
The Invisible Handcuffs of Capitalism:PRIVATE 


How Market Tyranny Stifles the Economy by Stunting Workers



"In all fields, whether physics, cosmology or economics, we come from a past of conflicting certitudes to a period of questioning, of new openings.  This is perhaps one of the characteristics of the period of transition we face at the beginning of this new century." Prigogine 2005, p. 69.


Introduction

Setting the Stage
The Invisible Handcuffs makes the case that the modern economy has matured to the point where it cannot harness anything close to the full productive potential of society.  In this sense, the famous invisible hand turns out to be akin to invisible handcuffs for the economy, as well as for society as a whole.


The Invisible Handcuffs is unique.  Other books address the cultural, social, ecological and ethical shortcomings of markets.  Rather than condemning capitalists or capitalism for moral deficiencies or decrying the inequities of exploitation, The Invisible Handcuffs takes aim at capitalism in terms of its own basic rationale ‑‑ the creation of an efficient economy.  The central idea of The Invisible Handcuffs is that because the interests of employers and workers are at odds, capitalism relies on a kind of control over labor that is self‑defeating.


The Invisible Handcuffs investigates how this inherent contradiction between labor and capital plagues the system.  It analyzes how capitalist techniques of control, intended to overcome the contradictory interests of labor and capital, further undermine economic performance.  Perhaps the most damning effect is that capitalists' efforts to control labor stunt workers and undermine their potential, putting society at a serious long term disadvantage.


Finally, The Invisible Handcuffs describes how economists' pains to justify this dysfunctional control have led them to develop a theory that excludes fundamental questions about workers, work, and working conditions.  The result is a theoretical framework that prevents them from seeing the contradictions that undermine the system.


For the most part, this book concentrates on the United States, where the market economy has perhaps evolved the furthest.  Certainly, the current U.S. economy falls short on a maddening array of counts.  Here is the most powerful economy in the world, yet it seems powerless to meet the most pressing needs of humanity ‑‑ let alone its own people. The list of pervasive problems includes excessive poverty, inadequate health care, global warming, and environmental damage, just to name a few.


Although the United States policymakers do not pay sufficient attention to such problems, they go to great lengths in a misguided effort to nurture the market; yet, the relative economic strength of the U.S. economy still seems to be eroding.  In this context, the importance of looking at the economy from the perspective of workers becomes undeniable.  At a time when the world faces difficult threats, society cannot afford to waste a resource as valuable as human potential.  Hopefully, this book will contribute to the process of casting off the handcuffs to benefit from the previously unutilized human potential.


Overview
The first chapter begins with a discussion of the theological defense of markets by sources as far apart in time and in stature as Edmund Burke and George W. Bush.  According to such people, market relations ensure not only efficiency, but higher qualities, such as freedom and justice.  For many people, questioning markets is akin to blasphemy.  The Invisible Handcuffs suggests that a more appropriate theology of markets might come from Greek mythology ‑‑ in particular, the legend of the sadistic Procrustus, whose story is introduced in this chapter.


The second chapter turns to a less attractive perspective of the market:  labor discipline.  The chapter describes both the direct discipline in the workplace as well as less obvious forms of discipline, such as the intentional creation of unemployment to make labor fearful of being fired ‑‑ what Alan Greenspan, then Chairman of the Federal Reserve Board, referred to as the traumatization of labor.  Such policies are ironic, considering that policymakers pretend that all social objectives ‑‑ whether higher wages, better working conditions, environmental protections, or even the quality of life ‑‑ must give way to the creation of jobs.  The two concluding sections of the chapter offer quantitative estimates of some of the human and economic costs of labor discipline and a brief discussion of the path that led economists to adopt the narrow perspective that makes them uncritical of the present form of labor discipline.


The third chapter concerns economic theory's inattention to workers, work, and working conditions.  For example, economics treats work as nothing more than the absence of leisure.  In addition, relations between workers disappear from economic theory.  Perhaps, the greatest defect of all is that it reduces workers into an abstract input, comparable to coal or steel.


Even when economists address workers' skills, they do so in a convoluted way by conceptualizing their abilities as "human capital."  This perspective is especially destructive because it blocks economists (and those whose vision is shaped by economists) from seeing people as anything more than a commodity.


Finally, this chapter describes how mainstream economics has tried to convince working people themselves to adopt the same perspective as economists; instructing them to see work merely as the absence of leisure, emphasizing their existence as consumers, while ignoring both work and working conditions.


The fourth chapter discusses the impact of the narrow market perspective on everyday life.  Besides the enormous amount of time that jobs consume, this chapter describes the extension of controls on people's behavior outside of the workplace.  In the long run, these controls also are counterproductive, because, just like the unproductive control in the workplace, these controls interfere with people's opportunity to improve their own abilities and capacities.


The fifth chapter briefly extends the subjects treated earlier to the international economy.


The sixth and seventh chapters put the subject in historical perspective by looking back at the economic vision bequeathed by Adam Smith, often described as the father of modern economics.  The first of these chapters looks at Smith's historical analysis ‑‑ how societies evolved until they reached the ultimate form of market organization.  In this highly ideological work, Smith casts markets in a highly favorable light.  Markets are harmonious, fair, efficient, and give everybody an opportunity to succeed.  In this way, Smith provided a touchstone for the people described in the first chapter who built the theological defense of markets.


The seventh chapter emphasizes the dark side of Smith, who realized that his vision of a harmonious society depended upon a successful coercion of labor to accept the discipline of the workplace.  In his time, violent measures were often required to leave people with no option but to accept the new conditions of wage labor.  Even after people became corralled into wage labor, Smith realized that controls had to reach deeper into people's lives, even including state regulation of religion.  In short, for all his positive rhetoric about freedom, Smith's ultimate concern was to control people in order to make them obedient workers.  This reading of Smith lends further support to the second chapter, which emphasizes the role of discipline.


This chapter also explains why Smith had to eliminate any discussion of modern industry in order to allow him to offer his vision of marketplace freedom and liberty.  Finally, this chapter describes how later economists simplified Smith's writings and removed its uncomfortable ideological implications, leaving an effective, but unrealistic, propagandistic shell.


The eighth chapter looks at the concept of the Gross Domestic Product, a seemingly straightforward measure of the progress of an economy.  The chapter reviews the evolution of this concept, showing how, just like with Adam Smith's theory, the Gross Domestic Product focused on convenient matters that put the market in the best possible light.  Just as is the case in economic theory, work, workers, and working conditions get swept under the rug.


The chapter ends by contrasting the Gross Domestic Product with the results of a recent field of "happiness studies," in which social scientists, including some economists, recognize the disconnect between the Gross Domestic Product and a satisfying quality of life.


Chapter 9 surveys some of the innumerable ways in which capitalism fails, even in terms of its narrowly conceived objective of increasing the Gross Domestic Product.  In keeping with the theme of this book, this chapter looks at ways in which the control of labor is self‑defeating.  For example, unwieldy bureaucracies driven by purely financial motives are incapable of efficiently organizing and inspiring people.  These bureaucracies are not merely a managerial mistake, but a natural outgrowth of an advanced market economy.


These shortcomings of the corporations fall into two classes.  First, efforts to control labor are wasteful, even though they seem necessary given the present capitalist system.  The more interesting second class emphasizes the way that the present organization of production does not just waste labor, but also stunts workers' potential.


The final chapter offers some hints about the future possibilities of people working together to create a better life.  The position advocated in this book flies in the face of prevailing opinion.  However, as this book indicates, continuing with the obsessive efforts to control labor will harm the interests of society and even those who seem to be benefiting from current practices.


Chapter 1. The Anti‑Worker Theology of Markets

The Theological Defense of Markets
Dogmatic defenders of markets warn that any measures to address deficiencies ‑‑ other than the knee‑jerk remedy of expanding market powers even further ‑‑ disrupt economic efficiency.  A second, and even stronger line of defense of markets, will acknowledge problems, but insist that the cause is the personal inadequacies of the people.  The solution is to demand more from the people, not the system.  As Margaret Thatcher, the Conservative British Prime Minister, popularly known as the Iron Lady, once explained: "Economics (sic) are the method.  The object is to change the soul" (Harris 1989).  This call for spiritual uplift inspired the latest phase of neoliberalism, an extremist mindset in which virtually all policy must give way to the interests of the market.


The stubbornness of market fundamentalism reflects the view that markets are an end in themselves rather than merely a means to an end.  Even the mildest challenge to the market reeks of heresy.  Edmund Burke, perhaps the most famous British statesman of the eighteenth century, set the tone for theological defense of markets, declaring:  "... the laws of commerce ... are the laws of nature, and consequently the laws of God" (Burke 1795, p. 137).  The modern Journal of Markets and Morality continues to promote that theological tradition.


From a less elevated perspective, business and political leaders commonly join the familiar litany of praise for the market, bandying about lofty terms: freedom, democracy, and justice, not to mention efficiency and prosperity.  While first running for president in 1999, George W. Bush offered a simpler formulation, declaring that "trade and markets are freedom" (Schwartz 2005, p. 6; citing Fischer 1999).


Surely nobody could object to allowing people to enjoy freedom, democracy, or any other positive qualities attributed to the market.  Why would anyone be foolish enough to challenge the existing economic system, which supposedly represents the pinnacle of social organization ‑‑ or at least it would be, if ill‑considered taxes and regulations did not interfere with what President Ronald Reagan called "the magic of the marketplace"?


But adults should not believe in magic.  Despite Reagan's fanciful rhetoric, the market is a harsh taskmaster.  Frederick Winslow Taylor, the father of scientific management, devoted his life to using a stopwatch to cut split seconds from workers' tasks.  He gave a more realistic verdict of the modern situation, observing:  "In the past the man has been first; in the future the system must be first" (Taylor 1911, p. 7).  Does this system serve people's essential needs?  The Invisible Handcuffs argues that it does not because it interferes with creating an effective organization of production ‑‑ supposedly the strongest point of capitalism.


A Different Theology
Turning to a quite different theology, according to Greek legend, a bandit named Damastes terrorized people near Eleusis in Attica.  People called him Procrustes, or "The Stretcher" because he compelled unwary travelers who fell into his hands to spend the night on an iron bed.  He sadistically murdered his guests by stretching short ones to fit the dimensions of the bed, or, if they were tall, cutting off as much of their limbs as necessary.  His sadism supposedly turned the surrounding countryside into a desert.  Procrustes's reign of terror was eventually cut short when Theseus, a heroic figure who became king of Athens, subjected Procrustes to his own bed treatment.


Mythological references might seem out of place in a book on the economy, but the language of the economy has become so perverted that reframing it in an unfamiliar context seems appropriate.  After all, Taylor's expression ‑‑ "the system must be first" ‑‑ suggested that the modern economy requires that people conform to its dictates.  In effect, his stopwatch tightened the screws on the Procrustean bed.


Famed German sociologist, Max Weber, hardly a radical, vividly captured this harsh spirit of the Procrustean world, observing that "... the market is the most impersonal relationship of practical life into which humans can enter ....  Such absolute depersonalization is contrary to all the elementary forms of human relationship" (Weber 1921, pp. 636‑37).


One of Weber's most famous expressions is his metaphor of the iron cage (actually a mistranslation of a less poetic "shell as hard as steel") (Weber 1904‑5, p. 121):


##Today's capitalist economic order is a monstrous cosmos, into which the individual is born and which in practice is for him, at least as an individual, simply a given, an immutable shell, in which he is obliged to live.  It forces on the individual, to the extent that he is caught up in the relationships of the "market," the norms of its economic activity.  [Weber 1904‑5, p. 13]


Contemporary rhetoric offers an excellent example of this market imperative.  For instance, the word, reform, has become synonymous with the elimination of protections against unfavorable market outcomes.  In effect, people must learn to adjust to the market rather than making any attempt to have the market adjust to people's needs.


Beyond the Procrustean Economy
In the spirit of Weber ‑‑ at least the mistranslated Weber ‑‑ think of the market as a Procrustean bed.  Those who do not accommodate themselves to the system suffer a cruel fate.  In this sense, Procrustes' iron bed is more than just a visible manifestation of the invisible handcuffs, as the discussion of workplace deaths and diseases in Chapter 3 will demonstrate.


In describing the economy as Procrustean, I realize that I am distancing myself from conventional economics, which treats markets as voluntary arrangements.


Unlike the irrational sadism of Procrustes ‑‑ a parasite that destroyed its host ‑‑ economists present the modern economy as the height of both rationality and freedom, where people chose to work where they want and buy what they want ‑‑ and nobody commands anybody (except on the job).


Contemporary economists are fond of comparing the organizational achievements of a market economy with the efficiency of a computer or even the human brain.  Many individual actors in the economy often do act quite rationally in furthering their own short‑term self‑interest, but, taken as a whole, the modern market economy falls quite short of the excellence ascribed to it.  How can anyone rationalize that hours of work have not radically decreased despite the proliferation of modern, labor‑saving technology?  How can anyone reconcile increasing job insecurity and stagnating wages with market efficiency?


Business leaders, politicians, and economists are quick to explain that the logic of the system is immutable.  They come down hard on anyone who dares to question Procrustean rationality, but they themselves are generally immune from the harsh demands of Procrusteanism.


This book will make the case that the market is indeed Procrustean and, like Procrustes, destroys its surroundings.  Viable alternatives do exist.  They might seem impossibly utopian, but only because the gatekeepers of the Procrustean economy stubbornly refuse to accept any dialogue or even the possibility of a dialogue.  As the Iron Lady adamantly proclaimed, "There is no alternative."  The iron bed must remain in place.  Everyone must learn to accept the dictates of the Procrustean economy ‑‑ to voluntarily don the invisible handcuffs.  Neither individuals nor societies have any choice in the matter.  To defy the logic of the market would be suicidal ‑‑ at least in an economic sense.


This book argues this Procrustean ideology is as absurd as it is inhuman.  It shows why markets are incapable of permitting people to use their productive potential.  At the same time, the book points in a more positive direction.  Once people get beyond the idea this system must be first, society can tap into people's potential and create a more fulfilling life.


The first step is a critical evaluation of the market.  Hopefully, with sufficient intelligence, courage, and imagination we can get the kind of economy we deserve ‑‑ an anti‑Procrustean one in which the productive system will finally adjust to meet society's most pressing needs.


Many well‑intentioned people acknowledge some shortcomings with the market, but then pin their hopes on minor regulatory tinkering.  History does not look kindly on those who have expected much from such piecemeal measures.  Still, others might promise that better technologies will correct existing problems within the framework of the market.  The underlying problem, however, is not technological inadequacy; nor is it a material deficiency.  For example, people do not go hungry because too little food is produced.  After all, food surpluses have long plagued policymakers in most developed countries.






