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We want to feel the sunshine

We want to smell the flowers

We’re sure that God has willed it

And we mean to have eight hours.

We’re summoning our forces

From shipyard, shop and mill

Eight hours for work, eight hours for rest,

Eight hours for what we will.

—Hymn of the Eight-Hour Movement (1886)

In all its handouts, capitalism promises that everyone will benefit from a pros-
perous economy: What’s good for General Motors (GM) is good for the coun-
try; a rising tide lifts all boats. Yet neither the robust business climate of the

1990s nor the period of economic growth in the United States in the early years of
this century has led to increases in workers’ standard of living. Instead, soaring cor-
porate profits and business-friendly government have resulted in stagnant wages,
deteriorating working conditions, loss of job security, union busting, and the worst
income disparity since the 1930s. Corporate America increased productivity by
decreasing the number of employees, increased profits by holding down workers’
wages, and increased working hours while keeping unemployment high. In other
words, contrary to “trickle-down” predictions, the corporate world has consolidated
power, and workers are, by all indicators, worse off for it.

In 1991, the highly profitable A. E. Staley Company, a corn-processing plant
based in Decatur, Illinois, offered its employees a contract that called for increasing
the regular workday to 12 hours, mandatory overtime, pay cuts, and benefit take-
backs. At the same time, Staley reportedly turned a 22% profit, while its parent
company, the British conglomerate Tate and Lyle, reaped $400 million in profits on
$5.5 billion in sales.

The employees resisted the proposed contract at the bargaining table and in
public protests. In June 1993, the company locked out its regular employees and
brought in replacement workers to run the plant. Although that move launched
a 2-year battle that became the rallying point in the struggle to revitalize the
American labor movement, in the end the company won out, forcing the workers
to accept draconian concessions in the midst of booming business.1 With its vast
financial resources and ever-growing supply of replacement workers, and with state
power (in the form of state and local police) stepping in whenever “necessary” to
contain the dispute, the company was able to hold out longer than 760 workers who
had not received regular paychecks in more than 2 years. In other words, instead of
passing along some of its good fortune to workers, Staley used its beefed-up
resources as a whip against the employees, taking more and more away from work-
ers merely because it had become strong enough to get away with it.
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In recent decades, Americans have seen increased polarization as the benefits of a
strong economy flow disproportionately into the hands of the already wealthy. Longer
hours are by no means the only setback to which workers are subjected in the face of
corporate prosperity. While worker productivity rose 16.6% from 2000 to 2005, total
compensation for themedian worker rose only 7.2% (Greenhouse & Leonhardt, 2006).
Even the conservative business press acknowledged the trend. TheWall Street Journal
reported in 2006 that while the overall economy grew by nearly 12% since 2001,
median income dropped 0.5%. The Journal also quoted new Commerce Department
data that showed that corporate profits hit a 40-year high, accounting for 12.2% of the
nation’s gross domestic product in the second quarter of 2006,while the average wages
measured as a percentage of GDP declined to 2.8% in the same period, the lowest on
record.“Many of the benefits from the five-year economic expansion have gone to the
nation’s highest earners, while the average worker has struggled to stay in place,” the
Journal noted with apparent surprise (Etter, 2006, p. A7).

Proponents of capitalism are hard-pressed to explain this pattern of growing inequal-
ity and polarization in the face of an expanding economy and increasing productivity.
Pundits often fall back on “psychologizing” the problems (people are poor or unem-
ployed because of some personal failing: lack of motivation, drug problem, reliance on
welfare, etc.) or on “naturalizing” these ills by pronouncing them intransigent facts of
human existence. The writings of Karl Marx, however, offer a different interpretation.

More than 125 years ago,Marx (1867/1977) argued that under capitalism, work-
ers must, by definition, lose economic ground as productivity and profits increase.
Far from an anomaly or accidental by-product, this pattern is inherent in a capital-
ist mode of production.

Our point is not to suggest that Marx was a visionary. His writings and theories
remain viable today because of the nature of his project: Marx’s analysis of capital-
ism is designed to uncover the dynamics and contradictions inherent in a system
that converts all human relations into economic relations. His central work,Capital,
is a detailed explication of the logic of capitalism (and given that logic, the necessary,
albeit often counterintuitive, implications of it). By revealing that logic, Marx is able
to write about actual conditions in his time while also giving future readers tools for
analyzing capitalism and its workings in other historical moments. The purpose of
this chapter, then, is to take Marx out of 19th-century industrial England and, by
analyzing current workplace conditions in Marxist terms, enable the reader to begin
to understand Marxism and the cogency of Marxist theory today.
Capital’s three volumes contain a multifaceted theory, even a summary of which

is beyond the scope of this chapter. We therefore focus our discussion on the cor-
nerstone of Marx’s argument: the production of value and surplus value. Following
Marx, we argue that the logic of value production mandates the continuous push
to extend the working day. We then examine labor trends from the early 1990s
through 2006, particularly the reemergence of the 12-hour day and rotating shifts, to
demonstrate one of the central claims of Marxism: Capitalism, by its very nature,
generates a ceaseless drive to lengthen the working day, with absolute indifference
to human needs, abilities, or limitations.

A note before delving into Marxism proper: As is the case with other legendary
(if you will) theorists, such as Freud or Einstein, many readers begin to study the
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material with certain preconceived, “common knowledge” notions about that the-
orist’s work. Unfortunately, these notions are often stereotyped sketches, oversim-
plified to the point that they bear no useful resemblance to the original. Worse
yet, they can, we fear, constrain the way in which a reader approaches the material
by setting forth from the outset a frame that is inadequate to the concept. (For
example, it is often difficult to convince students to take Freud seriously at first
because he is popularly presented as something of a nut who cannot think about
anything but penises.) To circumvent this problem,we begin by noting whatMarxism
is not: Marxism is not the mere conclusion that capitalism is exploitative. That is a
critique of capitalism, and it is one with which Marx agrees, but it is not “Marxism.”
Many theorists before and after Marx have argued that capitalism is exploitative,
and modes of production prior to capitalism (slavery and feudalism) were exploita-
tive as well. Marx’s contribution is in explaining how, why, and in precisely what
ways capitalism, by its own logic, must be so. In other words, the idea that capital-
ism is exploitative is the beginning, not the end, of Marx’s theorizing.

Contemporary Marxist theory contains many strains, some of which dispute the
importance of value as a central concept in Marx. In particular, the so-called ana-
lytic Marxists (see Mayer, 1994) emphasize exploitation as the central concept and
argue that the concepts of value and surplus value are not analytically useful. In
contrast to the analytic Marxists, the Marxist humanists (see Dunayevskaya, 1988)
argue that alienation is the central concept of Marx and that production of surplus
value is the central form of alienation under capitalism. Marx’s writings contain
much of value and much that can be debated. Our goal in this chapter is to present
what Marx wrote in Capital and what he emphasized in his writings: that produc-
tion of value and surplus value is key to understanding capitalism. This presenta-
tion, we hope, will help readers form the basis for sifting through contemporary
debates (in this book and elsewhere) on how best to develop Marx’s theories.

Marx’s Theory of Capital

The Concept of Value

According toMarx, the main function of capitalism is not the production of goods
(use value),but rather the productionof exchange value or,more simply, value.2 The goal
of the capitalist is the production of surplus value. Unlike other modes of production
(such as those of hunter and gatherer societies, slave societies, or agrarian feudalism),
in which the primary significance of a particular good is its usefulness (use value), the
goods produced under capitalism—commodities—are important to capitalists only as
bearers of (exchange) value.3 Marx defines value as the total amount of (socially nec-
essary, abstract) labor time expended in the production of a given commodity.4

Value and Commodity Exchange

Because value (as abstract labor time) is the common denominator among all
commodities, it allows diverse commodities, such as cotton, steel, hamburgers, and
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college educations, to be exchanged for each other—or for their objectified equiv-
alent form, money—in the market. When capitalists exchange certain amounts of
seemingly diverse types of commodities in the market (one wool coat for two pairs
of shoes), they are actually exchanging definite quantities of value that have been
objectified, or embedded, in those diverse commodity forms. Capitalists do not
care which commodities they have, or which ones they get, so long as they are able
to exchange them in sufficient quantities. This indifference to the kinds of goods
that are being produced in turn transforms the entire concept of work. The purpose
of working used to be to produce particular goods that have some particular use to
people—in other words, to produce use value. Under capitalism, the purpose of
work is the production of exchange value.

The shift in focus from use value to exchange value underlies many of the
dynamics of capitalism, including the drive toward an endless working day.5 Also, it
is this transformation that fundamentally inverts, or subverts, the notion of a mode
of production. No longer a system designed to meet human needs, capitalism
becomes a system driven by the desire to generate value, and human concerns are
replaced by concerns about maximizing surplus value.

It is important to note that Marx’s critique of capitalism does not rest on an
assumption of anyone “cheating the system.” Instead, he begins with the assump-
tion that all goods are exchanged in themarket for their full value. Thus, any exploita-
tion would be inherent to capitalism, independent of any capitalist’s will or guile.6

Labor as Commodity

The capitalist, then, has a difficult task: Selling a commodity above its value does
not count as “capitalism” (i.e., does not create new value); the capitalist must find a
way to make the value of his or her commodity greater than the sum of the value
of its parts. Labor power is the only commodity that fills that bill because it is the
only commodity that can create value.

Labor power, or the ability to do a day’s labor, is a commodity. It shares the fol-
lowing basic properties with any commodity:

• A day’s labor power has a particular amount of value embedded in it.
• A day’s labor power is purchased with an equivalent amount of value—in this

case, in the form of wages.
• The value of a day’s labor power is the quantity of labor time embedded in it.
• The value of a day’s labor power is equal to the total amount of socially nec-

essary labor time used to produce the average bundle of (socially necessary)
goods a worker must consume each day to be able to come to work again the
next day (i.e., the labor embedded in food, clothes, housing, health care, etc.).

Labor: The Secret Behind Surplus Value

Again, it is important to note what Marx is not saying. Marx is not merely say-
ing that capitalists are always trying to make workers work longer so they will have
more goods to sell and therefore be richer. Rather, Marx argues that by maximizing
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the amount of time an individual works in a day, the capitalist will be able to max-
imize the rate of return he or she gets for the wage he or she has paid to that indi-
vidual. In other words, the capitalist will have maximized the rate of surplus value.

To illustrate the role of labor in the production of surplus value, we arbitrarily
assume that 5 hours is the amount of labor time needed to produce a worker’s daily
subsistence. This means that the value of (or the amount of past labor embedded in)
a day’s labor is equal to 5 hours. Furthermore, we assume that the quantity of value
represented by 5 hours of socially necessary abstract labor time is equal to $100.7

The capitalist pays the worker $100 for his or her day’s labor. Equal values have been
exchanged, and everything has been exchanged at its full value. An amazing trans-
formation takes place, however, once we leave the market and enter the realm of
production. It is in the realm of production, Marx argues, that the secrets of sur-
plus value, and therefore capitalism, are revealed.

Production of Commodities and Surplus Value

In the market, labor power appears the same as any other commodity. When we
enter the sphere of production, however, the crucial difference emerges: labor creates
value. All other commodities used in the production process add to the new com-
modity only the set amount of value already embedded in them as a result of their
own production.Assume, for example, that 3 pounds of cotton have 3 hours of labor
time embedded in them. No matter how the capitalist uses that cotton, the maxi-
mum amount of value it can bestow on another commodity in the process of pro-
duction is 3 hours’ worth. That is, it can transfer only the value it has in it. Labor,
however, creates value. Therefore, not only can it transfer the value already embed-
ded in it (its current value) but also, by continuing to work, labor can create and add
new value. When the capitalist hires a worker, he or she is buying not merely past
labor (i.e., labor that has already been expended in the production process) but also
the capacity to labor, or labor power. There is no reason to suppose that the amount
of value a worker can create (i.e., the amount of labor time the worker can expend
in a day) is necessarily the same as the amount of labor time that was necessary to
produce his or her daily means of subsistence. Marx (1867/1977) notes,

But the past labour embodied in the labour-power and the living labour it can
perform; the daily cost of maintaining labour-power and its daily expenditure
in work, are two totally different things. The former determines the exchange-
value of the labour-power, the latter is its use-value. The fact that half a day’s
labour is necessary to keep the worker alive during 24 hours does not in any
way prevent him from working a whole day. (p. 300)

If the worker is hired but left idle all day, that worker produces no value. If the
worker works longer (at the socially necessary rate) than the amount of labor time
required to reproduce his or her efforts, the worker creates more value than the cap-
italist paid, thus producing surplus value.

Marx shows us that to understand the secrets of capitalism, it is important to
peer into the details of the production process (details that are hidden from us

12 PART I CLASSICAL SOCIOLOGICAL THEORY



when we go to the store to buy commodities).We will lay out an extended example
of the details of linen production (using hypothetical numbers for simplicity) to
illustrate the nature of the production process under capitalism. This section,
although somewhat arid, provides the basis for understanding the more dramatic,
real-world examples we discuss elsewhere in the chapter. Table 1.1 summarizes all
the transactions discussed in this section.

Our capitalist has decided to produce linen. (Because he is a capitalist, his inter-
est is in linen for its exchange value, not its use value.) We make the following
assumptions and trace out the first day of production:

• Ten spools of thread are needed to produce 10 yards of linen. The capitalist
buys 50 spools of thread (Table 1.1, line 1, column 5) for $50 (column 6), an
amount equal to the value of the labor power embodied in that thread.

• In producing 50 yards of linen, the wear and tear on the loom and all
other equipment costs (including rent, light, heat, etc.) equal $50 (Table 1.1,
column 7).

• The value of a day’s labor (i.e., the cost of reproducing a day’s labor) is $100
(Table 1.1, column 3), and this $100 represents 5 hours of socially necessary
labor time.

• As you can see, in making the purchases necessary to produce linen, our cap-
italist has exchanged $200 (Table 1.1, column 2) for commodities valued at
$200—an even exchange.

We now assume that, working at a normal pace, using the average skill and typi-
cal equipment, a worker can turn 10 spools of thread into 10 yards of linen in 1 hour.
In 5 hours, the worker will have woven 50 yards of linen (Table 1.1, column 9). The
following equation summarizes the day’s activities:
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Labor
1 day (5 hours)

$100
+

Thread
50 spools

$50
+

Equipment
loom, etc.

$50
=

Linen
50 yards
$200

Thus, the linen contains $200 of total labor: $100 of new labor from our worker
and $100 worth of dead labor contained in the thread and the equipment.
Therefore, the 50 yards of linen have a value of $4 per yard (Table 1.1, column 10).

The capitalist now takes the cloth to the market and exchanges his linen at full
value—$200. He now has the same $200 he started with—not a very fruitful day
(compare Table 1.1, columns 2 and 11). After all his transactions, the capitalist is no
better off than before. No surplus value was created (column 12).

Production of Surplus Value

Despite this early setback, our capitalist quickly sees his mistake and vows to rec-
tify it. The capitalist recognizes that surplus value can be created only by extending
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Given that the linen was produced using the same technology and conditions and
skill (i.e., it contains the same amount of socially necessary labor), it has the same value
as yesterday, namely, $4 per yard (Table 1.1, column 10).The value of the linen is there-
fore $400 (column 11). The cost of the commodities that went into the linen, how-
ever, was only $300 (column 2). The capitalist has generated surplus value of $100
(column 12) and a rate of profit (column 13) of 33% ($100/$300). In other words,
money has been used to purchase commodities thatwere then used to create a new com-
modity whose value is greater than the original capital outlay, and this new commodity
is turned back into an equivalent amount of money. This is the essence of capitalism.

Surplus Value and the Extension of the Working Day

We have seen that surplus value is generated only if the worker works longer
than the time required to reproduce his or her labor power for another day.8 It is
therefore in the interest of the capitalist to extend the working day as far as possi-
ble beyond the point where the worker is simply reproducing his own labor power.

By following the same process and extending the working day to 12 hours, our
capitalist can reap $140 of surplus value, with a profit rate of 41% (see Table 1.1,
line 3, columns 12 and 13).

By extending it to a 15-hour day, the capitalist can reap $200 in surplus value,
with a profit rate of 50% (see Table 1.1, line 4, columns 12 and 13).

By extending the working day beyond what is necessary for reproducing labor
power, the capitalist generates surplus labor, and the more he extends it, the greater
his rate of profit.

Surplus Labor

Far from a fixed entity, what constitutes a “working day” is a variable thing, lim-
ited by some “natural” boundaries but largely defined through social and political
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Labor
1 day (10 hours)

$200
+

Thread
100 spools

$100
+

Equipment
loom, etc.

$100
=

Linen
100 yards
$400

the working day beyond the amount of time necessary to produce the means of
subsistence for the worker (5 hours in the example). With this insight, the capital-
ist goes to the market again.

The following day (see Table 1.1, line 2), the capitalist buys 100 spools of thread
(column 5) for $100 (column 6), $100 worth of looms and lights and such (column 7),
and hires the worker for another day at $100 (column 3). The capitalist has exchanged
$300 (column 2) for commodities valued at $300—again, an even exchange. But
this time, he makes the worker work 10 hours (column 4). During this longer day,
the worker weaves the 100 spools of thread into 100 yards of linen (column 9). We
now have the following equation:



struggle. The minimum length of the working day is the amount of time required
to produce the average worker’s means of subsistence. If labor as a whole works less
than this, society is not reproducing itself and will eventually collapse from star-
vation. Note that the converse is not true: Even if a society as a whole is extracting
surplus value, it may still suffer mass starvation.As Nobel Prize–winning economist
Amartya Sen (1999) has shown, in capitalist societies, famines are generally a prob-
lem not of too little food but of a lack of buying power among the starving.

Theoretically, the maximum length of the working day is 24 hours. In practice,
however, it has to be somewhat less because reproducing the labor power requires
some time for sleeping, eating, and procreating.

The history of capitalism has been the history of the struggle to define the length
of the working day. Capitalists have often attempted to impose working days of
12, 14, 18, and, if possible, 24 hours to maximize their surplus. Marx (1867/1977,
p. 353n) describes a public meeting in Nottingham (home of Robin Hood) to
debate whether the working day should be reduced to 18 hours. Against the insa-
tiable demand of capital, workers seek to limit the extension of the working day so
that they may be able to sell their labor at the same level of intensity the next day
and continue to do so over the course of their lives. This leads to the struggle in the
workplace over the definition of a fair day’s work.

Politics of the Working Day

Although there is constant pressure to increase the working day (and the workweek
and weeks worked per year), the length of the working day is a political question:

The capitalist maintains his rights as a purchaser when he tries to make the
working day as long as possible, and where possible, to make two working days
out of one. On the other hand, the peculiar nature of the commodity sold
implies a limit to its consumption by the purchaser, and the worker maintains
his right as a seller when he wishes to reduce the working day to a particular
normal length. There is here therefore an antinomy, of right against right, both
equally bearing the seal of the law of exchange. Between equal rights, force
decides. Hence, in the history of capitalist production, the establishment of a
norm for the working day presents itself as a struggle over the limits of that
day, a struggle between collective capital, i.e., the class of capitalists, and col-
lective labour, i.e., the working class. (Marx, 1867/1977, p. 344, italics added)

Because the length of the working day is in part a political struggle, labor has
some ability to enforce its definition of the “normal” working day. At various
points, workers have been successful in their demands for a shorter working day.
For example, during the 1990s, workers at Volkswagen in Germany negotiated a
reduction in their workweek as a way of spreading work to more people. Similarly,
workers in France pushed for a reduction of the workweek from 39 hours to 35 hours
(Lardner, 1999). As the collective power of workers declines, however, capital increas-
ingly has its way, and the working day is extended. Union contracts, for example,
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traditionally have been one of workers’ primary tools for defining and limiting the
length of the working day. Union membership in the United States, however, has
declined from 23.6% of the labor force in 1960 to 12.5% in 2005. During the same
period, the length of the working day has steadily increased. In other words, as
union membership has declined, workers have been increasingly unable to enforce
their definition of a working day.

Increasing the Working Day

In The Overworked American, Juliet Schor (1991) documents the increase in the
American working day during the prior two decades. As unions have declined, fixed
capital has increased, and global competition has increased, capital is increasingly
attempting to prop up rates of surplus by extending the working day. Schor esti-
mates that the typical American was working approximately 160 hours more per
year in 1987 than in 1969 (Table 1.2). This is the equivalent of working 13 months
out of every year.9 The trend has continued into this century. According to an
International Labor Organization (ILO) study, the average American’s work hours
increased in one decade by almost a full week over the course of a year (Anderson,
2001). The average American worker in 2001 put in 1,978 work hours, up 36 hours
from 1990. This is occurring at the same time work hours in other industrial
countries are declining and efficiency in many of those countries is increasing. The
ILO also found that the average American worker works 100 more hours (nearly 2½
workweeks) annually than average Australian, Canadian, Japanese, and Mexican
workers. Americans work 250 hours more than British and Brazilian workers, and
500 hours more than German workers. Within the developing world, only South
Korean and Czech workers put in more hours than American workers.

The Return of the 12-Hour Day

One way companies ratchet up the number of hours worked per year is by turning
back the clock to the days of 12-hour (or longer) shifts. Although the Staley case
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Labor Force

Year

Increase1969 1987

All 1786 1949 163

Men 2054 2152 98

Women 1406 1711 305

Table 1.2 Annual Hours Paid Employment for Labor Force Participants

Source: Schor (1991).



came to symbolize this trend, it was by no means unique in its demands or tactics,
as the following examples demonstrate:

• Workers at Caterpillar went on strike in June 1994 after the company—
widely reported in the business press to be enjoying robust profits—
demanded concessions including 12-hour shifts. During the strike, the
company posted record profits while operating with replacement workers
who received no benefits.

• In 1994, Uniroyal Goodrich threatened to shut down if workers did not go
with 12-hour shifts and 24-hour continuous production. Employees capitu-
lated, fearing layoffs.

• The pulp and paper mill Simpson Tacoma Kraft adopted a 12-hour shift
schedule in 2004.

• Even universities are getting into the act, with University of Massachusetts
Amherst putting its power plant workers on 12-hour rotating shifts in 2000,
eliminating the overtime provision for over 8 hours in a day, and providing
compensatory time in lieu of overtime pay for the weeks with 48-hour-long
schedules.

Workday acceleration has not been limited to jobs in the traditional blue-collar
sphere. The Economic Policy Institute found that middle-class parents, taken
together, work 3,335 hours per year, up from just over 3,000 hours per year in 1979,
an increase of 8 workweeks per year in just 20 years (Greenhouse, 1999). A comp-
troller in a company called ClickAction, for example, reports working a 6-week
period without a day off. During that period, the employee said, she had to leave for
work at 5 a.m. and didn’t return home until 10 p.m., at which time she had to wash
dishes and make her family’s dinner for the next night (Lardner, 1999).

Although aggregate figures show a relatively gradual but steady increase, work-
weeks and shift lengths in some companies reached hyperbolic levels in the 1990s.
Machine operators at Chrysler’s Trenton, Michigan, engine plant reportedly work
72-hour weeks. An electrician at the same plant reported working 12-hour shifts,
7 days a week (“GM Pact Fallout,” 1994). He also reported working 84 consecutive
days. Workers in a GM Buick plant clocked in approximately 57 hours per week.
Nearly half of the unionized workers at the Dunlop Tire plant in Tonawanda, New
York, worked 50 weekends a year and two night shifts during the regular week
(“Union Rejects,” 1994).

Overwork and Underwork

The flip side of a longer working day for some people is underemployment, or
unemployment for others. In an era of globalization, many American companies
have lengthened the working day (and decreased wages) by taking their production
offshore to countries with weaker labor laws or enforcement, often developing
countries with little or no organized labor movement. The story is painfully familiar:
American manufacturing companies move their factories to China, Indonesia, South
Korea,Myanmar, and so forth, in search of cheaper labor andmore“business-friendly”
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labor laws and working conditions.As a result,American plants are closed,Americans
are thrown out of work, and the communities around the plants suffer.

Workers at Goodyear Tire went on strike in October 2006 after rejecting a con-
tract that would have included two plant closures and other concessions (“Goodyear
Workers,” 2006). In 2003, the workers accepted one plant closing and concessions
on wages, pensions, and health care to save the company. Goodyear, the third-
largest tire company in the world with $19.5 billion in sales, turned a profit in 2005
for the first time since 2000. But instead of rewarding the employees for their ear-
lier sacrifices, the company came back asking for more. Although the company was
profitable again, executives said more closures and cuts were necessary to keep
their advantage over foreign competition. “We simply cannot accept a contract that
knowingly creates a competitive disadvantage versus our foreign-owned competi-
tion and increases our cost disadvantage versus imports,” said Goodyear’s chief
negotiator, Jim Allen, according to the Reuters report (“Goodyear Workers,” 2006).

Thus, one outcome of this increase in the working day and the accompanying
increase in productivity (in the sense of getting more surplus value) is the creation
of surplus labor. Firms are in a constant search for ways to reduce the number of
workers while still increasing output. The popularity of downsizing in the past two
decades is a reflection of this desire by capital to increase productivity. Downsizing
has the added benefit of increasing what Marx termed the surplus army—the set of
workers available at any time to be pulled into the production process to supple-
ment, or replace, the existing workforce. An additional 59,000 people would have
jobs if the auto industry put a moratorium on overtime, according to the United
AutoWorkers Union (“Overtime Pressures,” 1994). This surplus army of labor keeps
pressure on workers to increase their output and be cautious in their demands for
an increased share of the output (e.g., through wage increases). Capital is constantly
reminding workers that “You can be replaced.” News spots of thousands of workers
lining up for a few job openings at a factory or hotel or fire department are paraded
before the public, reminding them of the surplus army always on call to replace lazy
or militant workers.

With the ever-present threat of shutdown, the message from corporate America
is that Americans have to be willing to settle for less, despite the company’s prof-
itability, or get nothing at all. In his book Slaves to Fashion, sociologist Robert Ross
(2004) argues that American workers are increasingly driven to do just that. For
example, in the first half of the 20th century, the American apparel industry was
notorious for operating almost exclusively with sweatshops, which were located in
the United States. A number of factors in mid-century, including full employment
during World War II, passage of new labor laws, and an increase in unionization
rates in the industry, led to a radical reduction in the number of sweatshops operat-
ing in the United States. Beginning in the 1970s, however, sweatshops began to
reappear and have become increasingly common since then. By 1979, reports of
sweatshops in the New York garment district became so prevalent that the govern-
ment formed a task force to investigate. At that time, the task force found that 35%
of the small shops in New York’s Chinatown had violated the Fair Standards Labor
Act. By 1997, that number had risen to 90% according to a Department of Labor
survey (Ross, 2004). Ross attributes the reemergence of domestic sweatshops to the
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“race to the bottom” that results from global competition. Garment workers in the
United States are working for significantly lower wages and under worsening condi-
tions rather than risk losing their jobs to competitors overseas. As capital and com-
modity markets globalize, the poverty living standards of the developing world
become the socially necessary level of subsistence against which American workers
are measured. And, capital will fight anywhere in the world to ensure that this
socially necessary level stays as low as possible. Currently, China is considering chang-
ing its labor laws to crack down on sweatshops and strengthen unions. The American
Chamber of Commerce came out against the proposed changes and said that
increasing worker protections would result in American companies pulling out of
China in search of more favorable environments for their capital (Barboza, 2006).

Competition and Surplus Value

We have shown that the struggle to increase the working day is driven by a need to
produce surplus value. The production of surplus value alone, however, is not enough.
Capitalists are driven by competition to produce as much surplus value as possible
with a given amount of capital. In other words, firms must, under threat of ruin from
their competitors (domestic or foreign), maximize the ratio of surplus labor to neces-
sary labor. Capital (in the form of investment capital) is constantly on the lookout for
a capitalist who is producing surplus value at a greater rate, quickly switching from the
laggard capitalist to the capitalist who is most successful at generating surplus value. In
a world of global, round-the-clock stock markets and e-trading, capital is more nim-
ble than ever, putting increasing pressure on firms to increase surplus value.

Competition, particularly for investment dollars, is also behind capital’s continual
demands for an increase in the length of the working day. Prior to implementing its
12-hour rotating shifts, Staley was pulling in substantial profits (one estimate put
them at 22% of sales). Those returns were, however, in the words of Staley executive
J.P. Mohan, “inadequate” because Archer Daniels Midland, Staley’s major competitor
in the region, reportedly posted profits of approximately 26%, making it the more
attractive site for investment dollars. Mohan said he needed to implement rotating
12-hour shifts for “Staley in Decatur to be competitive” (“Union Stays,” 1992).10

The fact that all three of the companies in the Decatur “war zone” (Caterpillar,
Staley, and Bridgestone/Firestone) were willing to wage a battle to the death with
long-term employees—in an international media spotlight, while profits for each
were robust—reveals the importance of the role of competition. Indeed, few of the
companies that we looked at used anemic profits to justify moving to longer shifts. As
the following examples show, companies routinely pinned the blame on competition:

• Management at GM’s Buick City plant in Flint, Michigan, chose to ride out a
strike rather than back off on its demands for 12-hour shifts. “Wall Street is
telling GM it must cut payroll before investors will line up behind the com-
pany. The possibility that this strike could close the automaker just as the
1995 model year opens is of secondary concern to stock analysts” (“GM Pact
Fallout,” 1994, p. A1). The fact that GM was profitable did not absolve it of its
obligation to decrease the workforce.
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• In Baltimore, Poly-Seal Corporation, despite its $60 million to $70 million in
annual sales, also withstood a strike rather than concede on 12-hour shifts.
Poly-Seal Chief Executive Officer Robert Gillman said the company “remains
prosperous” but has suffered a decline in the rate of growth of profits, and
because its competitors have gone to longer shifts, it must follow suit or its
operations will become “economically unfeasible” (“12-Hour Day,” 1994).

• Even the venerable Encyclopædia Britannica bowed to the demands of com-
petition when management announced it was extending employees’ work-
week by 2 hours without increasing pay. In a memo to less-than-pleased
employees, management wrote, “We compete with some of the most aggres-
sive companies in the business. Their employees work hard, and we must
match their efforts to compete with them and maintain Britannica’s edge”
(“Middle-Class Labor,” 1995, p. 1).

Companies are not lying or making excuses when they invoke competition to jus-
tify cuts and speed-ups. The laws of competition demand them. Contrary to popu-
lar notions like “individual will” and “entrepreneurial talent,” capitalists recognize
that their decisions are often forced by external factors and occasionally call for state
power to regulate competition (usually as a response to worker agitation). Marx
(1867/1977) quotes a petition by the potteries (including Wedgwood) in 1863:

Much as we deplore the evils before mentioned [extensive workdays for
children], it would not be possible to prevent them by any scheme of agree-
ment between the manufacturers. . . . Taking all these points into considera-
tion, we have come to the conviction that some legislative enactment is
wanted. (p. 381n)

Similarly, the pressure on the working day is generated by the logic of capital and
does not depend on the wishes of individual capitalists.11 As such, imposing inhu-
man shifts is not merely a case of management being anti-worker. During the strike,
Caterpillar ran its plants with office workers and other replacements. These friends
of management were not exempt from the mandates of capital. Instead, they were
forced to put in long hours without recourse to a union contract for protection.
One worker, normally a business analyst, spent 12 hours each day assembling trac-
tors and then 2 or more hours at his old desk job, thereby giving his employer two
jobs each day. A welder brought from Alabama to be a scab was working 72 hours
a week (“Bitter Caterpillar Strike,” 1994).

Thus, it is not capitalists as individuals but rather capitalism that demands that
all firms excel at the exploitation of labor power, the production of surplus value.
Although individual capitalists may deplore the impact of such logic, they act upon
these tender feelings under the threat of ruin. All decisions in the workplace are
seen through the filter of value production. Even attempts at softening working
conditions (such as the Human Relations School, Quality of Work Life programs,
and similar management strategies designed to improve working conditions) are
promoted and implemented with arguments that they will increase the productiv-
ity of labor and hence increase surplus value.
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Mechanisms for Increasing Surplus Labor

Lengthening the working day is only one of many ways firms seek to increase
surplus value. In their never-ending search for sources of surplus labor, firms have
developed a variety of strategies for increasing the length of the working day and
squeezing unpaid labor time from employees. Such tactics include so-called flexible
scheduling; shaving time; innovation; converting to a part-time/contingent labor
force; and, as we saw above, global mobility of production. These tactics are described
below.

Flexible Scheduling

The Relay System. Infiltrating and usurping the whole of a worker’s day is nothing
new in the annals of labor history. In its attempt to get the most value from its labor
power, capital is pressed to take over the entire life of the worker. Arguably the most
blatant example is what Marx (1867/1977) described as the relay system:

During the 15 hours of the factory day, capital dragged in the worker now for
30 minutes, now for an hour, and then pushed him out again, to drag him into
the factory and thrust him out afresh, hounding him hither and thither, in
scattered shreds of time, without ever letting go until the full 10 hours of work
was done. As on the stage, the same person had to appear in turn in the dif-
ferent scenes of the different acts. And just as an actor is committed to the
stage throughout the whole course of the play, so the workers were committed
to the factory for the whole 15 hours, without reckoning the time taken in
coming and going. Thus the hours of rest were turned into hours of enforced
idleness, which drove the young men to the taverns and the young girls to the
brothels. (p. 403)

Through the use of the relay system, the capitalist can extend the working day to
12 or 15 hours while maintaining the fiction of only using (and therefore only pay-
ing for) 10 hours of the worker’s time. This practice of extending control over the
worker’s unpaid time and using workers in scattered fragments has continued in var-
ious forms. In an unusually simple and direct example of the relay system, a Burger
King employee in Glasgow, Scotland, was paid the equivalent of $1.55 for a 5-hour
shift because he was only “on the clock” for the moments he was serving customers.

Another example of the relay system comes from one of the United States’ largest
chains of suburban weekly newspapers. By the nature of their work, reporters tend
to work long hours. Morning deadlines, staff meetings, and editors’ work ethics
often require reporters to come in during the morning, even though their beats may
require them to be present to cover events late at night. The union at this company
won a contract that called for overtime pay after 37.5 hours per week or 10 hours in
a day. To avoid paying overtime, the company put the reporters on a self-regulated
relay system. The reporters had to juggle their time so that all meetings would be
covered without going over the 10 hours. If a reporter had a morning deadline and
a night meeting on the same day, she might have to come in at 10 a.m. to meet
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deadline, work until 5 p.m., leave for a few hours, then return to work at 7 p.m. to
cover the meeting that lasts until 10 p.m.. This reporter would be paid for 10 hours,
but 12 hours were dominated by work. Like the actor waiting backstage until his
cue, the reporter’s off time was really just a holding pattern while waiting to come
back to work.

Part Time. Another way that capital can increase surplus value is by not paying the
full cost of socially necessary means of subsistence. One technique for accomplish-
ing this is to buy only a small fraction of the worker’s day (week, year, work life),
but in such a way that the worker is forced to make him- or herself available to the
capitalist for the whole of the day.

Walmart, the United States’ largest employer, has become famous, or notorious,
for its ability to squeeze its workers (and its suppliers’ workers) for the maximum
amount of surplus value by keeping wages and benefits low, while still maintaining
control over the whole of the workers’ time. The retail giant is routinely criticized for
offering such low wages that many employees rely on food stamps, Medicaid, and
other government aid to make ends meet, in effect shifting part of its payroll onto
taxpayers.12 Still, the company recently launched new initiatives to create an even
cheaper, more “flexible” workforce. The plan calls for wage caps, more part-time
workers, and more workers scheduled on nights and weekends (Greenhouse &
Barbaro, 2006). Employees also report being pressured to make themselves available
around the clock.Walmart denies that it has such a policy, but in March 2006, work-
ers held a protest rally after managers demanded 24-hour availability and cut the
hours of workers who objected. According to the New York Times, workers in other
stores throughout the country also said they face similar demands (Greenhouse &
Barbaro, 2006). Again, such moves are not the work of particularly misanthropic
minds; they are merely the rational responses to the demands of capitalism.

To some extent, Walmart is simply doing what business strategists recommend:
deploying workers more efficiently to meet the peaks and valleys of business in
their stores.Wall Street, which has put pressure onWalmart to raise its stock prices,
has endorsed the strategy, with analysts praising the new approach to managing its
workers (Greenhouse & Barbaro, 2006).

Demanding round-the-clock availability not only taps into the “benefits” of the
relay system, but many Walmart employees say it is also a way to pressure and
harass higher-wage, higher-seniority workers into quitting to make room for lower-
wage part-timers. Executives deny such intentions, but their protestations look
dubious in light of a widely circulated internal memo that was leaked to the New
York Times in October 2005 (Greenhouse & Barbaro, 2006). In a section on “the
most significant benefits-related challenges” to the company, the memo states
that “growth in benefits costs is unacceptable (15% per year) and driven by funda-
mental and persistent root causes (e.g., aging workforce, increasing average
tenure)” (Chambers, 2006). In the carefully worded recommendations section, the
memo suggests that the company “redesign benefits and other aspects of the Associate
experience, such as job design, to attract a healthier, more productive workforce”
[italics added]. One proposed strategy was gratuitously making the jobs more
physically strenuous, such as forcing cashiers to gather carts from the parking lot.
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Within a year of that memo’s release, several Florida stores’ older employees with
back and leg problems were suddenly forbidden to sit on stools while performing
jobs like cashier, store greeters, and fitting room attendants, even though they had
previously been allowed to use them (Greenhouse & Barbaro, 2006).

Contingent Labor. “Contingent labor” is a corollary to the relay system. By relying
on temporary, contract, or “consulting”workers, the company can replace full-time
employees with a set of workers (often the same workers they used to employ full
time) whose labor power is used in small fragments, with the downtime inherent in
most work processes pushed onto the worker’s ledger. This is the new “flexibility”
that firms are pushing for in their attempt to stay competitive. By reducing the
actual “work” time, firms can reduce the amount of paid labor while still getting the
same amount of total labor power, thereby increasing surplus value (or, in business
jargon, “increasing the productivity of labor”).

Contingent workers provide their labor as temporaries, consultants, freelancers,
and stringers, or in similar positions, and as such, their paid work time is reduced
to the minimum required by capital, and many of the fixed costs of work are borne
by the worker. For example, many workers now must have a home office with com-
puter, phone, fax, printer, and so on to be able to offer their labor power to capital
on an as-needed basis. At the same time, contingent workers, most of whom have
no union representation, take home on average $100 less per week than permanent
employees, and few receive health benefits (20%) or employer pension plans (25%)
(“Contingent Workforce,” 2003).

Although they can expect little in the way of reward, contingent workers must
also have a multitude of skills to enable them to meet the constantly changing
demands of a production system that itself is constantly innovating to take
advantage of new techniques for increasing surplus value. Although capital is con-
stantly looking for ways to replace skilled workers with cheaper, less-skilled workers
(Braverman, 1974), it also demands that workers are able to be highly productive in
any of a number of production processes. This is especially true of contingent
workers, who must be able to quickly plug into a wide variety of work settings to
meet the ebb and flow of demand in various companies.

How prevalent is the practice? Approximately 33% of American workers are
temporary or contingent employees, according to a 1998–1999 study by the Economic
Policy Institute (Cook, 2000). Moreover, surveys indicated that between 80% and
90% of firms use contingent workers, and 60% expect to increase their use of con-
tingent labor in the future (“Contingent Workforce,” 2003).

A Note on “Flexibility.” Not all “flexibility” plans are as nefarious as Walmart’s.
Indeed, although all such plans are undertaken with the company’s best interest in
mind, some are genuinely driven by the added goal of helping employees achieve
an acceptable work-life balance. For example, many companies have begun offering
“flexible scheduling” in the form of compressed workweeks, job sharing, or the
option to go part-time as a way to retain high-skilled or professional female
employees, because the cost of training a new employee is so high. But although
such schedules might be attractive to some high-skilled employees, lower-income
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employees aren’t usually offered “family-friendly” scheduling because they are less
costly to replace. For lower-income workers, particularly those without the protec-
tion of a union contract, “flexible scheduling” opens the door to longer work hours
for some and layoffs for others down the line. For example, some workers are
attracted by the idea of a “compressed workweek” (for example, four 10-hour shifts
instead of five 8-hour shifts) because it gives them an extra day off each week.
Employers usually argue that compressed schedules actually give employees more
time with their families because, in theory, it gives them more days off. In practice,
however, those off days get eaten up by mandatory overtime. Employees often end
up working five 12-hour shifts instead of five 8-hour shifts. Employees at the
Formica plant in Evendale, Ohio, for example, routinely work five 12-hour shifts
and 7-day weeks, and even 20-day stretches are not unheard of (“Factory OT
Shoots Up,” 1994). Managers at Griffin Environmental Company in New York
admit that they went to a 4-day week with longer shifts because they rely on over-
time to meet demand, and they wanted to leave Friday open for overtime hours
(“Griffin Environmental,” 1995).

Shaving Time

Firms try to increase surplus value in both large and small ways. Extending the
working day to 10 or 12 hours is one of the more blatant methods, but firms try
other means as well. In an op-ed piece in the New York Times, Chicago labor lawyer
and author Tom Geoghegan (1999) reported on common ways companies rou-
tinely steal time, forcing employees to work for free. Fast-food restaurants often
make employees clock out when the restaurant closes, even though the employees
have to stay to clean up. The more blatant firms make the employees clock out
whenever there are no customers. Hotel employees often work through their
breaks, but the break time was still deducted from their paychecks.

Shaving a few minutes of time here and there can really add up for capital’s ben-
efit. For example, in 2006, a judge ruled that over the course of 8 years,Walmart was
found to have cheated its workers in Pennsylvania out of $78 million in pay by forc-
ing them to work through their unpaid breaks. A woman working as a cake deco-
rator said she worked 8 to 12 unpaid hours each month. Two cashiers said that they
were sometimes locked in the store and ordered to restock the shelves, off the clock,
before they could leave (Greenhouse, 2006). The prior year, a judge found that
Walmart’s California stores regularly failed to provide workers with meal breaks,
resulting in 8 million violations of labor law in a 5-year period. The company was
ordered to pay $172 million to cover the missing meal breaks (Klug, 2005). A 1996
Employer Policy Foundation study estimated “conservatively” that illegally denied
overtime pay amounts to at least $19 billion every year (Geoghegan, 1999).

By having workers work off the clock, the capitalist is able to increase unpaid
labor and thereby increase the rate of surplus value. Managers are under tremen-
dous pressure to get as much surplus labor as possible from employees and will fre-
quently coerce employees into working off the clock, having them come early, stay
late, work through breaks, come in on weekends, take work home—anything that
will extend the working day without increasing workers’ pay. Workers who accede
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to such demands are often rewarded with praise and promotions. Those who refuse
are badgered, threatened, and occasionally dismissed for not performing up to par.

Innovation

Firms also try to increase surplus labor by innovating to reduce the amount of
necessary labor time. Assume our capitalist figures out how to double the produc-
tivity of labor (perhaps based on a worker’s suggestion during a quality circle meet-
ing). As Table 1.3 illustrates, however, there is an interesting twist to the effects of
increased productivity, and it is this twist that accounts for the ceaselessness of cap-
italism’s demands on human labor, without reference to human or humane limita-
tions. Assume the same 10-hour working day posited in Table 1.1 (see Table 1.3,
line 1). The worker works 10 hours (Table 1.3, column 4), consuming his own labor
(worth $100) plus raw materials and tools worth an additional $200, and produces
$400 worth of cloth (column 11), generating a surplus of $100 (column 12) and a
33% profit rate (column 13). Now suppose, however, that our capitalist figures out
how to get twice as much work from his worker during that same 10 hours (line 2).
The wage ($100) is unchanged (column 3) because the cost of the means of subsis-
tence is unchanged. Working twice as fast, the worker will use up twice as much
thread and put twice as much wear on the loom, so the material costs will double
to $400, for a total expenditure of $500 (column 2). The worker will produce twice
as much cloth (column 9), however, which still has a value of $4 per yard.13 This 200
yards of cloth is worth $800 (column 11), yielding a surplus of $300 (column 12)
and a 60% profit rate (column 13). Because this capitalist is getting twice as much
work out of his workers as is typical in his industry, he has generated a substantial
surplus.Whether this faster rate of productivity is due to new equipment, new tech-
niques, or sweating workers makes no difference. As long as the capitalist can get
cloth produced at a pace above that of his competitors—above the socially neces-
sary rate—he can increase the surplus he generates.

After a while, however, other firms will copy his techniques or come up with
others of their own, making the pace of 20 yards per hour the new socially neces-
sary rate. As illustrated in Table 1.3 (line 3), our capitalist still buys $100 worth of
labor (column 3) and $400 worth of thread and loom, and the worker produces
20 yards of cloth per hour. Now, however, 20 yards per hour has become the stan-
dard rate. All the capitalists are now producing at this rate or have been driven out
of business. The value of a yard of cloth has now declined (column 10) to $3 per
hour (reflecting the increased “efficiency” with which firms are producing cloth)
because there is only $600 of socially necessary labor time (column 11) in the 200 yards
of cloth. The surplus has declined to the previous level of $100 (column 12) for a
10-hour day. A greater amount of capital was used to generate this surplus, how-
ever; thus, the profit rate (column 13) has declined to 20%.

As a result of what at first appeared to be a profit-enhancing innovation, there is
less money to be made in cloth than there was before. Our capitalist, in his search
for higher profits and greater markets, and acting from fear of being put out of
business in the same way he put others out of business, has in the long run decreased
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his profit rate. Now, he must find a new technique that makes the worker produce
even faster.

The capitalist, constantly on the prowl for new sources of surplus, develops another
scheme: a newmachine that runs 50% faster than the current model. Table 1.3 (line 4)
depicts the result. For his $100 wage (column 3), the worker uses up $300 worth of
thread (column 6) and $300 worth of this fancy new machine (column 7) and pro-
duces 300 yards of cloth (50% more; see column 9). Because our capitalist has a
jump on his competitors (so the socially necessary rate has not yet been affected),
the cloth still has a value of $3 per yard (Table 1.3, column 10), and he can exchange
his cloth for $900 (column 11). He has generated a $200 surplus (column 12) and
raised his profit rate (column 13) to 29%. Unfortunately, competition again catches
up with him. Soon, everyone has this new machine, everyone is producing 30 yards
per hour, and the value of cloth drops to $2.67 per yard (column 10). Thus, he now
generates only $800 worth of cloth per day (column 11) for a surplus of only $100
(column 12) and a profit rate of 14% (column 13). Hence, the contradiction with
which we began: The capitalist’s quest for ever-increasing rates of surplus value is the
secret behind increasing demands on workers in the face of rising profits.

The chase for escalating surplus has other effects as well. The capitalist’s need to
constantly innovate to find new sources of surplus and to stay competitive with other
firms means that any particular job or set of skills is likely to become quickly out-
moded. Laid-off workers are told to retrain: Capital no longer needs their particular
skills, they learn, but might need a different set if only the worker could transform
him- or herself. Today’s students are training for jobs that are likely to be obsolete
within a few years after they graduate. This is all the more true in high-tech fields, in
which high levels of skill are demanded and, at the same time, the technology of pro-
duction is changing so quickly that those skill demands are constantly changing.14

This is another of the fundamental contradictions of capitalism, and it plays itself
out in the paradox of unemployment coupled with claims that there are jobs going
unfilled for lack of qualified workers. It also appears in quality circles and Total
Quality Management programs. In these management innovations, workers are dri-
ven to constantly find ways of improving productivity to improve the competitive
position of the firm. The goal is “continuous improvement,” a never-ending stream of
innovations that will keep this firm ahead of its competitors. Such programs, how-
ever, have the effect of increasing the pace of work for many workers (Banks &
Metzgar, 1989). In addition, a very clever worker may uncover an innovation that will
eliminate his or her role entirely, and the worker may be rewarded by a layoff, if not
of him- or herself, then of a fellow worker.Workers soon recognize this fundamental
contradiction and often withhold their contribution by either fighting the introduc-
tion of such methods or by giving only token suggestions. Of course, under the con-
ditions of competitive capitalism, such strategies are often doomed by the pressures
of competitors who can wheedle or coerce more cooperation from their employees.

Furthermore, in the never-ending search for new sources of surplus, the scale of
production is constantly increasing. In the previous example (Table 1.3), at the
start, a capitalist could produce at the socially necessary rate by expending only
$300 per day (line 1, column 2). After a series of innovations that temporarily
increased the surplus (until they were copied by the competition), however, the
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capitalist now has to invest $700 per day (line 5, column 2) to produce at the
socially necessary rate. The scale of production has more than doubled. The capi-
talist now has twice as much equipment and twice the raw materials invested in
producing the same amount of surplus (and a substantially smaller profit rate). In
other words, the inorganic composition of capital has grown. Using a census of man-
ufacturing data, we can see the growing inorganic composition of capital: Assets per
worker in the American manufacturing sector have grown from $9,000 in 1963 to
almost $46,000 by 1987.After controlling for inflation (1983 dollars), these numbers
go from $29,000 per worker in 1963 to $40,000 per worker in 1987 (U.S. Census
Bureau, 1991, p. 183). By 2002, assets per worker had grown to $115,000 ($64,000
in 1983 dollars) (U.S. Census Bureau, 2005, p. 39). Thus, the inorganic composition
of capital grew 38% during the first 24-year period (1963 to 1987), and this growth
accelerated to 60% over the next 15 years. In the search for surplus value, capital has
expanded to ever-greater proportions.With capital’s expansion comes a ballooning
of its demands.

Demands of Capital

In addition to the demands of competition are the demands of capital itself.
Capital, for Marx (1867/1977), is the objectified embodiment of past labor—dead
labor—and its value can be brought to life only when living labor is applied to it. At
the Harley-Davidson plant outside Milwaukee (often hailed as one of the success
stories of American manufacturing in recent decades), the company labeled the
factory’s giant, hulking machine tools with their purchase price (often well over the
$115,000 average) to remind workers of the value embedded in the equipment, so
that workers would be aware of what was lost if the machines were down. An idle
factory (idle capital) produces no surplus. Whenever capital sits idle, it represents a
loss to the capitalist (what the economist calls “opportunity cost”): “Capital is dead
labour which, vampire like, lives only by sucking living labour, and lives the more,
the more labour it sucks” (Marx, 1867/1977, p. 342). As the size of the capital outlay
increases over time, the size of the vampire demanding living labor becomes increas-
ingly enormous. Its cries to be fed become increasingly irresistible.15 The demands
on workers to be more productive become more incessant and insistent because the
stakes are higher: “Capitalist production therefore drives, by its inherent nature,
toward the appropriation of labour throughout the whole of the 24 hours in the day”
(Marx, 1867/1977, p. 366). Capitalists have been very candid about what is driving
the trend toward 12-hour days: “Employers like compressed workweeks and contin-
uous production because it is cost-efficient to keep machinery running all the time.
[Twelve-hour shifts are more productive because there is] less downtime in two
shifts versus three. Overtime or other added labor costs can also be scheduled away”
(“Illinois Jobs,” 1995, p. 1). Even more succinctly, to justify a move to 12-hour shifts,
managers at Imperial Wallcoverings told the union that “machines aren’t making
money when they are down” (“Four on, Four off,” 1996, p. G1).

Again, the business press provides countless stories of corporations moving to
elongated shifts or so-called compressed workweeks in the name of competition
and the need to keep their equipment running. It would be impossible to list all U.S.
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companies that were on or pushing to adopt 12-hour shifts, but the following partial
list serves as an example of how widespread the practice had become in the 1990s:
Ford, GM, Chrysler, Fisher-Price, Sorrento, Caterpillar, A. E. Staley, Bridgestone/
Firestone, Goodrich, Sony, Siltec, Hewlett-Packard, Heinz-Starkist, Formica, Gates
Rubber, Imperial Wallcoverings, and Poly-Seal. In virtually every case, workers have
protested the longer workday, and in virtually every case, management has cited the
need for continuous production as the reason for the exorbitant shift lengths.

To facilitate running their plants 24 hours a day, 7 days a week, Caterpillar
demanded its employees work 12-hour shifts without overtime for weekend work. In
justifying the move to angry workers, an executive at Caterpillar said, “This is about
utilization of our multimillion-dollar assets” (“Caterpillar Turns up Pressure,” 1992,
p. 2).At Gates Rubber Company,management threatened to shut down theGalesburg,
Illinois, plant if employees would not agree to 12-hour shifts—not because the com-
pany had to struggle to survive, but because business was so good it could not keep
pace with demand (“Gates, Union OK Contract,” 1996). In other words, even though
this is not a case of a company on the verge of collapse, human needs and hardships
are eclipsed by the fact that there are even greater profits out there to be made.
Because these actions are demanded by the logic of capital, no one is exempt from
being called on to work extraordinary hours if the company is “in need.” When
Allied-Signal’s blue-collar workers inVirginia struck in 1993, topmanagement essen-
tially imprisoned white-collar employees inside the plant, forcing them to work
12-hour shifts for 35 straight days. Nearly 1,000 managers-turned-workers were
forced to operate dangerous machinery with very little training and to eat, sleep,
bathe, and so on in the plant between shifts. The company said it was willing to “take
the risk” that some managers would be killed or injured because they had to keep the
plant running to keep their customers supplied (“Strike Troops,” 1993).16

Marx (1867/1977) argues that it was capitalism’s need for continuous produc-
tion that gave rise to the shift system in production, under which some portion of
the populace is forced to live on a schedule that effectively cuts them out of partic-
ipation in most aspects of society. Despite the fact that workers in the 1990s were
already protesting the move to 12-hour shifts, 12 hours was often the minimum
amount of time they were required to work. In Decatur, as well as in many other
parts of the United States, workers currently are required to work 12-hour shifts
with mandatory overtime on no notice whenever someone is late or absent or when
production demands extra hands.

Again, a look at the garment industry reveals that the only limits on shift lengths
are those that workers are able to impose through social and political pressure. In
the Mandarin textile plant in El Salvador’s San Marcos Free Trade Zone, employees
(earning approximately 60¢ an hour) were routinely forced to work 18-hour shifts
and 7-day workweeks. Once publicized, the plight of these workers sparked inter-
national outrage and demands for justice for the Salvadoran workers. Conditions
and shift lengths for garment workers in the United States are also deteriorating. In
a particularly dramatic case, a group of Thai workers in El Monte, California, were
held in servitude for years, forced to sew garments for up to 22 hours per day for
59¢ per hour (“It’s Blood,” 1996). According to an investigation of the case by the
U.S. Department of Labor (Rizvi, 1995), the shop was a supplier to some of the
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largest retailers in the nation, including Neiman Marcus, Filene’s, J.C. Penney,
Macy’s West, and Sears. This case represents the extreme, but the U.S. Department
of Labor estimated at that time that 70% of all manufacturers in the United States
routinely violated overtime regulations.

Capital’s solution to this problem of overtime law violations? Change the law.
Various proposals have been introduced at the state and federal levels to “revise” the
1938 Fair Labor Standards Act. Their goal has been to eliminate overtime pay for
working more than 40 hours in a week to allow employers to impose longer work-
weeks without penalty. One proposal would require employers to pay overtime only
after a worker worked more than 160 hours in a month, even if those hours were
all worked within 2 weeks. Moreover, in 2003, the Bush administration pushed
through “overtime reform”despite staunch opposition, even within the Republican-
controlled Congress. The Bush administration claimed it was a “worker-friendly”
revision because it added a small category of workers to the list of people who are
eligible to receive overtime. But, at the same time, the revision recategorizes a sig-
nificantly larger group of workers as exempt from the law, making it likely that mil-
lions of workers will be working longer hours without overtime pay (Eisenbrey &
Bernstein, 2003).

Machines and Continuous Production

Despite the obvious toll continuous production takes on human lives, several fac-
tors make it the only “logical” practice under the laws of capitalism. First, machin-
ery must be valorized quickly because it quickly becomes obsolete (no longer
producing at the socially necessary rate), which results in a loss of value for the cap-
italist. Fear of obsolescence then drives the capitalist to run his or her factories
24 hours a day to get as much use as possible from his or her machines before they
no longer produce at the socially necessary rate. Also, continuous production allows
the capitalist to take advantage of super-surplus that comes from innovation and to
overcome the declining rate of profit that comes from an increase in constant capi-
tal (see Table 1.3). Mechanization provides not only the rationale for continuous
production but also a built-in defense mechanism against worker opposition.
Replacing employees with machines creates a “surplus army” of unemployed work-
ers who stand at the ready to take the jobs of those who resist the capitalist’s increas-
ing demands. The mere threat of this shadowy presence is often enough to silence
dissatisfied workers.17 This is one reason why we have the strange contradiction of
increasing work hours andmass layoffs, a contradiction thatMarx notes is one of the
fundamental characteristics of capitalism and its drive for increasing surplus value.

When the unemployment rate “becomes too low,” it generates a frantic search
for new sources for the surplus army, including students; housewives; retirees; and,
of course, foreign workers. For example, the U.S. government increased the number
of visas granted for temporary employment in high-skill jobs, allowing firms to
import computer programmers from India, China, and the Philippines. One op-ed
commentator from the New York Times even called for the repeal of laws prevent-
ing firms from using children under age 14, on the grounds that the discipline of
work is good for children as young as 9 years old (Brady, 2000).
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Marx (1867/1977) argues that the insatiable drive to extend the working day is
significant beyond the fact of its inhumanity. It reveals a fundamental transforma-
tion that takes place under capitalism:

Hence that remarkable phenomenon in the history of modern industry, that
machinery sweeps away every moral and natural restriction on the length of
the working day. Hence too the economic paradox that the most powerful
instrument for reducing labour-time suffers a dialectical inversion and
becomes the most unfailing means for turning the whole lifetime of the
worker and his family into labour-time at capital’s disposal for its own
valorization. (p. 532)

Mechanization and technological advances both liberate and enslave workers.
Although new production technology might reduce the burden of labor, it also
increasingly demands longer days and a faster work pace. Similarly, many recent
technological advances designed to make life easier for office workers have had the
opposite effect. The cellular phone and the portable computer allow workers to
escape the office and work where it might be more convenient. This same technol-
ogy (often provided by the employer) also can be used to require the worker to be
available to work any time of the day or night. For example, one computer pro-
grammer for a retail chain was given a cellular phone and a portable computer with
a cellular modem. He was on call day and night, and when he got a call, he was
expected to be logged on to the company’s mainframe within 20 minutes. If he went
out to dinner, he brought his equipment with him. The company was able to con-
tact him at any time and convert his leisure time to work hours.

The promise of technological liberation is a common theme in advertising, but
one can easily imagine alternate, less idyllic scenarios. An advertisement for one
consumer electronics manufacturer shows an office worker jogging serenely on a
scenic beach. We hear a mysterious ringing from his pocket, and he pulls out a
device that is a cellular phone, handheld computer, and fax machine in one. He
answers: It’s his boss asking for a document.With the flick of a finger, he cheerfully
forwards the report, averting crisis (and a trip to the office) through the wonders of
technology. The boss tells him he needs to get out of the office more, and the
worker smiles, signifying that he has played a fast one on his boss. The implication
is that this new technology will allow one to go to the beach when one is supposed
to be in the office. It is just as likely, however, that the call came while the man was
on his vacation, on Sunday, or during his regular off hours.

Early in the cellular phone boom, researchers conducted experiments to see how
this new technology would facilitate geographically dispersed work groups. In one
experimental trial, 100 workers in a university, from janitors to high-level adminis-
trators, were given cellular phones with free unlimited airtime. Several subjects
returned the phones and dropped out of the experiment in disgust, saying the
phones robbed them of all sense of “off time.”They were at the beck and call of their
bosses 24 hours a day, and their leisure time was constantly interrupted by demands
from the office. Thus, the same technology that let them wander freely and stay in
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touch with friends and family also allowed their office to reach out and touch them
at any and all times. In other words, the whole world becomes an office, and the
whole day one shift.

Capital as Logic

Following Marx (1867/1977), we have argued that the production process, once
intended to serve humans’ needs, has become entirely indifferent to them under cap-
italism. Human beings now serve the needs of capital. Indeed, to think otherwise—
to argue that an expensive factory should be left idle because workers are tired or
that production should be organized using a less efficient but more comfortable
process—is considered absurd. Saying that work is taking over our lives and that we
should reorganize the economy to put limits on work and reemphasize family and
community—while given much lip service—is rarely acknowledged as an argu-
ment that should seriously be followed. Indeed, as we have shown, the amount of
time Americans spend on the job has increased steadily, and laws limiting the work-
ing day have come under attack at the same time “family values” has emerged as the
mantra for politicians hoping to take or hold office.

Capital Versus Family

Despite politicians’ rhetoric, human and family needs are, in practice, treated as
“idealistic goals,” whereas the needs of capital—of machines and raw materials—
are considered “real-world” issues. The primacy of such issues is so obvious as to
transcend the need for justification: hence, such discussion-ending clichés as “We
have to look at the bottom line” and “This is business.” Once capital invokes the
“bottom line” argument, the rest of us are supposed to utter “’nough said” and walk
away completely satisfied that the only reasonable course has been followed. To the
extent that we do, Marx (1867/1977) argues, the dialectical inversion of objects
holding mastery over human beings is revealed.

When one Staley worker said he could not work overtime one night because of
family considerations, his supervisor told him, “I don’t care what your outside
responsibilities are. Once you come here, I own you and you’ll stay as long as I want
you to.” Another worker, a single mother of two school-aged children, pointed out
the antimony of family and capital. She routinely works 50 hours or more a week
managing a convenience store (with many of those hours coming between 4 p.m.
and 8 a.m.). During those same hours, she needs to be home rearing her children.
She voiced her despair as follows: “This is the only job I could get that paid enough
for me to take care of them, but it never lets me be home when they need me. I can
either feed them or be with them, never both.”A worker at Dunlop complained that
the longer shifts, although leading to higher pay, did not make up for the loss of
family time: “We never see our families because we’re working every weekend. It’s
insulting that Dunlop thinks an extra $7 a day is going to compensate for not see-
ing your kids grow up” (“Union Rejects,” 1994, p. C1).
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The comptroller at the dot.com that worked 17-hour days for 6 weeks without a
day off tells the following story: One night in the middle of this streak, she came
home early (9 p.m.) to help her daughter with some homework. After the mom and
daughter worked out the problem together, the daughter burst into tears, saying,
“Now that I don’t have a homework problem, I won’t see you again” (Lardner,
1999). Another woman was upset that her children were not able to join family din-
ners on holidays because they had to be at their jobs in supermarkets, gas stations,
restaurants, and so on. Although family gatherings are important, capital is much
more concerned with maximizing surplus value and cannot risk the loss that would
occur by letting the shops close. This is exacerbated by the ever-present threat from
other, less sympathetic capitalists whose businesses will be open and will take sales
away from the family-friendly capitalists. Lawsmandating that stores close on Sundays
or preventing 24-hour retailers have become quaint relics of the adolescence of cap-
italism. In today’s unfettered capitalism, it is the more ruthless capitalist who suc-
ceeds in the market. Twenty-four-hour groceries, gas stations, and convenience
stores provide opportunities for consumers to engage in commodity exchange day
and night. This also means that capital demands access to labor power day and
night, weekends and holidays included. Although having the grocery open on
Thanksgiving to allow you to buy that extra bag of stuffing or case of beer might
make your holiday more enjoyable (and the grocer a little richer), it also means that
other people have to spend their holiday staffing all those shops instead of relaxing
with their families or friends.

Extended and rotating shifts not only decrease the amount of time a worker can
spend with family but also diminish the quality of the time families have together.
To research her book The Time Bind, sociologist Arlie Hochschild spent 3 years
observing and interviewing employees at every level of one Fortune 500 company
about how they balance work and family life. Her findings include the surprising
fact that some employees, while complaining of not having enough family time due
to heavy workloads, did not, in fact, take all of the time off for which they are tech-
nically eligible, such as paid vacation and sick time and unpaid maternity/paternity
leave. Nor did many avail themselves of company-offered “family-friendly” work
schedules, such as job sharing, flextime, or similar programs. Employees’ reasons
for not taking time off differed. Professional and highly skilled women who were
struggling to gain credibility in previously all-male echelons, for example, feared
they would lose ground if they took time off for family reasons. In other cases,
employees were discouraged from taking time off by hostile or uncooperative super-
visors, pressure from coworkers, and the prevailing corporate culture that regarded
time spent at work (rather than productivity) as a sign of dedication and commit-
ment to the company.

But Hochschild (2001) also argues that some employees choose to stay at work
longer than they have to because the time demands of their jobs have made it literally
impossible to build andmaintain a successful home life. Parenting has to be squeezed
into impossibly small and tightly scheduled fragments of time, leaving the children
feeling angry, neglected, and stressed. Couples are torn between wanting to spend
time together to nurture their marriage and feeling guilty about taking anymore time
away from their children.No one is ever satisfied because our jobs simply do not leave
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us enough time to perform our “second shift” (child and home care) adequately.
Hochschild suggests that in our current“job culture,” the social spheres of “work”and
“home” have changed places. Home, previously a place of comfort, acceptance, and
personal support, now has become the site of stress, routinization, and irresolvable
conflicts.Meanwhile, by offering the possibilities of success, rewards, and adult friend-
ship, the workplace has taken on more of the positive aspects of home.

In this new model of family and work life, a tired parent flees a world of unre-
solved quarrels and unwashed laundry for the reliable orderliness, harmony, and
managed cheer of work. The emotional magnets beneath home and workplace are
in the process of being reversed (Hochschild, 2001).

Although one might seriously question her highly romanticized notions about
family life in the past and workplaces in the present, Hochschild’s empirical obser-
vations of the toll our job culture takes on our families and the way it shapes and
defines our personal interactions are compelling. Taken together, they suggest that
overlong work hours are eating away at some of the fundamental structures of
society and, in the process, engendering a host of social ills.

Even when employees are paid extra for long shifts or for night work, many say
the compensation does not make up for the human costs. Depression, divorce,
heart disease, hypertension, drug and alcohol abuse, ulcers, and stress are all com-
mon side effects of working long or rotating shifts. A study published in Science
found that among couples with children, night-shift workers’ marriages are more
likely to end in divorce than marriages of day shifters. In the case of male night-shift
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workers who have been married less than 5 years, the chance of separation or
divorce is six times higher than that for men on days (Presser, 1999). One Michelin
worker put it this way: “You work swing shifts to make more money for your family,
but you end up losing it all anyway. If you lose your family, you lose all that you
worked for to begin with” (“Swing Shifts,” 1993, p. 3).Workers at the Buick plant in
Flint, Michigan, agreed. Although earning twice their 40-hour pay, hourly employ-
ees at Buick City went on strike to protest GM’s exorbitant demand for overtime
(“GM Hunkers Down,” 1994).

Capital Versus Community

A common theme among workers who oppose the longer working day is that it
destroys their participation in community life. Workers in Decatur, Illinois, told us
about a city festival (Founders Day) that took place during the height of their strug-
gles over the working day. The workers boycotted the festival in protest of the city’s
complicity with the companies in this labor dispute. In the end, the festival was a
bust because of the central role that working people play in such events, both as
participants and as organizers.

As the working day gets longer, workers are increasingly cut off from participa-
tion in community life. The increased time spent at work—and the increased time
required to recover from a longer working day—constrains participation in activi-
ties and voluntary associations such as reading groups, political organizations,
social clubs, sports leagues, and churches. One Staley worker stated, “We are the
ones who coach the Little League. We organize the town picnics. We are the ones
that do all the things that keep this town going. We can’t do that now.” As workers
increasingly become abstract labor power on 24-hour call to the whims of capital,
they are no longer able to participate in the intermediate institutions that fill out
the structure of society. According to Marx (1867/1977),

It is self-evident that the worker is nothing other than labour-power for the
duration of his whole life, and that therefore all his disposable time is by
nature and by right labour-time, to be devoted to the self-valorization of cap-
ital. Time for education, for intellectual development, for the fulfillment of
social functions, for social intercourse, for the free play of the vital forces of his
body and his mind, even the rest time of Sunday . . . what foolishness! (p. 375)

That is how capital views workers—as portable labor power. A rubber worker in
Decatur, Illinois, echoes this sentiment. Reacting to the 12-hour shifts and 7-day
workweeks offered by Bridgestone/Firestone, he said, “You won’t have a life. You’re
not supposed to have any life except work” (“Middle-Class Labor,” 1995, p. 1).

Political philosophers such as Robert Putnam have noted this declining partici-
pation in community life. In his article, “Bowling Alone: America’s Declining Social
Capital” (Putnam, 1995), he argues that American society has become more iso-
lated and alienated, with people increasingly forgoing participation in community
life. He cites statistics such as the nearly 50% drop in Parent-Teacher Association
(PTA) participation during the past 30 years, a significant drop in volunteer work
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in the past 15 years, and 10% to 50% drops in fraternal organization memberships
during the past two decades. The title of his article is derived from the observation
that, although bowling participation per se has increased approximately 10% from
1980 to 1993, participation in bowling leagues (a more communal activity) has
dropped 40% during that period. Many pundits have long bemoaned the loss of
community, blaming it on the selfishness of recent generations or on the alienating
effects of television and modern culture. Marx’s (1867/1977) analysis more explic-
itly links the decay of community life with changes in the economic structure. As
the data on increasing work hours and more uncertain work shifts show, there has
been an increase in time pressure on American workers during the past two decades.
Also, as the previous quotes from workers point out (and as the quote from Marx
also makes clear), participation in community life suffers as capital extends its reach
over ever more of the workers’ waking hours. Rotating shifts, unpredictable manda-
tory overtime, 24-hour on-call responsibilities, weekend and evening work, and
elimination of vacation time all remove the space in workers’ lives that was used to
coach Little League, hang out at the Elks club, attend the PTA, supervise a scout
troop, or commit to a Monday night bowling league.

Conclusion

Marx is often (and incorrectly) associated with the political philosophies of
countries such as China and the former Soviet Union. The strength of Marx’s writ-
ings, however, is not in heuristics about a future society; it is in his penetrating
analysis of capitalism itself. Marx notes that capitalism is the source of unprece-
dented wealth and the engine of fantastic innovations, and yet it is also a system
that hinges on exploitation, inequality, and misery. Although the demise of so-called
communist governments is used by some to discredit Marx, nowhere can the via-
bility of his theories be seen more clearly than in the strongholds of capitalism.
Although hourly workers are working more, and under increasingly difficult con-
ditions, the number of households earning below $25,000 a year is growing. At the
same time, the share of the national income going to the richest 5% of households
has increased approximately 25% (“Middle-Class Labor,” 1995). What keeps Marx
viable nearly a century and a half after the publication of Capital is that his writ-
ings offer a structural analysis of why these things must be so.

Unlike many who examine the social landscape, Marx does not attribute these
outcomes to the greed or lack of feeling of the capitalist or to the laziness or intem-
perance of the workers. Instead, he demonstrates how the very nature of a capital-
ist economy demands such behavior on the part of the owners of capital. Marx also
notes that these contradictions lead to both economic and political struggles, and
that the two cannot be separated. At times, workers have been able to gain some
political power, through mechanisms such as unions or political parties or in times
of labor shortages (brought on by wars, for example), and have been able to
increase wages, reduce working hours, or put limits on firms’ behavior.

The working day is a significant locus of worker resistance throughout the
history of capitalism. As Marx notes, the capitalist has bought a full day’s labor
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power from the worker and has the right to the full use of his purchase. The worker
has sold the amount of labor that is equivalent to what can be reproduced in a day
(so he or she will be able to sell it again tomorrow) and has the right to limit con-
sumption to this amount and no more. “Between equal rights, force decides,”Marx
wrote, hence, the political struggle over the terms of labor. Marx traces much of the
19th-century struggles in England and the other capitalist countries in Chapter 10
of Capital. The struggles in Decatur, Illinois, and elsewhere in the United States
echo the themes of Marx’s day. The immorality of the overlong workday becomes
a rallying cry for worker struggle and worker solidarity. Even in a period of weak
unions and little direct action by workers, 12-hour shifts can still get workers to
strike and to fight. The dynamics of capital, however, are difficult to resist, and most
of such struggles have been losing battles for the workers.

Capitalism is more than a long workday, however. It is also a constant search for
new ways of generating surplus. Firms push to increase the speed of work. They are
constantly innovating to find new ways to beat the competition (or to keep up with
innovating competitors). The increased scale of production such innovations pro-
duce puts pressure on firms to keep their machines running day and night, 7 days
a week, 365 days a year, pushing workers for still more hours.

Finally, capitalism is a production system based on value production. It is this
insight that is central to understanding the dynamics of capitalism. Firms exist to
produce surplus value. Producing goods and services is an incidental by-product of
that search. Workers exist to provide labor power for the machines and to con-
tribute value and surplus value to the products. Workers serve the firms; firms do
not serve the workers. Society exists as a source of workers to produce commodi-
ties and consumers to buy commodities. Needs such as time with family, participa-
tion in community life, and time for contemplation and self-development are at
best incidental to, and often seen as impediments to, the demands of capital for
constant production.

The Bible asks, “What does it profit a man to gain the world and lose his soul?”
Capital replies, “The profit is the ability to compete another day in the hopes of still
more profit.” Under capitalism, this is sufficient answer to all questions of the pur-
pose of the economy and all the related institutions of society. On the basis of the
analysis presented in this chapter, we can see that, although such a system is driven
by the impersonal demands of capital, it is, at its roots, still a social system, a sys-
tem of people. Given that, we can then ask, Is this the kind of society we want to
reproduce? This is the question that underlies Marx’s analyses. It is a question that
we should continue to ask.

Notes

1. In the 1990s, Decatur, once an anonymous Midwestern industrial town, became

known in labor circles throughout the world as the “war zone” after workers at the region’s

three largest employers, A. E. Staley, Caterpillar, and Bridgestone/Firestone, either went on

strike or were locked out of their jobs. The videos Deadly Corn and Struggle in the Heartland

document these fights.
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2. Throughout the text, we follow Marx’s usage and use the term value to refer to

exchange value, not use value.

3. Marx contrasts the terms use value and exchange value. The use value of a good refers to

the benefits derived from its consumption. The use value of bread is that it serves as food; the

use value of a coat is that it keeps one warm. Exchange value refers to the ability of a particular

quantity of a good to be traded for some quantity of another good. The exchange value of one

coat, for example, may be 100 loaves of bread or two pairs of shoes. Capitalism is characterized

by its emphasis on exchange value over use value. Ancient slave societies (Egypt, Greece, and

Rome) and feudal societies (medieval Europe and feudal Japan), although still based on class

exploitation, utilized modes of production based on use value rather than exchange value.

4. The amount of labor time embedded in a given commodity includes the amount of

labor time expended in gathering or producing the materials, tools, or machines used in the

production process. When comparing the amount of value in given quantities of two com-

modities (e.g., 20 yards of linen and 100 loaves of bread), what is being compared is the

amount of socially necessary abstract labor required to produce that amount of each com-

modity. By socially necessary, Marx (1867/1977) means “the labour-time required to pro-

duce any use-value under the conditions of production normal for a given society and with

the average degree of skill and intensity of labour prevalent in that society” (p. 129). A given

worker (or workers in a given factory) may work above or below the socially necessary rate

and hence contribute more or less socially necessary labor within the same time frame.

Abstract labor means undifferentiated labor, abstracted from the particular skills or activi-

ties of actual, concrete labor: “working” as opposed to “weaving” or “baking.”

5. Marx’s theory, which is sometimes referred to incorrectly as the “labor theory of

value,” can be summarized more properly as the value theory of labor. By converting labor

into value production, capitalism fundamentally transforms human activity into a new

form—capitalist work.

6. It is certainly the case that individual exchanges can involve one party besting the

other, whether through force or through guile. One capitalist may be able to exchange $100

worth of shoes for $110 worth of bread, thereby gaining a $10 “profit.” This profit, however,

is simply the transfer of value from one person (the dim capitalist) to another (the clever

capitalist). No value is created by such exchanges.

7. These numbers are arbitrary.What is key is that some time is needed for what Marx calls

“necessary labor”(labor needed to produce a value equal to the value of themeans of subsistence).

8. By stating the problem in these terms, we can see that this result is not due to the

worker getting paid by the “day” instead of, for example, by the hour. Even if paid by the

hour, the worker could potentially produce more in each hour than an hour’s share of

socially necessary labor time (Marx, 1867/1977, pp. 333–338).

9. Table 1.2 also shows that the increase has affected women substantially more thanmen.

10. Staley even had the gall to invoke the specter of “foreign competition,” despite the

fact that it is a British-owned company.

11. Marx (1867/1977) stated, “This does not depend on the will, either good or bad, of

the individual capitalist. Under free competition, the immanent laws of capitalist production

confront the individual capitalist as a coercive force external to him” (p. 381).

12. In a widely circulated internal memo that was leaked to the New York Times in

October 2005, Susan Chambers, later namedWalmart’s executive vice president in charge of

human resources, noted that Walmart’s wage and benefits policies had come under criti-

cism from labor activists and government officials (who were paying for Walmart’s below-

subsistence wage policies through Medicare, food stamps, and other public assistance

programs). Chambers noted the difficulties Walmart has in defending itself against such
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critics: “Wal-Mart’s critics can also easily exploit some aspects of our benefits offering to

make their case; in other words, our critics are correct in some of their observations. Specifically,

our coverage is expensive for low-income families, and Wal-Mart has a significant percentage

of Associates and their children on public assistance” [italics added]. In other words, Walmart

is cheating even by the rules of capitalism, because it is not paying the full share of the cost

of replacing a day’s labor power. (The full memo is available at http://www.nytimes.com/

packages/pdf/business/26walmart.pdf.)

13. As in the first example, the cloth’s value is $4 per yard, representing the amount of socially

necessary labor embedded in the cloth—where socially necessary labor is defined as the labor

required to produce the cloth in the usual way, at the usual pace, which was 10 yards per hour.

14. In his chapter on machinery and large-scale industry,Marx (1867/1977) discusses the

implications of the constant need for innovation: “Modern industry never views or treats the

existing form of a production process as the definitive one. Its technical basis is therefore rev-

olutionary, whereas all earlier modes of production were essentially conservative. By means of

machinery, chemical processes and other methods, it is constantly transforming not only the

technical basis of production but also the functions of the worker and the social combinations

of the labour process. At the same time, it thereby also revolutionizes the division of labour

within society, and incessantly throws masses of capital and of workers from one branch of

production to another. Thus large-scale industry, by its very nature, necessitates variation of

labour, fluidity of functions, and mobility of the worker in all directions” (p. 617).

15. Marx (1867/1977) stated, “Constant capital, the means of production, only exist,

considered from the standpoint of the process of valorization, in order to absorb labour and,

with every drop of labour, a proportional quantity of surplus labour. In so far as the means

of production fail to do this, their mere existence forms a loss for the capitalist, in a negative

sense, for while they lie fallow they represent a useless advance of capital. This loss becomes

a positive one as soon as the interruption of employment necessitates an additional outlay

when the work begins again” (p. 366).

16. Interestingly, one of the reasons the company gave for “sequestering” these managers-

turned-workers was that the long shifts would leave them so exhausted they would find it

easier just to sleep at the plant. These are the same shifts, however, the company expects the

blue-collar employees to work regularly, while also raising their families, participating in the

community, and so on.

17. It is hard to imagine a worker who has not heard a variation of, “If you don’t like it,

there are 10 people out there who would be glad to take your job right now.” As effective as

that threat usually is (because how many of us can afford to take the chance?), however, it is

not always true. Toy industry giant Fisher-Price converted one of its production lines to man-

ufacture new outdoor play equipment. Conditions on that line, however, are so atrocious—

12-hour shifts lifting up to 70-pound loads in high heat and bad air—management cannot

find enough people to fully staff the line. Regular workers at the plant have agreed to be laid

off rather than work under those conditions, so management has had to scramble to keep

the line open using temporary workers (“Fisher-Pricers,” 1995).
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DISCUSSION QUESTIONS

1. Give examples from your own work experience or recent news reports of the company trying to
get you to work “off the clock” or trying to make leisure time (or study time) available to the com-
pany. How are such requests justified by your boss? How does Marx explain such requests?

2. It has been said recently that “The era of lifetime careers is over. Today’s workers should expect a
multitude of jobs and must constantly be learning new skills.” Use Marx to explain the demise of
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the “company man” and the rise of the free agent, flexible worker. Discuss your own education
strategy in light of this analysis.

3. Discuss how technological innovations both solve and cause the problem of declining profits and
how these innovations put pressure on firms to increase the length of the working day.

4. Marx notes, “Between equal rights, force decides.”How does this observation help explain the stag-
nating wages during this recent period of rising profits, and also the wage growth during the post-
World War II expansion in the United States?

5. How does globalization factor into the problems confronting workers in the United States today?
What types of social policies would be necessary to advance the economic interests of workers?




