” (Mollona 2005:529) as well as the work of women in the domestic labour in reproducing capitalist interests in the form of male workers. Mollona looks at a small workshop called Morris, which hires 18 employees. There are two types of workers here, seven being ‘hot’ workers who forge the metals and need skilled knowledge of the job. In order to pass this knowledge on, the workers employ their own apprentices, normally to a member of their kin as this form of work is only learnt though “physical discipline” (Molona 2005: 532). This type of employment goes back to the early factory production where the workers have relationships (Carrier, 1991). Yet there is still a hierarchy and form of boundary between the young and old men and their experience with the work (Mollona , 2005 : 532). There are then eleven ‘cold’ workers who are younger than the hot workers and live in working class suburbs. The cold workers’ job is fast and repetitive, they are employed though formal channels and supervised and regulated by the owner, Mr Reed.  Here is a key example of where a worker is alienated from their work, because unlike in the hot department, cold workers have to work at a rate that produces the maximum products for demand. There is an obvious boundary between the hot and cold workers because the cold have more supervision than the hot. This means that the hot workers believe themselves to be more skilled and more entitled to a higher pay. This alienates the workers from each other and the community, because Mr Reed only wants to employ workers who do not belong to unions, which means that there is no solidarity between the workers or of there being an ‘us and them’ mentality, but more individual workers only working for themselves (Mollona, 2005). In this situation Marx argues that the wage system is irrelevant because all that the owners of the means of production care for is the surplus value they end with after the wages and the capital for the raw materials and machinery (Schmitt, R.1987 :117). He says that this is an aspect of why the workers are so alienated. Marx distinguishes four main aspects of worker alienation; the first being that they are alienated from their object such as the steel production in the hot and cold areas, because these end products to do not belong to them but the owner. The hot and cold workers are providing the money for the wage and materials and thus also the surplus value that belongs to the capitalist, “the alienation of the workers consists in the fact that in doing their work, they strengthen the power of the opposing class” (Schmitt, R 1987: 153). Therefore, the capitalist relies on the alienation of their workers and needs this to be sustained in order to gain an optimum amount of surplus value.  This is the result because the workers have nothing to offer other than their ability to work in the labour market. “His labour therefore not voluntary but coerced; it is forced labour” (Schmitt, R 1987:154) Marx says this because the people in this economy, especially in a place like Endcliffe where there is an action of deindustrialisation happening, it is argued that the will to work is not their choice. However, it could be contended that this is not the fact: in a town where informal and formal economies work hand in hand, the workers do have the choice. They could simply work in only the informal economy or still be a figure in the formal economy but claim benefits. The freedom of choice of whether or not to work and what to do with our lives is an aspect of what it means to be human, so when this is taken away from us as a means of survival this alienates the individual from their work but also from who they are as a human; “alienation is dehumanization” (Schmitt, R 1987:154). This, along with the competition pitting human against other humans in order to earn more and to survive, alienates the worker against other workers, for example the rivalry going on between the hot and cold workers (Mollona, 2005).
I content that one of the reasons that the workers work as hard as they do, other than the competition, is the knowledge of surveillance and supervision. Foucault’s idea of the Panopticon (Foucault 1975) can be used in accordance with this: if workers in a production line believe that they are always under surveillance from either the capitalist owner or the other workers they could be forced to work harder than they would normally.  This is much like how the prisoners in the panopticon will not leave their cells or talk to other inmates because, even though they don’t know it, they may be being watched by the possible prison guards in the panoptic tower.
“with panopticism, is the discipline-mechanism: a functional mechanism that must improve the exercise of power by making it lighter, more rapid, more effective, a design of subtle coercion for a society to come” (Foucault 1975)
 this explains that the use of the panopticism ideology is a greater, more efficient way of control, allowing humans to believe they are being watched produces a subconscious level of oppression, resulting in the alienation of themselves and their environment.
In Mollona’s research he looks at the formal and informal economy, formal being the work that is recorded, taxed and paid for through the books, informal being illegal work of cash in hand where the payment is not recorded and so no tax is paid, or criminal work such as stealing, prostitution and drug dealing. The first example of the informal economy working alongside the formal economy in Morris is when it comes to payday. Mollona explains that the amount of money an employee earns is sometimes negotiated with taking into account the “worker’s personal circumstances and second incomes” (Mollona, 2005: 534). The wording of “second incomes” suggests that this is not a second job but another, possibly informal, means of gaining money. In addition to this it is said the once there is an agreement on the payment some of it is paid off the books and in cash. There is a split between the two age groups in the workers, the younger are paid and give the impression that they are only there for their wages, whereas the older group of workers act as a self-employed group who are simply paying the owner for rented time on the machines at times. 
The evidence suggests that there is an informal production line in parallel to the formal production that they are paid for. Mollona says that workers of the underlying informal work participate in two ways:  the outsourcing and accepting of the materials and work needed. There are three determining factors that the whole workforce need to take into consideration before they do this. Does the firm they are using have formal supervision that would deter the workers from getting involved in informal work? Is this other firm close to Morris in Endcliffe where only certain members on the community go? Finally, is the “productive network stratified along generational lines”? (Mollona, 2005:535).  The second way for the workers to participate in the informal work is restricted groups of exchange and the tasks that each worker can perform, this is sometimes restricted to only the hot worker’s department. This is simply because the hot workers have more control over what they do with their time and their tools. As a result of this lack of control these particular workers are able to take part in other, off the books jobs, either selling their own work or working for other businesses around the town that do not offer any other benefits and pay a low wage. Surprisingly the work that these men do are not hidden and the owner of Morris knows about this but does not discourage it because it is a benefit towards the town. The hot workers who go on to sell their own work, selling scrap mental and even employing their own apprentices to assist are seen as petty capitalists (Mollona, 2005 :536). 
A key part to Mollona’s work is the topic of the local pub called the “Khaled” which is the place for the unemployed and working people to go for leisure, but it is also an economic institution. This pub provides the services as a type of local job centre, as nowhere else offers opportunities to work in the manufacturing industry, so the pub allows people to be allocated manual jobs. This demonstrates how the capitalist system has put in place a way that deters the local men, typically young, from working in the steel works which is almost a tradition in this area. This is a form of alienation to the rest of the community. Furthermore, if a young man chooses to go into a clerical job rather than a manual one inside of a steel works, this would create a barrier between them and the rest of the community. This capitalist system has not set in place a legitimate way for people to achieve the goal of working in a manual job in the steelworks. I argue that this is because of ‘national capitalism’, where the capitalist industries have put in place measures where the common culture all agree and do the same thing such as working in the same sector and visiting the same pub. So, when someone goes against this, there becomes a problem and an issue of alienation (Hann and Hart 2011: 30).
Here I have looked at the different ways in which labour is alienated under capitalism but also the different forms of labour in which this can happen. In a longer piece I could have also included an examination of Engels’ work with private property and how this influences the women in the household and how this has affected the ways in which the reproduction of labour is set out. As well as this I would have preferred to ally some of these idea to the work of Ong and his ethnography on a Malaysian production line and how the women have turned around their alienation and taken back their time. However, in this paper I have been able to look at the uses of informal and formal economies for labour workers under capitalist systems and the extent in which they are alienated using key theorists and the ethnographic work of Mollona. 
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