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Introduction

As both a resource and a topic of academic investigation, Marxism
has come into its own in the United States. Despite this interest, until
recently a key concept in Marx’s theoretical arsenal has been largely
neglected—the labor process. Marxist economists have generally focused
upon issues of distribution in capitalism—employment and unemployment,
income and wealth distribution, concentration and centralization of cap-
ital, economic crises. Less attention has been given to a critical analy-
sis of capitalism as a mode of production. All too often even Marxists
have  uncritically accepted the modern capitalist factory as the inevitable
if perfectable form of the organization of the labor process.1

Recently, however, there has been a renewal of interest in capital-
ism as a speci� c organization of the labor process. Such scholars as
Harry Braverman,2 Stephen Marglin,3 Stanley Aronowitz,4 Andre Gorz,5

and Katherine Stone6 have reached the conclusion that one major deter-
minant of the labor process is the con� ict of social classes. The way
work is organized in capitalist society is not a neutral productive instru-
ment but a political instrument. The organization of work is molded
by the attempts of capitalists and their managerial representatives to
exert control over recalcitrant workers on the shop � oor.

Although drawing on Marx’s monumental analysis of the capitalist
labor process in the � rst volume of Capital, much of the current work
in this area attempts to go beyond Marx, to supplement and in some
cases to refute his original analysis. This is, of course, admirable. After
all, Marxism is not a static, universal theory but a historical theory that
must be revised in the light of historical change. 

In order to go beyond Marx in our analysis of the labor process in
contemporary capitalist societies, we must � rst have an accurate, clear
knowledge of Marx’s original analysis. The purpose of this paper, then,
is to let Marx speak on the labor process so that we may go forward
with him and not merely leave him behind.

Critical Sociology 25,2/3



The Labor Process

In his writings Marx uses the concept “labor process” to denote the
general, historically transcendent process whereby humans interact with
nature to produce use values to meet their needs. This process is com-
posed of three elements: (1) purposeful human activity, that is, work
itself; (2) the object of that work, the object that humans modify to
meet their own needs; and (3) the instrument of that work. The last
two elements Marx groups together and calls variously “means of pro-
duction” and “productive forces.” He also calls them the “objective con-
ditions of production,” distinguishing these two elements from work itself,
the subjective condition of production.7

The speci� c manner in which these objective and subjective factors
of the labor process combine provides the basis of Marx’s classi� cation
of social structure. “Whatever the social form of production, labourers
and means of production always remain factors of it. But in a state of
separation from each other either of these factors can be such only
potentially. For production to go on at all they must unite. The speci� c
manner in which this union is accomplished distinguishes the diVerent
economic epochs of the structure of society from one another.”8 Marx
labels these “economic epochs” which form the basis for all the rest of
social life “modes of production.”

Each mode of production is de� ned by two types of combinations of
or connections between the subjective and objective elements of the
labor process—“appropriation through labour, the real economic process of
making something one’s own [Zueigen-Machen], and ownership of objecti�ed
labour; [in which] what appeared previously as a real process is here
recognized as a legal relation. . . .”9

More often Marx calls this � rst connection between labor and the
means of production the “real appropriation” of the means of produc-
tion. By this he means the actual physical process whereby workers
come into contact with instruments and raw materials in order to pro-
duce useful products. The extent to which direct producers “really appro-
priate” means of production is determined by their ability or skill in
using them. As Marx states, “the act of really appropriating the instru-
ment, of handling it as an instrument of labour, appears as the worker’s
particular skill. . . .”10 In other words, this � rst connection between the
elements of the labor process is actually the extent of control over direct pro-
duction of use values exercised by workers themselves.

As Marx notes, the extent of this control varies among modes of pro-
duction. For example, under the feudal mode of production, the direct
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producers, the peasants, actually retain control over agricultural pro-
duction. Despite the legal ownership of the feudal lords, peasants are
largely left to determine the manner in which they produce; that is,
they really appropriate the means of production. Similarly, artisans in
the feudal mode of production appropriate the means of production
because of their skills. On the other hand, under the capitalist mode of
production it is not the direct producers, the wage laborers, but the
capitalist who appropriates the means of production. As we shall see
later, the workers are separated from their skills, and the labor process
is controlled by the iron � st of the capitalist.

The second connection between the factors of the labor process that
de� nes a mode of production is property, i.e., the relation of owner-
ship by humans of the means of production. In his mature works Marx
refers to this connection as the “relations of production.” This category
actually embodies a dual relationship—one between humans and the
means of production, and another between humans themselves, which
is mediated by the former. On the one hand, relations of production
are the manner in which the means of production are distributed among
the diVerent human subjects or agents of production. This is the well-
known relation of ownership. On the other hand, relations of produc-
tion are social relations engendered by the relations between human
agents and the means of production. All sharing a particular relation
to the means of production are called a class.11 Because of its owner-
ship of the means of production, the owning class is able to exploit the
class of expropriated laborers, appropriating their surplus product. Thus
relations of ownership directly imply social relations of dominance and
subservience, both within and beyond the sphere of production.

Although the property connection  (relations of production) is a com-
bination of the objective and subjective elements of the labor process,
it diVers from the real appropriation connection in that it is not part
of the labor process per se. It is not part of the actual physical  pro-
duction of use values. Rather, the property connection is the class struc-
ture within which the material process of production takes place. (As
we will see shortly, however, this class structure to a large extent deter-
mines the development of the labor process.)

Thus the two diVerent connections occupy distinct conceptual posi-
tions within Marx’s mode of production. The real appropriation of the
means of production forms part of the labor process. The property con-
nection forms the distinct category of “relations of production.”12 The
mode of production is de� ned for Marx by the speci� c combination 
of these two constituent categories. For example, the feudal mode of
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production is de� ned by a labor process in which the direct producers
really apppropriate (control) the means of production, but are separated
from ownership. The capitalist mode of production is de� ned by a labor
process in which direct producers are separated from real appropria-
tion of the means of production, and are similarly separated from own-
ership. Upon the basis of the economic mode of production arises the
rest of the social structure, labeled the superstructure. The superstruc-
ture, however, is not merely a simple re� ection of the material base but
actually interacts to constitute and contradict the latter.13

The Labor Process and Social Change

Marx’s theory of society seeks to understand and explain the dynam-
ics of societies, the emergence of a certain structure and its destruction
by its own contradictions. The main dynamic element in Marx’s the-
ory is the interaction of an element of the labor process, the produc-
tive forces, with the relations of production. Marx and Engels state that
“all collisions in history have their origin, according to our view, in the
contradiction between the productive forces and the form of inter-
course.”14 “At a certain stage of their development, the material pro-
ductive forces of society come into con� ict with the existing relations
of production, or—what is but a legal expression for the same thing—
with the property relations within which they have been at work hith-
erto. From forms of development of the productive forces these relations
turn into their fetters. Then begins an epoch of social revolution. With
the change of the economic foundation the entire immense superstruc-
ture is more or less rapidly transformed.”15

All Marxists agree that herein lies the basis for social change. There
has however been much debate over the exact nature of the interac-
tion of these elements. On one side stand technological determinists who
see the productive forces within the labor process developing according
to their own peculiar logic. These forces directly determine the nature
of both the real appropriation (control) of means of production and the
property connection (relations of production). Yet there is a lag in this
determination, so that newly developed productive forces come into
con� ict with surviving, anachronistic forms of real and property appro-
priation. This con� ict is translated into the struggle of opposing classes,
one representing the fettering relations of production and the other rep-
resenting the progressive productive forces and the new relations required
by them. This class struggle produces change.16



On the other side of the issue are the more complex, dialectical
thinkers who contend that the labor process develops within conditions
determined by the relations of production. These property relations
engender class con�ict which provides the impetus for the development of the organ-
ization of the labor process and the productive forces within it. Yet the labor
process that was intended to consolidate the rule of a particular class
against other classes nevertheless comes into contradiction with that rule,
strengthening subordinate classes which create change.17

While there are certain passages in the writings of Marx and Engels
which lean toward technological determinism, it is my belief that these
dialectical thinkers hold the correct interpretation of Marx. It is clear
from an examination of the entire corpus of Marx’s work that for him
it is the antagonistic relations of production—class struggle—which provide the impe-
tus for the development of the productive forces.

The development of the productive forces always takes place within
the context of a particular class society, and has imposed upon it the
imperative of reproducing that society and the domination of its ruling
class over the laboring class. But while a particular direction of devel-
opment reproduces the relations of production, at the same time this
development comes to contradict and undermine these relations. The
productive forces determine the development of new relations of pro-
duction, which are realized through class struggle.

In the remainder of this paper, I wish to examine this contradictory,
mutually-determinative interaction between the labor process (and its
productive forces) and the relations of production, as set forth in the
works of Marx. It is by closely examining the way Marx uses his gen-
eral theory of historical materialism to interpret real historical societies—
not by pulling this or that programmatic statement out of context—that
we may come to an understanding of the place of the labor process in
Marx. I will focus on the capitalist labor process, its emergence, devel-
opment, and decline, because this is the most thoroughly developed part
of Marx’s scienti� c project.

The Labor Process in the Transition to Capitalism

An analysis of the development of capitalism must begin with feu-
dalism. According to Marx, feudalism is a mode of production based
mainly on agriculture. The basic relations of production are character-
ized as follows: The feudal lords constitute the ruling class by virtue of
their ownership of the land and the peasants are the direct producers
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who cultivate the land and transfer the surplus product to the ruling
class. Thus relations between lords and peasants are those of dominance
based on land ownership, although feudal codes ensure peasants access
to this means of production. Often these codes are so strict that peas-
ants are the virtual proprietors of the land.18

Although separated from legal ownership of the means of produc-
tion, the peasants are actually very much in control of the actual process
of agricultural production. Marx stresses this point by labeling the peas-
ants “possessors” of the means of production. The lord of the manor still
exacts surplus however. The various forms of peasants political unfree-
dom enforced by the lords’ control of means of violence ensure surplus
appropriation in feudalism.19

Within the predominantly agricultural feudal mode of production,
Marx also recognizes the existence of urban handicraft or artisan pro-
duction. This is distinguished from feudal agriculture in that the prop-
erty connection is one of unity, not separation, of the direct producers
with the means of production. Craft workers relate to the instruments
of production as their own, as their “self-earned private property.” The
relations of production of handicraft production are not marked by rela-
tions of economic dominance. Because the direct producers own their
own means of production, their social relations are relations of equal
exchange of commodities in a market in which all are on an equal 
footing.

Besides being owners of their means of production, these feudal crafts-
men are, according to Marx, in � rm control of the labor process (i.e.,
they really appropriate the means of production). Therefore, feudal handi-
craft production is marked by the unity of the direct producers with
the ownership and real appropriation of the means of production.

It is from this feudal mode of production that capitalism, marked by
a separation of direct producers from ownership of the means of pro-
duction, grows. Thus the transformation of feudalism into capitalism is
the process by which direct producers, peasants and craftsmen are expro-
priated and the means of production concentrated into the hands of
non-laborers. Marx calls this process primitive accumulation.

The process . . . that clears the way for the capitalist system, can be none
other than the process which takes away from the labourer the possession
of his means of production . . . The so-called primitive accumulation, there-
fore, is nothing else than the historical process of divorcing the producer
from the means of production. It appears as primitive, because it forms
the pre-historic stage of capital and of the mode of production corre-
sponding with it.20
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In agricultural production, this process of primitive accumulation is
the expropriation of the land from the peasants. In urban handicraft
production, the primitive accumulation is the expropriation from the
craftsmen of their means of production—raw materials, tools, customers,
workshop. The legal separation of workers from the ownership of the
means of production, however, is only the � rst step in the transition
from feudalism to capitalism. Marx makes this clear by distinguishing
between formal and real subsumption of labor under capital.21 By the formal
subsumption of labor under capital, Marx means the process whereby,
due to concentration of ownership of the means of production into the
hands of capital, the labor process and the workers in it fall under the
control of capital. But the type of subordination exercised here is merely
formal. It rests on the formal, legal separation of workers from the own-
ership of the means of production (property connection).

On the basis of this formal subsumption (property connection), how-
ever, there develops a real subsumption, resting on the real labor process
(real appropriation).22 Capital seizes hold of the labor process itself and
develops new forces of production guided by the imperative of trans-
forming the subordination of workers from a formal process, taking
place in the market, to a real process taking place in the workshop
itself. Capital develops the productive forces in such a way as to ensure
its control over workers. “Capitalist production is the � rst to develop
the conditions of the labour process, both its objective and subjective
ones, on a large scale—it tears them from the hands of the individual
independent worker, but develops them as powers that control the indi-
vidual worker and are alien to him.”23

The Emergence of the Specifically Capitalist Labor Process

According to Marx, the � rst step toward the creation of the speci� cally
capitalist labor process, or the real subsumption of labor under capital,
is the emergence of what he calls “manufacture,” the gathering of a
relatively large number of workers under one roof and under the employ
of one capitalist. Manufacture puts an end to the individualized, iso-
lated production of feudalism by assembling a large number of coop-
erating workers.

The � rst step in the development of manufacture is the mere gath-
ering into one place of workers, all of whom perform the same tasks.
That is, there is as yet no division of labor within the workshop. Marx
calls this simple cooperation. The capitalists’ motive in initiating this
change is clear—simple cooperation increases the productiveness of labor
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and consequently increases the rate of surplus value.24 The bene� ts of
this increased productiveness accrue to capital gratuitously, for it is cap-
ital that is responsible for bringing these laborers into cooperation. The
social nature of production is not developed by the will of the workers
but by the external, alien, coercive force of capital.

But Marx states that simple cooperation has another eVect on the
labor process besides increasing productiveness. It alters the balance of
power in the class struggle for real control (real appropriation) of the
means of production. The introduction of simple cooperation in the
labor process enhances the capitalists’ control over the real material pro-
duction of values.

All combined labor on a large scale requires a directing authority,
Marx states, to ensure the harmonious working and coordination of the
various individual activities. This is true regardless of the social rela-
tions of production under which production is carried out. Naturally,
under capitalism it is the capitalist who emerges as the directing, super-
intending, and adjusting authority, for it is he who is responsible for
gathering workers together. But Marx notes that the capitalist uses the
position of authority assigned to him to introduce an element of con-
trol above and beyond that necessitated solely by the cooperative nature
of the labor process. An element of authority arises which is necessi-
tated not by the cooperative production of use values but by the antag-
onistic relations of production under which use values are produced.25

Marx does not proceed to develop conceptually this two-fold nature
of capitalist control of the labor process. However, the distinction is
important for understanding his treatment of the development of the
capitalist labor process. For the sake of clarity, let us conceptually dis-
tinguish Marx’s two types of control. The � rst type I will call basic con-
trol.26 This type of authority is necessary in any large-scale production
of use values, regardless of the relations of production under which pro-
duction takes place. A certain amount of control is necessary to coor-
dinate and direct the actions of individual workers, no matter who
appropriates the surplus, or how this is done. This basic control is a
neutral instrument which helps to realize the potential for greater pro-
ductiveness embodied in large-scale, cooperative labor.

The second type of control label surplus control. It is not necessitated
by the productiveness of labor per se but by the antagonistic relations
of production under which use values are produced. Under capitalism,
the capitalist class owns the means of production and is therefore able
to exploit the labor of workers for its own bene� t. Consequently, a
struggle between the two classes emerges over the rate of exploitation.
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The greater the workers’ control over the labor process—i.e. the greater
the extent to which they really appropriate the means of production—the
greater is their power to resist attempts to increase the rate of surplus
value. Capitalist production, based necessarily on the drive continually
to expand surplus value, demands that this resistance be overcome.
Capitalists must wrest control of the detailed, second-by-second work
process from workers.

This surplus control increases the rate of surplus value, but only under
conditions of con�ictual relations of production. In a society without classes, in
which production is controlled by and bene� ts all, workers would vol-
untarily produce in such a manner as to ensure the common good, in
which they by de� nition share. Such control would not increase the
surplus at society’s disposal one bit, and hence would be useless. This
is clearly Marx’s meaning when he states that the discipline or control
enforced by the capitalist on combined labor “will become super� uous
under a social sytem in which the labourers work for their own ac-
count. . . .”27

This formulation of the two types of control over production clari� es
the drive behind the transition that Marx notes from the formal to the
real subsumption of labor under capital. Capitalists must transform the
labor process in order better to produce surplus value. One of these
transformations is the passing of the real appropriation of the means of
production, their real control, from labor to capital. Capitalists turn
their formal control of labor into a real control in order to suppress the
resistance of workers and consequently to raise the rate of surplus value.
On the basis of this transformation, the speci� cally capitalist mode of
production emerges.28

The next stage that Marx distinguishes in the development of this
speci� cally capitalist mode of production is the division of labor in man-
ufacture. Almost from the beginning of the concentration of workers
under one roof, tasks start to be divided into isolated detail operations
assigned to individual workers as their exclusive functions. What was
once a uni� ed craft practiced by versatile and knowledgeable workers
becomes a fragmented mass of detail operations performed by one-sided
automatons.

Marx makes it clear that this division of labor, like simple coopera-
tion, increases the productiveness of labor and, consequently, the rate
of surplus value.29 He shows however that this division of labor also has
the purpose of giving capital greater control over the real appropriation
of the means of production and hence over the direct producers them-
selves. Therefore, there is also an element of surplus control in this
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change in the production process, which allows capital to increase its
exploitation of workers by suppressing their resistance.

According to Marx, the division of labor increases capitalist control
over the labor process by removing much of the knowledge and dis-
cretion from workers and centralizing it in the hands of capital. Previously,
skilled craft workers were required to be able to perform all of the var-
ied tasks fo their trade. This required considerable skill and knowledge
and left capital largely dependent upon workers to get out production.
Workers made important decisions about when and how work was done.
But when capital shatters crafts into thousands of detail operations, the
knowledge, skill, and consequently the control of workers is wrested
away. Broad knowledge of the work process is no longer necessary when
workers perform the same task day in and day out. Capital centralizes
this knowledge; to it falls the task of planning and executing the inte-
gration of the fragmented, detail tasks into a productive whole. Thus
Marx writes that “Division of labour within the workshop implies the
undisputed authority of the capitalist over men, that are but parts of a
mechanism that belongs to him.”30

The division of labor centralizes into the hands of capital the intel-
ligence and control of work that once belonged to workers. By doing
so, it leaves workers largely powerless to resist increased exploitation. It
thus allows an increase in the rate of surplus value completely apart
from its eVect on productiveness per se. The division of labor even leaves
workers powerless to resist capitalist exploitation by quitting the factory
for independent employment. Unlike the craftsman, the detail laborer
cannot independently produce commodities for sale. His or her detail
labor is useful only within the context of the social organization of labor
in the capitalist workshop.31

The changes introduced in the labor process by simple cooperation
and by the division of labor in manufacture are steps in the process of
creating a really unique capitalist mode of production—that is, in cre-
ating a speci� c real appropriation of the means of production to match
the formal appropriation embodied in the property connection. This
process, however, is completed only with the advent of the large-scale
use of machinery, i.e., modern industry. Before this, the means of pro-
duction are separated from workers largely in form only, by virtue of
their ownership by capital. In the real material production process, work-
ers continue to a certain extent to really appropriate these tools as their
won, due to their knowledge and skills, even though the latter are diluted 
by the division of labor. Therefore, capital’s rule over labor is largely formal.

But with the advent of machinery, the separate, alien nature of the
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means of production take on the real material form of the machine.
The rule of capital over labor is materialized, realized, in the rule of the
machine over workers.

The appropriation of living labour by objecti� ed labour—of the power or
activity which creates value by value existing for itself—which lies in the
concept of capital, is posited, in production resting on machinery, as the
character of the production process itself, including its material elements
and its material motion. The production process has ceased to be a labour
process in the sense of a process dominated by labour as its governing
unity.32

For Marx, machinery is de� ned as “a mechanism that, after being
set in motion, performs with its tools the same operations that were for-
merly done by the workman with similar tools.”33 Machines incorpo-
rate into an inanimate, objective mechanism the workers’ tools to use
in production. The mechanization of production thus marks the end of
the subjective organization of work, based on human workers, and the
beginning of the objective organization of work, based on the inanimate
motions of machines. The substitution of natural forces for human forces
means that now production may be analyzed and organized scienti�cally,
i.e., in accordance with the laws of the natural world.

What are the motives behind this transformation? Marx notes that
on the one hand, machinery is introduced because, like simple coop-
eration and the division of labor, it increases the productiveness of labor
per se. It increases the amount of use value that may be produced by
a given quantity of labor in a given time under any relations of pro-
duction. Machinery thereby lowers the value of workers’ means of sub-
sistence and so raises the rate of surplus value relatively. Machinery 
produces relative surplus value in another way also, when it is intro-
duced for the � rst time by a speci� c capitalist. In this period of transi-
tion, before the use of this machinery becomes widespread, the individual
value of the innovator’s product falls below its general social value, thus
enabling him to replace the value of a day’s labor power by a smaller
portion of the value of a day’s product. But on the other hand, capi-
talists replace hand labor with machinery in order to exert a greater
control over the labor process and the direct producers in it. Again,
this greater control also increases the rate of surplus value. But it 
does so only by repressing the struggle of workers against capitalist ex-
ploitation.

Therefore, Marx states generally that “[t]he automation, as capital,
and because it is capital, is endowed, in the person of the capitalist,
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with intelligence and will; it is therefore animated by the longing to
reduce to a minimum the resistance oVered by that repellent yet elas-
tic natural barrier, man.”34 He goes on to state speci� cally that the con-
trol aVorded capital by machinery allows it to intensify labor. As long
as workers are skilled, it is they who control the intensity at which work
is performed. But when their skills are incorporated into machinery,
capitalists can control work intensity by controlling the speed of machin-
ery and the number of machines the worker must tend. At one point,
Marx goes so far as to state that the very direction of development of
machine design is partly determined by capital’s eVorts to intensify
labor.35 Workers de-skilled by machinery are largely powerless to resist
this increased exploitation within the shop.

Marx also shows that machinery provides capital with an eVective
weapon against working class struggle outside the shop, vis., strikes.
Machines eliminate the dependence of capital on the small supply of
skilled workers, replacing them with unskilled labor, which is in abun-
dant supply. The power of the strike is thus broken. Workers must sub-
mit to all the atrocities of a labor process under the full control of
capital, which is able to increase exploitation almost at will.36

Marx states that capitalist relations of production are realized—i.e.,
come into being really, as opposed to formally—only with this stage of
modern industry and its machinery.37 He does not however conclude
from this that machinery is in and of itself the culprit and must be
destroyed to build a truly socialist society. Marx is no Luddite. For him
it is not machinery itself that facilitates class domination and oppres-
sion, but its historically speci� c use and development by capitalism. In
all possible societies, machinery results in the objecti�cation of human knowl-
edge and skills into a material mechanism. But it is only under the social relations
of production of capitalism that this objecti�cation also becomes alienation—that is,
only in capitalism does machinery confront workers as an alien force
controlled by an exploiting class. Under capitalism, machinery becomes
a tool in the class struggle, and hence evidences an element of surplus
control. It allows capital to wrench knowledge and skills away from
workers and concentrate these into its hands. Capital controls machin-
ery, and the science by which it is produced and regulated, and uses
it to exploit workers.

But Marx holds that it is possible for workers to control this machin-
ery under diVerent relations of production, given the proper education.38

The alien nature of machinery is due solely to its development and use
by capital.
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The emphasis comes to be placed not on the state of [the productive pow-
ers of labor] being objecti�ed, but on the state of being alienated, dispos-
sessed, sold . . .; on the condition that the monstrous objective power which
social labour itself erected opposite itself as one of its moments belongs
not to the worker, but to the personi� ed conditions of production, i.e., to
capital. . . . But obviously this process of inversion is a merely historical
necessity, a necessity for the development of the forces of production solely
from a speci� c historic point of departure, or basis, but in no way an
absolute necessity of production. . . . It requires no great penetration to grasp
that, where e.g. free labour or wage labour arising out of the dissolution
of bondage is the point of departure, their machines can only arise in
antitheses to living labour, as property alien to it, and as power hostile to
it; i.e. that they must confront it as capital. But it is just as easy to per-
ceive that machines will not cease to be agencies of social production when
they become e.g. property of the associated workers.39

I do not think that Marx means by this that certain speci� c machines
or aspects of technology developed under capitalism do not have to be
discarded in a socialist society. It seems to me evident that certain such
means of production (e.g., the assembly line) have the capitalist imper-
ative to dominate and exploit labor built right into their nuts and bolts.
He means to stress, I think, that machinery as such, as a general type
of productive force, is not inherently exploitative and may form an inte-
gral part of a socialist process of production.

The Contradictory Nature of the Capitalist Labor Process

I have attempted to show above that for Marx the labor process
speci� c to capitalism emerges only after capitalist relations of produc-
tion, and is fundamentally determined by the class struggle entailed by
these relations. This is only one side, however, of the process of mutual
determination between the relations of production and the labor process.

The labor process that emerges under capitalism also shapes and
determines capitalist relations of production. And Marx shows, of course,
that this determination is contradictory in nature. While the capitalist
labor process constitutes the relations of production by turning capital-
ist appropriation of labor and the means of production from a formal
to a real relation, it also serves to undermine this appropriation and to
create the basis of new relations of production. “On the one hand, it
[the capitalist revolution in the labor process] creates the real condi-
tions for the domination of labour by capital, perfecting the process and
providing it with the appropriate framework. On the other hand, by
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evolving conditions of production and communication and productive
forces of labour antagonistic to the workers involved in them, this rev-
olution creates the real premises of a new mode of production, one that
abolishes the contradictory form of capitalism. It thereby creates the
material basis of a newly shaped social process and hence of a new
social formation.”40

Three contradictions between the labor process (including its forces
of production) and the relations of production of capitalism are well
developed in Marx are relevant here. One is the law of the tendency
of the rate of pro� t to fall. By replacing workers with machinery in
their struggle against them, capitalists diminish the only value-creating
element of production. The rate of pro� t consequently falls. The sec-
ond contradiction is that between the increasingly socialized labor process
and private appropriation. The particular forces of production introduced
by capital can only be really appropriated by a group of cooperative
laborers. This social imperative of production contradicts the private
character of capitalist ownership (formal appropriation). A third, lesser-
known, contradiction is that between the technical requirements of labor
under modern industry and capitalist domination. The continual dis-
placement and shifting of workers caused by mechanization demands
workers who are versatile and multifaceted, in contradiction to the need
of capital for easily-dominated detail laborers.41

For Marx, however, social change ultimately hinges on class strug-
gle. The broad economic contradictions of capitalism noted above await
their resolution in the victory of the proletariat in its struggle against
the bourgeoisie. And Marx shows that while the capitalist labor process
economically debilitates the working class, at the same time it strengthens
workers in their political struggle. The same measures that render work-
ers virtually powerless in the shop also turn them into a class-for-itself,
a conscious, active class struggling against its oppressors.

Under earlier stages of the development of the capitalist labor process,
workers have economic power on the shop � oor due to their skills—
but they are politically divided and weak. Simple cooperation merely
brings carft workers together under one roof. These workers remain
divided, however, into separate crafts, each jealously guarding its priv-
ileges. Within each craft, remnants of the apprenticeship system divide
apprentices, journeymen, and masters.

The rise of the division of labor in manufacture does not change 
the political situation much. Workers become a bit more concentrated
geographically. And many crafts are shattered into a plethora of detail
tasks. Skills, however, cannot be entirely eliminated. Consequently, a
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labor hierarchy based on skill gradations develops and serves to keep
the workers divided and politically weak.42

But the transition to modern industry works great changes on the
political strength of workers. Mechanization largely breaks down the
skill diVerences separating the interests of workers. All are more or less
reduced to a homogenous mass of machine tenders, according to Marx.
Geographical divisions are overcome by the concentration of huge masses
of workers demanded by modern industry. Further, the nature of work
in the modern factory requires the organization and disciplining of work-
ers, thereby preparing them for organized and disciplined political
action.43 For the � rst time workers begin to see their common interests
and to articulate them. They form a class-for-itself which challenges the
existence of the class relations of capitalism. Thus, Marx shows that the
same developments in the labor process introduced to enhance capital-
ist domination of society ultimately undermine it.44

Unfortunately, Marx’s prognosis has not yet been realized in any
advanced capitalist society. Many recent scholars stress the importance
of capitalist-devised labor hierarchies in splitting the working class and
delaying revolution.45 Other aspects of Marx’s theory of the labor process
and its development in capitalism also need re-examination in the light
of contemporary social developments. It is my contention, however, that
contemporary Marxist analysis must go forward with a thorough knowl-
edge of Marxist theory. I hope that this paper has served to further
this knowledge in one area.
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