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Itis no longer news that microelectronics can
cause enormous job losses, athough most
organisations fall to agree about exactly when
and how many. Less firmly placed in the
popular imagination are the likdy conse-
quences for the organisation of the waged
work that is left after the devastation of the
‘chip', or the reasons for the introduction of
new technology. Soit is particularly welcome
to see the publication of a book which
attempts to answer just those questions,
while avoiding the trap of divorcing tech-
nology from a broader politica understand-
ing of theworkings of capitalism.
Microelectronics: Capitalist Technology and
the Working Class by the Conference of

Socidis  Economists  Microdectronics
Group, isnot only looking at theissue of ‘who
benefits from the technology in terms of
whether the working class can win shorter
working hoursinstead of losing jobs, but dso
how computerisation can be developed to
upgrade the content of work, rather than
simultaneoudy  deskilling and  refining
manageria control over it.

The CSE Group has st itsdf an ambitious
task, with chapters covering the technology
itself, its application in the office, banking,
the state and different methods of manu-
facturing, and the question of dternative
design. Writing collectively is hard enough
when the focus is very particular, given this
sort of range it was inevitable that the book
should read at times contradictorily. The
‘cement’ that was constructed to hold the
thing together can be found in the preface:
'Capital needs to regain command over the
labour process and to increase productivity in
order to raise profits; technology plays a key
rolein this process.’

There are dangers in tracing each applica-
tion of microelectronics to a management
attempt to increase control and productivity.
Not because that andysis is widdy dff the
mark, but rather that it can act to encourage a
recurring desre of socidids to view
manageria strategy as having a coherence
and credibility it often doesn't. Similarly it
can lead us to dide over contradictions and
divisions within the workforce.

The CSE Microelectronics Group avoids
the most frequent distortion found in left
andysis — that of ignoring sexud divisions.
There is an excdlent discusson of how
patriarchal relations in the office have helped
to shore up the personalised, servicing role of
women workers. This is presented as a
stumbling block in managerid plans to
rationalise the dffice and intensgify the labour
of itsworkers.

It is only by the forced separation of
secretary and boss — something both Sdes
may object to — that management dreams of
an dectronic office could become redlity.
And an ondaught on the feminine subculture
in the office, through an attempt to deprive
women of the socid sde to their waged
labour, could eesly backfire. Increased
productivity may be bought at the price of a
rebellious workforce. As Audrey Wise has
said in recognition of women having agrester
militancy in the work dtuation over
conditions as opposed to wages. ‘women put
up a struggle to stay human'. Women being
less socidised into seeing themselves as wage
earners above dl ese, often provide mde
trade unionists with a judtification for their
judgement of women as uninterested in
union matters. Yet it is precisdly women's



refusad to accept the rules of the game, or
even their ignorance of whet the parameters
of collective bargaining usudly are, which
may produce the space for questions of
control to be raised.

Thiscan only be acontradictory process—
that space has to be constructed, rather than
it being ready and waiting. Thisbook endson
the brave note of arguing in relaion to the
question of design of sysems ‘Micro-
electronics can control a piece of equipment
independently of other machines . . . work
could be made much more democratic, less
centralised and less hierarchicd ... It is
possibleto negotiate over thetype of skillsand
job control a each of these levels in the
hierarchy, s0 as to remove most of the
hierarchy itself." The book wes published too
quickly to dedl with the trade union response
s0 far to technologica innovation, but
evidence shows that trade unions are more
likely to be attempting to defend the status
quo and hold onto what jobs they can.
Challenging the sill and power hierarchy,
particularly given that this is so based on
gender divisons — something the Iabour
movement can hardly dam immunity from
— isindeed aformidable task.

Given the book places skills and control as
central issues, it is a pity that there is some
ambiguity in relation to trade union involve-
ment with aternative design. The chapter on
FIAT for instance seems to argue it is
dangerous for trade union officds to play an
active role in the introduction of new tech-
nologies because it can lead them into taking
on a management perspective while dividing
them from the shop floor: 'Union offidds
developed a new language of ‘technicalese
that separated them and their concerns from
shop floor workers . . . The only reason that
FIAT introduced this automation was in
order to break trade union control in the
plants.' (p91) Yet at other points it is argued
that the desgn and implementation of
microgectronic based systems cannot be Ieft
up to software houses or managers. On the

whole the book tends to skip over the
question of how dternative designs can be
developed and used while avoiding the 'co-
option' or defeat of trade unions and the
workers they are presumed to represent.
However these discussions are contro-
versa ones and more research and debate
needs to take place for appropriate strategies
to be developed. It would be less than
materialist to imagine that such a prompt
publication could provide a definitive
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analysis. It is heartening, given the import-
ance of the problemsit raises, that the book is
proving popular — there is aready areprint
and an intended second edition. Reaching a
wide audience has obvioudy been a priority
for the group, asthe book iswrittenin acdear
and accessble style Its popularity will
presumably encourage the group to continue
its work, something we can dl fed
enthusiastic about.

Eileen Phillips
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