Notes (Stewart 97-121; Arendt The Human Condition 136-144; Sennett The Craftsman 80; Folbre TheInvisible Heart)

What Happens in the Workplace?

Arendt

 The objects we make with our hands stand outside of us. They endure independent of us, i.e., they have an objectivity. What we make allows us a stability – the chair, the table endures – that belies our ever-changing being (we never step in the same river twice). 

     Subjectivity of man  ---- objectivity of a man-made world

 So, this replaces (supplants) the more overwhelming character of “an untouched nature.”

Even though consumption can wear them out, they do not “spoil if I do not wear them (shoes, for example).” They have a certain independence.

The labor of man, as well, turns into work that transforms “wilderness into cultivated land”. But land is not a use object. It needs to be labored upon over and over again. In other words, it is unlike a pair of shoes – it constantly needs to be reworked, i.e. cultivation must be reproduced.

 Regarding nature, humans must enact a violence on it to render it useful. i.e. destroy a part of God-created nature. 

Strangely this is associated with the notion of the “joys of labor”. Arendt writes, “the elation felt by the violent exertion of a strength with which man measures himself against the overwhelming forces of the elements and which through the cunning invention of tools he knows how to multiply far beyond its natural measurement.” 140

Fabrication is preceded by a blueprint (an idea) but it is accomplished as an act of work – not something independent of our hands at work. So, it’s unlike hunger pangs which occur in our stomachs independent of the outside world.

 The image precedes and shapes the fabrication but is fixed in the finished product as a model for continued replication of the object.

                     “…repetition is the mark of labor.” 

And this repetition is tied to the cycle of the human body (we need to constantly reproduce our labor by eating, sleeping etc.).

All this is tied together: the worker fabricates a product which ends with the finished product (the process ends with the end product) and it is undertaken for the end of satisfying consumption needs. But consumption doesn’t end as in a finished good, it must continue to be replenished (or the object of consumption – food etc). So, work has to continue to reproduce labor power – the reason isn’t important, i.e., what the product’s use is.

 The reason for repetition is “the craftsman’s need to earn his means of subsistence.” Labor has neither a beginning nor an end. It’s “part of the cyclical movement of the body’s life process.”

Stewart (“The Ideological Origins of the Humanist Revolution” 97-121)

Elton Mayo intended to save capitalism from the threat of a socialist worker revolution by redirecting the emphasis from the brutal working conditions of the industrial period in America to the psychology of the worker.

These worker discontents were just “the phantasy constructions of the neurotic”. In other words, “the workers of the world [were] nuts”. 

Noteworthy here is the connection between Mayo’s romantic notion of the “medieval workshop” and Sennett’s discussion of those very same workshops.

Mayo characterized these workshops in which “everyone knew his place and all collaborated for the good of the whole.” (101). He felt he could reproduce these conditions in the modern workplace using psychological strategies. As with Freud, everything wrong with the worker was buried in the subconscious, not in real conditions existing in the present.

He wasn’t aiming to empower workers or create a more democratic workplace because workers weren’t smart enough to figure out what was wrong. Democracy would elevate the least capable to positions of decision-making, i.e., a governance of the mob. Unionization and collective bargaining should be avoided at any cost.

The ordinary person didn’t act on the basis of reason but on mere sentiment.

Business tycoons loved him because they understood that what he offered was a plan to “reduce strikes, eliminate unions, and create peace between labor and capital without changing working conditions.” (104) How wonderful.

The Hawthorne plant of Western Electric on the westside of Chicago was the site of what would become famous for a series of experiments conducted by Mayo. The experiments involved isolating a group of workers who were encouraged to chat with one another, hold birthday parties, bring in cookies and cakes etc. In other words, an “informal atmosphere” was established.

Productivity increased by an average of 35% over the base level of the factory from 1928 to 1932 when the experiments ended.

Experimenters were confronted with an abundance of potential causal factors: 1. more rest breaks 2. intense supervision 3. decrease in relay types 4. accumulated experience of the workers 5. statistical noise 6. the special compensation arrangement or the addition of two “rate busters”. (Mayo even examined blood pressure and hemoglobin counts)

When the researchers turned to interviewing the workers they discovered that the greater pay and reduced hours were why, from the workers’ perspective, they worked faster and harder. A subsequent experiment on the factory floor in which the higher compensation levels were implemented produced a similar increase in productivity. 

Mayo claimed that interviewing the workers with direct questions would produce specious results. Workers were like psychiatric patients in a mental ward. You had to conduct in-depth, open-ended interviews in which workers would talk about their childhoods to discover real reasons for the rise in productivity. In other words, the dissatisfied worker might simply be the product of an unfortunate childhood while the satisfied worker was the result of the “produced” psychological atmosphere created through inexpensive tweaking of the relationships between fellow workers. It was all in their heads, not in the material conditions of work.

In other words, the researchers had succeeded in “re-creating the Middle Ages [according to Mayo]”. (115) Management needed to implement a humanistic strategy toward labor-management relations. 

BUT…”The whole point of the investment in psychological research…was to find ways of keeping workers happy without having to pay them more.” (119)

The entire enterprise was a fraud…

Sennett (“The Workshop” 53-80 in The Craftsman)
 The chapter discusses the peculiar environment of the medieval workshop in which apprentices were bound to a master craftsman who was obligated to pass on the secrets of his trade while being a part of a larger guild system that bound workers together in a network that stretched across a large group of similar urban professions.

These were like homes, except the master had an obligation to train the worker within strict guidelines and standards recognized by a larger community of specialists.  Both religion and ritual bound these working communities together. Authority flowed from the master. The workshop was like a monastery. Fear and awe and an ability to inspire constituted the authority of the master. 

Guilds fought against trade (market forces) to prevent the dilution of the authority to produce artifacts and to insure the purity of their product. The quality of the skills of the members of a guild was their greatest asset.

Ethics were inured in rites and prayers – the quality of a workshop’s work was sworn to in the name of God.

The purpose of such workshops was not profit or fame but a quest for purity and nobility of the product.

“The medieval workshop was a home held together more by honor than by love. The master in this house based his authority, concretely, on the transference of skills.” (64)

This foundation of authority had to be passed on by “imitation, ritual, and surrogacy” to survive.

The originality of the artist became infused in the person of the master which was not something important in the medieval guilds which survived due to the rituals which were passed on to the apprentices.

Part of this collapse was also due to the increasingly close relationship between the clients and the masters (the market rears its head). 

The change (originality, patronage) created a new master-apprentice relationship that was a precursor of the labor-capital relationship – masters simply wanted to hire assistants without being obligated to pass on their secrets through training.

Why? Because in the market distinction produced material rewards … The insidious character of the market.

But at the same time, the master craftsman became a servant of the client and lost his autonomy.

“Art has one guiding or dominant agent, craft has a collective agent.” (73)

Job satisfaction is not a matter of the character of the work as much as the social space and how the work is organized – contrasted with Mayo’s notion that it was all in the psychology of the worker. 

As well, idiosyncratic geniuses are incapable of passing on the information to a new generation of workers. 

This last is the product of a more secular age in which originality created a new form of authority.

