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But th,‘t) in Brazﬂ but there are many others in d1fferent parts of Latm
Elbutl""a '. _ ; YEg A o ot 5 _ a3 .
erinl Indonesra there sa very act1ve land movement emergmg The Landle
t’eople s Movement that’s takmg shape in South Africa i isa reﬂecuon of
:)ngomg s1gmﬁcance of agranan questions. But what is needed is an und
>tand1ng that does not see these agrarian movements simply as rural or peasantz,r
novements, but sees them i in their relationship to what is going on in urb:
ireas and tries to make connections with worker’s movements, with struggl
1round electrrc1ty, water, urban services, and so forth, which i in many
of the world are in the process of being. privatized. This is one of the
Dles Where struggles around land, struggles around livelihood, and struggl Sis
iround broader living conditions might be linked and comnected with o
inother in ‘ways that are both attentive to hrstorrca]ly, geographlcally spe"‘l'"
,ondltlons but are also able to see ]mkages and connections with what is goi
on in other places '

CHAPTER NINE

Ursula HllWS‘ Labor and Capltal
Gender and Commod1ﬁcat1on

You contend that What has powered the economy in the twentieth century :
has been the transformation of prevrously unpard domestlc and hence
female labor. How so? T A n A e o = -
UH: I think probably the Word that sums up the process I'm ta]kmg about is com-
modification. The way capitalism has developed over the centuries has been by
transforming activities that used to be carried out, if you like, for their use-val-
ues in the home—were outside the money economy-—transforming those activ-
ities into the basis of commod1t1es that can be mass-produced and sold for profit.
Now, it’s often a two-stage process. You don’t. go kind of stralght from
grandmother scrubbmg clothes on a Wa-shboard in the kitchen to the wash-

ing machine. There s also an intermediate phase where it’s a service mdustry, -

like for instance the mass laundry industries that grew up at the beginning of
the twentieth century. But the inexorable process is towards creatmg more

~and more commodltres that can be mass-produced

_What are some other examples of thmgs that prewously had been the -
‘domain of female labor that were then commodified? | T me S
- UH: Almost all the things thatused to be done by women in the home—elther |
“in the nineteenth- century or in the second industrial revolution around elec-
tricity in the 19208 and 3os—becarne the basis of new commodlues In the:
nineteenth century we saw products like soap, mass- produced goods; and

" prepared. food. Up to the eighteenth century in Britain, things like beer were

‘made in the home—people wouldn’t go out and buy them_and things like
candles and clothes for the household and so on were all made in the home.

As the eighteenth and niheteenth centuries wore on, they became the basis
of factory—made goods And then in the twentieth century; with the spread of
electnc:tty, a'whole new wave of commodrﬁcatlon came in, creating things like
vacuum cleaners, ‘washing machmes and a whole range of appliances in the
horne that we use supposedly to take the labor out of housework. e S

You also write about act1v1t1es that aren’t turned mto tang1b1e commodl-_ £
ties, but turned into services instead. L S o bR
UH I thmk the way that the process tends to go is it starts off bemg an activ-
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ity which is carried out for nothing in the home—for rich people by servants
in the home, and for poor people, for themselves in the home. And that could
be almost any activity. It could be like making music, like telling people what
happened during the day, like making the news and so on; or, as I said earlier,
washing clothes, preparing food, and cleaning.

And then in the next stage, you get the development of what you might
call mass service industries. From things like just people making music in the
home, you got things like orchestras or bands or various forms of perform-
ance music that was performed by people who are providing a service. You
might have had to send the clothes out to a laundry or have a washerwoman
come in or have food that was prepared in a restaurant or something like that
which is the service industry.

The thing about service industries is that it’s kind of hard to make a profit from
them above a certain point, because the workers have to be reasonably skilled.
Each restaurant meal has to be cooked more orless the same way, for instance, or
each shirt has to be washed more or less the same way. And so as they become the

basis of large industries and then they have to compete with each other. The way
to improve productivity, when technology comes in, is to find a way of commodi-
tying it; in other words, making it so it canbe a mass-produced product. And slowly
the service industries give way to manufacturing industries. So the live perform-
ance by the orchestra gives way to making records or CDs or DVDs or making
radio sets or television on which people can experience the music.
And capitalism makes a lot more profit out of commodified music, like
selling CDs, than it does out of live music. Running the Milan Opera House

>

or something like that requires huge public subsidies. But selling CDs of
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We can’t generalize too hard around these things and there are class dimen-
sions to these differences, and there are ethnic dimensions to these differences
as well. But generally speaking, it’s been the areas of life which have been his-
torically most protected from the market that have been the areas (-)f wom-
en’s unpaid labor and of social relations in the home. In the twentieth cen-
tury particularly these became very much opened up to the market and have
become the basis of new industries.

How would you say this change has affected the status of women?
UH: I think it’s the constant process of renegotiation of relationships between
men and women, between parents and children, between disabled people and
their carers, between people who work in other people’s homes and the peo.ple
they work for. The home is a site of, or the sphere of, consumption, if you like.
It’s a site of constantly changing relationships. |
One of the really interesting and scary things that commodification is
doing right now is that what it takes with one hand, it gives Wlth the other. For
example, we all go out and buy supposedly labor-saving appliances Fo make
our lives easier in the home—we buy washing machines, we buy fridges, to
try to minimize the amount of housework we do, but th,e amount o'f time
people spend on housework doesn’t go down. In fact there’s a lot of evidence
it’s actually going up. Part of the reason for that is that the kind of work that
used to go on in the home, like the physical work of scrubbing floors or peel-
ing potatoes or whatever it was has been replaced by new kinds of 'consun?p-
tion work, whether waiting in line in checkouts at an ATM machines or in
supermarkets or in gas stations or waiting in virtual lines in a queue for a call

: - 2
i i i ities and the dis- {a
Pavarotti’s greatest hits, you can make an awful lot of money on it. center. Because increasingly the purchasing of these commodi

tribution of these products has become quite a complex process with more -
and more self-service involved and as the market becomes more complicated, - 5
choosing the right product also becomes much more complicated. w

But also these things become harder to work and harder to learn how v
to work. So there is effort involved in choosing the product you want to buy,

You point out that pleasure, too, has come to be regarded as something
that can be bought, leading to the growth of the entertainment industry,
amusement arcades, package holidays, the cosmetics and fashjon indus-
tries, and pornography. How is this commodification of pleasure linked

3

to traditionally female work?

UH: It's not exclusively female work, but the tendency is that the bulk of activ-
ities that go on unpaid in the home are done by women. Housework activities
historically are linked with the role of the mother or the wife as somebody;, if
you like, who services the family, who pleases, who gives pleasure, who enter-
tains the kids, who gives sexual pleasure to the husband. It’s 4 role of actually
giving pleasure. If you can say that there’s a service relationship in the home,

it tends to be one in which more power is held by the man and the woman is
doing the servicing, rather than the other way around. |
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learning how to use it, getting it fixed when it goes wrong, and increasingly all
these processes involve consumption work. And so the time spent on 'unpald
labor is just as much as it always was—it’s just a different kind of unpaid labor
from what it was in the past.

Who benefits from consumption work like self-service?

UH: It’s to the benefit of the employers of service workers. What’s happened
is that the service industries have become more and more Taylorized, in order
to maximize the productivity of service workers. The time they spend on each
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task has to be minimized. The tasks become more and more routinized, more
and more speeded up. You can talk to anybody who works in a call center
and they’ll tell you what the pressure is to keep the length of the calls down,
to deal with as many calls a possible, to meet performance targets, et cetera.
Now the way that that is done, the time that is saved hasn’t just disappeared

into nowhere. It’s been transferred onto the consumer, so

paid time has been
turned into unpaid time. |

The same thing has happened in supermarkets. In the early years of the
twentieth century lots and lots of people worked in retailing and they stood
behind counters and literally waited on people. They stood there with their
aprons on doing nothing until a customer came along and when a customer
came along, they said, “What do you want, Madam?” and then bagged up the
vegetables, weighed them, did all the labor and handed them out and it was
actually physically delivered by a kid on a bike. In my childhood in Britain in
the 1950s you’d be sent down to the greengrocers with an order, and then later
that afternoon a boy would come along on a bike and deliver it all.

Now all that labor of delivering and all that waiting time and all that time
spent bagging up the vegetables and so on have been transferred to the con-
sumer. And also alot of the cost of transport and storage that used to be born
by the industry is transferred to the customer. And this they call increasing

productivity—it’s pressurizing and Taylorizing the work of the paid workers,
squeezing as much labor out of them as possible. But it’s also transferring all
the squeezed-out labor onto all of us as consumers,

.. Andit’s not just that it’s the amount of work has been increased, but it’s

also the quality of that work has changed as well. So the kind of autonomy
that people used to have in terms of how they structure their consumer expe-

riences has increasingly been ironed out because of the Taylorization of serv-
ice workers.

When you say “Taylorization” you mean assembly line-like pressure and
standardization.

UH: Absolutely, yes. For instance, if a call center worker js working with a
standard script, as they very often are, that doesn’t just mean he or she has to
always ask the same questions in the same sequence. It’s also means that the
consumer has to effectively fill in the form as well. It removes your right as a
consumer to actually say what you want to say.

You know, you've been waiting in line, listening to this recorded message,
saying, “Your call is important to us, please hold,” and you hold and then you
key one for marketing and two for this and three for that and whatever other
number for customer service, and you finally get through to the right call center
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operator, who could be anywhere in the world, incidentally, ar?d she says 1I--IC;,
I‘I}l? nam;: is Tracy, how can I help you?” And you, at that 1._)01.nt, are ;:xpa?1 ¥
in}gr with rage and you want to say, “Well, Tracy, I ordered this dl]ihwis ;;HOW
idge.” ’t do that because you have to

ou delivered me a fridge.” But you can“ | ™
?c’heir script. Because first of all they say, Canl conﬁrm' your 21'p cc;de anj1 (;h i
we confirm the registration number?” And all of this is all being done 1

' i d so on.
of choice and consumer rights an |
nan';‘ile act of being a consumer has increasingly been reduced to. effectlveg
filling in forms. If you buy things on the Internet, it’s literally filling in forIms..
| it’s Vi ing in forms. Sometimes I think
’ ing ] he phone, it’s virtually filling in
T s e of ber passwords and
' i —you have to rememberp

iust this business of being a consumer—yo . el .

Ju; numbers—it’s a kind of bureaucratic nightmare. It's yust as Taylorized as
p SR

if you were an employee but you aren’t even.paid for it.

: I TRPUN
In The Making of a Cybertariat you point to an increased individualizatio
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and privatization of daily life, so that for example people n(:)w, ml:tfaad o11 6\
' movies, relevisi s they buy their ow |
0 i tch television or DVDs at home; g),> ‘
B . for which they What sort of effect has
i lay out the money.
TV sets, for which they have to & ‘ >
this had on the culture and political activism—or the potential for poli ()}JJ
i tivism? N | _}
;(J:ill a\(;\fell [ think it’s contradictory. At the simplest level, it’s heavily erodetd 94 qu
: ; ' :

what used to be public spaces, where people came togther, c:memas,hspoi*1 :

rounds. and so on. I'm not saying these things have died out, they havent,
& ’ -

i ' ' ich are now
but people have all kinds ot collective experiences in the Paﬁtﬂsy_t&ﬂ______

P G
e
s oy e eeo

en kind of isolated collective experiences. 111 the 1960s in th¢ '
p — 0 work the next morning

celevisi els, so you'd go into wor .
there were two television channels, o
and everybody had watched the same TV program and sg y}ciu haci soz;e';o aﬁ
' dred channels a |
bout. And now you have six hun |
Aol d. So there’s a level on which
indivi ' been separated. S0 ther .
these individual experiences have . e
' ' d fragmented people and kept peop
it has eroded the collective an . B e
i d of dealing with somebody thaty
tance from each other. That instea oy
i ' a post office or wherever, y
contact with over a counter in a store or A
Z:reasmgly dealing with disembodied people over the pho.ne or by emali. Aih
it’s very easy to dehumanize someone that you'te not making eye contact wi
d sharing pheromones with. |
an };u: hafigg said that, just as the telephone was a completely .contrailctc?:g .
hnology—that both distanced people and also put peoplff, in to.uc V: A
tec h othegr in new ways—so I think the Internetis also both distancing an af_ el
dhe ' : d new ways ot .
: : for a lot of people. It’s create
e wags of communi around the world. And so for some

iZ1 unicatin
organizing, new ways of comm g
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kinds of peop'le who are disadvantaged in the old face-to-face world, because
they had physical disabilities or they didn’t conform to standards of beauty or

they were the wrong color or whatever, the experience of having a telemedi-

ated relationship can actually be very, very liberating. I've interviewed people
VV'hO say, “It’s great—on the Internet I have no gender, I have no race. I have no
'dl’sabi]ity. [ can be anyone I like.” But just as it’s empowering for son,le people
it’s also terribly threatening to people who are used to wielding power in I1:)rai

ditional face-to-face ways. So it’s extremely complicated what it has done to
human relationships, I think.

.Let’s return to what you were speaking about earlier, about the commod-
ification of domestic work and what has been termed the “socialization”
of labor. Socialist feminists used to argue that this socialization of house-
work—that is, the transformation of women’s unpaid labor in the house-
hold through labor-saving appliances and services—would lead women to
gender em}ancipation. But you argue that this labor saving has not happened.
UH: I ?10n t want to posit some golden past where we all want to go back to
emptying pails and scrubbing floors and breaking our backs. I'm not sayin
that. I wouldn’t want to give up a dishwasher. But what I am saying is cht 11%
and of itself it’s not liberating. It’s possible to completely socialize domestic
labor to bring it out into the market without emancipating women. There isn’t
a technical fix to gender power. |
You see it more clearly in developing countries, but it’s probably to differ-

ent degrees the case everywhere, that what it’s actually done is to lock people
more and more tightly into the market in order to be able to buy these things
to buy a decent home or rent a decent home, and fill it with all these things’
that increasingly we all feel we can’t live without. And life is such that we rea§
can't live without a lot of them now. I mean, you can live without a fridge 1317
a period when you could get food delivered from the end of the road daj or
tv?ro or three times a day with no problem. Now with the need for the Wee}:rkl
trip to t}tle supermarket, you can’t do that. So, you need a tridge. It’s becomz
a necessity.

What that’s done is it has locked people more and more into the market
which of course, also locks them into the workforce. And so women now’
n'ee.d to work for economic survival to a greater extent than they certainl
did in the 1950s and *60s, and possibly than they did for an even longer periozif
before that, because the market hasn’t actually liberated women completel
[ mean, it’s theoretically gotten rid of the heavy labor of cooking and housZ:

work and so on, but it hasn’t solved the real robl i '
, ems like th -
lem and things like that. ’ PR
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So it means that women have been forced into the ng}gforce, but on very

unequal terms. And so they've ended up in the ghettos of part-time work or

O e AT, e

of various kinds of contingent labor where they're earning a lot less than a
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15t 6f the average male wage or certainly lesst
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wage that people used to talk about in the 1950s and "60s. So relatively speak-
ing, they’re actually economically worse off than they were before they had
all these wonderful things in their homes. They might feel better off. They
might think, oh, well, my grandmother didn’t have such a beautiful home as
this and she didn’t have all these things. But in reality, in terms of how hard
they have to work to reach the subsistence level, they are probably actually as

badly off, if not worse off, than their grandmothers were.

Yet socialists have traditionally argued that the socialization of labor is
a progressive thing, since it breaks down oppressive traditional social
arrangements and brings workers together in a way that they can exer-
cise their social collective power. It raises the level of production to a point
where socialism could be feasible. If we were to picture a postcapitalist
world, would it be based on the commodification that capitalism has cre-
ated? Would prepared food and consumption be socialized or should it all
rest at the feet of the individual? Or is there another way? |
UH: Well, I think there are different ways of socializing. I think that’s the first
point. And a lot of the socialist visions of the early part of the twentieth cen-
tury actually were visions of service industries. They were visions of people
collectively delivering use-values, not commodities. So there were public laun-

han any kind of notional family
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dries, there were good free health services, good universal education systems,
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various kinds, food cooperatives, and so on. The idea

good social services 0
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was that these were service industries; they weren’t commodities to produce

a profit. They didn’t have to operate by the rules of the market.
The conventional traditional socialist view on commodities was that it

was the force that not only propelled capitalism forward but was also going to
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destroy it. The idea was that capitalism would kind of implode from its own

contradictions because basically it would run out of markets. That on the one
hand, as technology developed you’d produce goods more and more produc-

tively, so more workers would be laid off, and because manufacturing industry

was so productive, there wouldn’t be any jobs for them to do, and the unem-
ployed people wouldn’t be able to buy the products of these new highly auto-
mated factories, so there would be this crisis of overproduction and capital-
ism would come to its knees. That’s one half of the story. The other half of
the story is that it would physically run out of markets globally. Because you
can only keep extending markets at the time when there were still tribes of
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people living in New Guinea who had never seen a car and when there were
still lots of people in the world in subsistence agriculture in all these places
that capitalism hadn’t reached. It could go on expanding geographically and
deal with its overproduction problems by bringing more and more people into
the money economy. But the idea was that sooner or later capitalism would
run out of markets.

Yet it seems to me that those ideas that all we had to do was sit back and
watch capitalism self-destruct were actually very, very naive because what this
model of commodification seems to me to show us is that you never run out
of new things to commodify. Each stage in the process generates new com-
modities. Each new service industry becomes a basis for new manufacturing
industries, but then each manufacturing industry, as it becomes more devel-
oped in turn generates new service industries and so the wheel goes round.

Take the automobile. You had people who looked after horses until there
was the automobile. There was this mass service industry of looking after
horses and stagecoaches and whatever. And then all of those people got put
out of work and the auto industry came along which was very much regionally
concentrated in certain parts of the world and factories were created building
automobiles. On a simple level, that was manufacturing jobs replacing service
jobs. But then to make the automobiles and to service automobiles, you need
new service industries. You need garages to repair them, you need people to
make roads, you need people to clean them, et cetera. And then these proc-
esses in turn get automated, so you get the self-service gas station. And some-
body has to make a machine for that, and then those making those machines
in turn generate more service industries and so on.

It’s an endless, endless process, and I don’t believe that capitalism, while
human beings are doing anything with their lives outside the money econ-
omy, will ever run out of the possibilities of new commodities, if you see

what I mean. And the conclusion to be drawn from that is that we need polit-
ical solutions.

You touched on one of the conventional ideas on the left, which is the argu-
ment that “robots don’t buy cars”—that our society has become so mech-
anized that there will no longer be any people who could be able to atford

to buy anything because they’ll all be unemployed, and that as societies

become more and more industrialized, you’re going to have mass unem-
ployment. You believe that’s a misguided view.

UH: It’s completely a misguided view in my opinion. Every time a major new

wave of technical change comes along, that argument is put. Every time it’s

proved wrong. Of course, there is incredible destruction of jobs and of peo-

2PN ¥':L %t
[ S
iy T (ﬂ”/ |
URSULA HUWS S E

ple’s lives with each of these changes. You may get very high unemployment.
Whole communities may be decimated by technological change. We have in
England, and I know you have it in the United States as well, we have these
rustbelt regions where whole production industries basically have been wiped
out. The people, for instance, coal miners in northern England; they didn't get
re-employed as call center workers in the southeast. They got left on the dump.
But if you're talking total number of jobs, more new jobs are constantly being
created than are being destroyed, although they may be being created in differ-
ent places and they may be being created on much worse conditions for labor
than the older jobs in which workers may have developed quite good forms
of organization and collective bargaining and so on. And usually capital seeks
out greenfield sites for low-skilled new jobs.

Right, which we’ve seen in the United States, and it’s certainly hurt the
labor movement. Ursula, conventional economic wisdom posits the mark
of advanced capitalism in the late twentieth and early twenty-first century
has been the shrinkage first of agriculture and then industry and the dom-
inance of services in our economies. This is the argument that we’re in a
“postindustrial society.” Why don’t you agree with that narrative?
UH: Well, I think a lot of that is really kind of a statistical construct. I would
think a much more accurate way of describing what’s happened has been that
there’s been a massive commodification of agriculture and a major recon-
struction of industry—both of service and manutacturing industry—which
has been characterized by what you might call an elaboration of value chains.
Sorry, that’s a bit of a pretentious phrase! I'll come back to that in a minute, if I
may. But it seems to me that if you include in your definition of agriculture all
the people who process food, the people who distribute food, and the people
who pack it, the people who make tractors, the people who make fertilizers,
the people who work in the kind of genetic bioengineering—if you include all
those people in the agriculture sector, if you define the agriculture sector as
the process of producing and distributing food to people, then you’'ll find that
probably just as many if not more people are employed in it as ever there were.
The service sector is a more complicated story because this is a weird cat-
egory that lumps together all kind of different things. I did some detailed
research in the UK and went back through all the national censuses back to
1901 through to the end of the twentieth century, looking specifically at wom-
en’s employment. And you always see these graphs showing service indus-
tries going up and agriculture going down and 1 realized that this only works
if you leave out the domestic servants. At the beginning of the twentieth cen-
tury, huge numbers of women and quite a lot of men as well were working in
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domestic service. What can be more a service industry than being a servant?
mean, it's the same word. But if you put them all back into the picture, it stops
being a line that goes up; it’s a line that stays more or less constant. But thmk
more importantly, this category of service industry lumps together a lot of
totally different things, things which are to do with delivering services to con-
sumers like public services, health, and education, or things like hairdressing,
Personal services are one thing, but there are also business services. A big
part of this so-called rise in services that people keep commenting on is a rise
in business services. And what business services are really is an expression of
the more elaborate division of labor that i developing in manufacturing indus-
try. As products get more complex, but also as companies try to maximize their
profit and externalize as fany costs as possible, increasingly what they do is
a breakup the companies into separate cost centers or profit centers. When
you have a process that’s automated, you can manage it by results. You don’t
need to stand over people and make sure that they're doing what they’re sup-
posed to be doing. You just say, I want you to make x number of these things
and then you count the number that they’ve produced and you pay them. So’

as soon as it is possible to standardize a service function it bec
to outsource it.

So what happened from the 1980s onwards, really, was this massive growth
of outsourcing of business services, And, of course, when things get out-
sourced, they get reclassified in the statistics. So if you clean the floor in a
car factory and you’re employed by the car factory, you get counted as a car
worker, but if you are working for an outsourced cleaning company, then you
get miraculously transmogrified into a service worker, although you're doing
- exactly the same job in exactly the same factory. The first wave of outsourc-
| ing was those kind of things. But now we’ve got outsourcing of actual core
- business functions—things like outsourcing of human resources management
you've got outsourcing of back office services, you've got outsourcing of cug%
tomer services, of design, of software development. Youmrame it.

I did a big international survey in eighteen countries a coupie of years ago
where we found that over 50 percent of companies are outsourc; gatleast one
business service. Most are outsourcing a lot more. And furthe ore, 6 percent
of them in Europe, and I would say probably more in the'United States are
outsourcing to another country. So it’s exactly the same activity being cione
for the same capitalist employer in relation to producing the same product.

This is what I meant when I said earlier that there is an elaboration of
value chains. What you're getting in the division of labor isn’t just one worker
doing one thing and another one doing another thing on the same produc-
tion line; it’s that these production lines are spread across different companies

omes possible
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and across different countries around the world. And they involve services as
well as manufacturing.

In both your analytical and trade union work, you’ve written a great deal

about workers, many of them female, who are employed in information

technology—and in fact, you’re one such worker yourself. In The Making of
a Cybertariat you write about the difficulty in conceptualizing such employ-
ees who have ultimately been called office#f workers, white-collar work-
ers, telecommuters, nonmanual workers, e-workers. What are the issues

involved in classifying them?

UH: I think the traditional kind of socialist view, if you like, was that real work-
ers were men. Or I'll modify that: real workers were people who worked in

factories. In the class system, you have your capitalist class, and then you have

your sort of intermediate class of professionals and managers, who were gen-
erally seen as men, and then you have your workers. And you might subdi-
vide that, you might say, oh, you've got peasants and you've got workers and
you've got a labor aristocracy, you've got a lumpenproletariat. But basically,
the archetypal image of a worker is what you might call “spanner man.” To
the extent that there are female workers, they’re “apron lady”—they’re clean-
ers, theyre low-level manual service workers, they’re not seen as real workers.

Middle class workers were seen as masculine, but people were kind of
uncomfortable trying to define them. If you read the early literature like
famous studies of office workers, they’re actually defined by their clothes
and defined more specifically by male clothes. They're called the black-suited
worker or the white-collar worker. And they’re seen as this kind of army of
clerks. Marxists used to argue about what their class position was: were they
just kind of appendages of managers, or could the lower layers be seen as
part of the proletariat? But in fact, while they were arguing something was
happening which they were missing, which was that not only was the group
of office workers massively increasing, but it was being feminized. So by the
1950s and “6os the huge majority of office workers weren’t wearing black suits
or white collars, they were wearing light pastel color twin sets, I guess. They
were women and a lot of them were women working part-time.

Because the division of labor was changing so dramatically during the
postwar period, you had the circulation of capital and the circulation of goods
becoming much more complex, so lots of jobs were being created in indus-
tries like banking. And you had government becoming much more complex
and routinized, so lots of jobs were being created in the public sector. You
then had the introduction of early computers and keypunch machines and
things like that and huge swathes of new jobs being created in the offices of
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manufacturing companies. And it was women doing these jobs. People in the
trade union movement on the whole didn’t seem to want to think about them,
but by the 1970s when there was the women’s movement, organizations like
9 to 5 in the United States started to try to organize women office workers.
But basically they were seen as a kind of embarrassment and if anything they
were even the subject of hate by working class men because they were kind
of caricatured in the popular media as the secretary. You know, “Take a letter,
Miss Jones.” You see hundreds and hundreds of these cartoons in the 1960s
of the sexy dolly bird, as they were called in England, sitting on her boss’s
lap taking dictation while he gropes her. They were seen as a symbol of the
power and the privilege of the manager as compared to the workers. But they
were also the gatekeepers to the manager. So the guy from the factory floor
who wanted an interview with the manager was humiliated by this secretary
who kept him at bay.

This stereotype of the office worker as a secretary meant that they weren’t
actually seen as real workers and in the population statistics because soci-
ologists tended to want to look at class. Class is the thing sociologists were
most interested in and their idea of the unit of class analysis was the house-
hold. Women were put into the same class as their husband, so it was their
husband’s occupation that was supposed to determine the class status of the
woman. Which meant that it was kind of invisible, this terribly embarrass-
ing fact, which people are still very uncomfortable with, which is that if you
look at the class position of women office workers they’re very often married
to men or the daughters of men who are of a different social class than they
are in terms of the statistics. The models say office workers are above factory
workers in the statistics in class terms. But their wages are often a lot lower.
The point is that nobody has really dealt with these women as real workers in
a serious way until very recently.

You’ve studied those who work at home or away from the traditional work-
place. How does it benefit employers to hire people working at home and
why has it become so common? |

UH: Well, it’s quite difficult to generalize about because there are home work-
ers working at every level. There are people doing incredibly poorly paid
manual assembly work. Probably the most exploited workers in the world, in
developed and undeveloped countries, are home workers doing assembly work
or stuffing envelopes or doing routine kinds of things like that. And then at
the other extreme you have people to whom being able to work from home
is a kind of privilege of power. It seems to me that the best way to differen-
tiate home workers is on the basis of their labor market bargaining position.
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I you’ife got scarce skills and the employers really need what it is that you do,

then you can negotiate a situation where working from home may be to your
benefit. It may enable you to dispose your hours more flexibly, make better
child-care arrangements, avoid rush hour travel, et cetera.

But more usually, the boot is on the other foot. It’s a way for employers to
minimize their risks. They minimize the costs of actually having somebody
working in an office. They minimize workers getting together and organiz-
ing and because the workforce is so fragmented, it’s much, much easier to lay
off and easier to underpay.

What’s the potential for cybertarians of the world to unite, given these
employees’ isolation from their fellow workers?
UH: Well, it seems to me that this has got to be the way forward. I've been
doing a lot of research particularly in India but in other Asian countries too
on, if you like, the new cybertarians who are growing up working in an off-
shore call centers and software development and so on. And it's clear that
now, for the first time in history, we have people with a common labor proc-
ess, with a common relation to capital, speaking common languages and with
access to a technology that allows them to communicate around the world.
Theoretically, we have the best chance ever of work that’s actually organized
internationally. But the reality is that there is so much division, that the local
situation is so different. Somebody working in a call center in India occupies
a completely different social position from somebody working in a call center
in Britain, for instance. They will be much more educated, they will be much
more part of the local elite, if you like, they might be from the class that has
servants in India, which in England, they certainly wouldn’t be. But also and
even more importantly than that, there are enormous racist divisions right now,
both within the trade union movement as well as within general populations.
One of the most disturbing things that comes out when you talk to call
center workers in India is how much racist abuse they get on the phone from
their customers in the United States and in BEurope—really horrible things
that nobody should have to listen to as part of their job. I think that’s gotten
a lot worse with the kind of Islamophobia that’s around right now because
a lot of people can’t actually tell the difference—one Asian is like another
Asian, as far as they’re concerned. It goes so far that some call center workers
are practically being accused of being terrorists—and they’re just trying to
do their job. I think those kinds of divisions are incredibly worrying. When
workers are pitted against consumers and one race against another, it is going
to be an unbelievably difficult challenge to develop international understand-
ing and solidarity.
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CAPITAL AND ITS DISCON'T'EN'I'S

-

apitalism is in crisis of a magnitude not seen for decades. How do you
nderstand that crisis? Has capitalism run up against newfound limits?
JH: It has always been a contradiction of capitalism that it needs to expand in
srder to survive. As Rosa Luxemburg recognized, the sum total of the value
f all the workers” wages will never be enough to buy all the stuff they pro-
Juce because of the share that is taken as profit by the capitalists, so capital-
sm always needs a market outside of itself where people will buy the surplus
products. But that isn’t the only thing that drives the expansion of capitalism.
As ] have mentioned, it is also looking for new spheres of life that are out-
side the money economy to exploit for the development of new commodities.
These include natural resources, like the plants in the rainforest that can be
used to create new drugs, as well as human resources like traditional music, art,
creativity, sex, and tacit knowledge. Capitalism has always scoured the world
looking for new sources of raw materials like minerals, energy SOUIces, natural
products, and so on. And it has also always looked outside its traditional terri-
tories for new sources of cheap and compliant and unorganized labor. These
days, because of the huge quantity of goods thatare produced worldwide and
the wastefulness of the production processes, it is also looking desperately for
new sites to dump the detritus that results from all this commodity produc-
tion and to get the hazardous waste processed. In the commodification proc-
ess we have seen use-values ransformed into exchange-values, for instance
when public services like health become commodified, producing profits for

pharmaceuticals companies.

But now we are seeing a development whereby even negative use-val-

ues can become commodities that are exchanged on the market. You can se¢
this in the Kyoto agreement that has created an international market out of

pollution rights. There is one other important driver of capitalist expansion,
which David Harvey has drawn attentiont to. This follows on from the capi-

talist imperative to constantly accurpuiate profit. This means that capitalism
is always looking for new places tq invest this accumulated surplus. We saw

:t in the nineteenth century in huge investments by Western companies in

things like building railways across I £ Africa or laying cables under the

oceans to carry telegraph tratfic that became the ancestors of today’s opti-
cal fiber Internet backbones. Which, incidentally, usually follow exactly the
same geographical routes. It 1 probably no accident that Nokia used to be a
rubber company that made the rubber coatings for the old telegraph cables.
Of course all these different reasons interact with each other in quite complex -
ways. As new groups of people are brought into the global workforce, they
also become new consumer markets for global products. As surpluses from
one part of the world are invested in providing infrastructure for other less
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developed regi is sti ™~
cove az;dsguérll(.)ns of the globe, this stimulates new developments in these
So there are several interconnected reasons why capitalism constantl d
to expand into new territory. In the latter part of the twentieth cenu}lr neehs
world pretty much ran out of virgin space for this kind of expansion Thry, e
Ve?y few spots left on the planet that are not already being exploite;d f erehar'e
merﬂs or their timber or their fish or the DNA of their plants or the 10':) ; elil':
their people or the purchasing power of these people or being used as a‘i :.:13
ga.rbage dumps. Meanwhile the huge investments in infrastructure angd%)théc
things that were made in South and East Asia, parts of Latin Americ c;j
parts ?f the former Soviet Bloc in Eastern Europe caused very rapid d . ?n
ment 1n some of those regions in the last two or three decadez eIi'ha e
drajlmaucally in China and India but also in places like Brazil ;Xl;ith VS : n;OSt
paid workers in these countries there was no way that the huée surpl o tﬁw_ .
were generated could be reinvested locally. PR lo.vdk‘
.So what happened? To the extent that there were still underdeveloped S+
regl.ons of the world left, alot of that new investment went there. Chin oo v# I |
panies have bought up huge tracts of mineral-rich parts of Afr.ica P::E Con21~ ‘ [“ 1
other spots in the poor world, but also undeveloped land in less exp;:cted c,lan 1 N j
oped countries like Finland and Sweden. More dramatically, much of th e
plus. has come back to the developed West. All the major Eu,ropean steele . ?‘WJC'
'pam.es are now owned by Indian companies, who have also bought up se COH]I“
iconic European automobile brands like Jaguar and Land Rover TheI;BhZera
son?l computer, perhaps one of the most symbolically importar.lt rod pe?
the information revolution of the 1980s, is now owned by a Chinefe coucts .
1-% Braz.ﬂlan company now owns a huge chunk of the global brewin inlzi iny.
mclu,dmg many famous so-called “national” brands of beer like Steglla Ars ry’
Beck’s, Leffe, Coors, Skol, et cetera (all made on the same production lintOIS,
The world economy is now completely interconnected, not just thr eS)1"1
patterns f)f ownership but also through the international divi;ion of labor Ou%h
workers in one country directly linked to those in others through com ]i, . d
value chains. A shock to one part of the system will go rippling acrosspthcalte
work and affect people in very different places. This is not intrinsically n e ne;-
f:ourse. Capitalism has always ignored national frontiers. But for mzn veas
it was possible for capitalists in the West to convince their workers th }; yl:ars
were parts of the world that were outside capitalism, because of the e a' ence
of the Soviet Union and China with systems that claimed to be, and :)Stence
extent. really were noncapitalist. So the depression of the 1930s andi the crisisotrkll1 .
came in the aftermath of the oil shock in the 1970s were not blamed s dlr'S ?t
on the financial system itself but could be partly blamed on other(l)cactc(:: '
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ncluding other nations. And most people still thought in terms of national
-conomies that were to some extent under the control of national policies.

Since the fall of the Berlin Wall in 1989 there has been an enormous amount
of economic instability globally. We can think of the crisis of the Asian cur-
rencies in 1997, the bursting of the dot com bubble in 2001 and so on, but the
current crisis is far and away the biggest one that has taken place in a world
that is now acknowledged to be capitalist all over.

[ do not think that it is going to implode because of this crisis. The system

is inherently instable and has always been characterized by booms and busts,
and in the busts there is always a huge cost to be paid as weaker firms go to
the wall and workers are laid off in the thousands. There is enormous waste
and destruction involved in closing down factories, of course, but this helps
to get rid of surplus supply. It creates a kind of winner takes all logic in many
old industries and the winners can do very well indeed. There is also scope for
new industries to emerge. There are still plenty of new things to commodify.
One of the new goldmines for capital is the uncommodified parts of the public
sector. In the last few years we have seen a tremendous wave of expansion of
aggressive new multinational companies that make their profits from the out-
sourcing of commodified public services—anything from care services to IT
support. These companies are growing exponentially, partly through trans-
fers of employees from the public sector and there is no sign of them being
negatively hit. In fact only recently I readina specialist IT newsletter that the
UK government wants to make savings of L5 billion and one of its plans to

achieve this is by outsourCing mo
port to low-cost destinations like India. It’s business as usual for companies in

this field, and there are also rich pickings to be found in areas like armaments

manufacture and space exploration where there is a continuing demand for
developing ever more sophisticated new products that don’t depend on con-
sumer markets.

So I really don’t think this crisis is going to end the capitalist system,

although it will undoubtedly generate & lot of human suffering. But there is
one big “if.” If enough workers around the world react to this situation with a

realization of what's going on and understand that it really is a global system-

and that it can only be tamed if they all get together and do something about

it then there could be scope for real changes. A more pessimistic view is that.

in crises like these workers are so grateful for the chance to have a job at all
that they get their heads down and put up with worse working conditions
and harsher management. Instead of holding hands across the ocean—which
is something that requires enormous courage and optimism, especially for
people who have dependents to think about—they are much more likely to fall
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for protectionist r ic. \ '
o \:{) teetionist f1hetor1c. We are seeing a very worrying rise in Europe right
In support for far-right xen ' iti
ophobic political parties. In th
o 2 faxen p s. In the U.S. I expect
y ve the slogan “American jobs for American workers.” Here in Eurlj)pe

We have T3 . e P . . '
e lzrmsh jobs for British workers,” “French jobs for French workers,”
~“Danis - »
jobs for Danish workers,” and so on, right across the twenty-sevex;

member states and no doubt elsewhere too.
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