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PREFACE

This is a book about how people get jobs (or not) and employers get
workers (or not). In other words, it is a book about something that
matters to amost everyone. Most of us are involved in labour markets
several times in our lives, and some of us are involved a great many
more times than this. What happens there is very important for all of
us. it affects our incomes, our happiness and health, even our life
expectancies.

| have to thank Chris Harris for the original suggestion that | write
this book, and Bill Williams - the series editor - and Clare Grist - the
commissioning editor at Harvester Wheatsheaf - for making it a
reality. As far as the content of the book is concerned, | should thank
a great many people for their comments and criticisms but
especially my anonymous referees, together with David Jones,
Maureen Fevre, and my students past and present in the University of
Wales (at both Bangor and Swansea).

None of the people mentioned above are responsible for any
mistakes or omissions in what follows and it is to these that | now
turn. This book attempts to systematise sociologists observations
about labour markets. Its first task is, therefore, to define the field for
this relatively new subject area of sociology. In the process there
may well have been some oversimplification, and the omission of
some important items in the literature has been
unavoidable.

This book summarises the sociology that has gone into the
study of labour markets, but it is not a survey of the sociological
literature, and it does not present a static picture which short-
circuits the mssibility of future development in the field. The fina
chapter, in particular, is concerned with future improvements in
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viii The Sociology of Labour Markets

our knowledge of the workings of labour markets. Readers will judge
the book according to their own criteria, but if they do not find it
boring, and find some of it thought provoking, then | will have
achieved my aim in writing it.

Ralph Fevre
Swansea
April 1991

1. LABOUR MARKETSAND
SOCIOLOGY

INTRODUCTION

If you have ever looked for a job, or ever intend to look for one,
then you know something about the way a labour market works.
Y ou also know how important the labour market can be; you know
that what happens to you when you enter the market can shape your
whole life. If you do not know these things you are exceptional:
over the last two or three centuries, more and more people have
come to depend on labour markets. Industrialisation and the
development of capitalism have put an ever-increasing proportion
of the world’s population in the role of job-seekers at some point in
their lives.

In the last years of the twentieth century, the increasing influence
of labour markets is most remarkable in those countries with short
histories of sustained industrialisation or capitalist development.
For example, there is little that is more dramatic (and, sometimes,
tragic) than mass migrations in underdevel oped countries which are
in part caused by the development of labour markets. Every third
world city owes much of its cramped living conditions, its shanty
towns, and its street beggars to the migration of people from rural
areas to the city in an often vain search for work.

For the most part, however, this book is not concerned with the
pains endured by societies in which labour markets are
underdeveloped, but with things that the majority of readers will
find more familiar — the labour markets of their own established
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2 The Sociology of Labour Markets

industrial societies. It 8 many years since any of the cities of
North America and Europe grew at anything like the rate of
Mexico City, Guadalajara or Caracas, but there have been more
recent dramas of a different kind in the established industrial
societies’. The following pages will briefly demonstrate that
labour markets in all of these societies bear little resemblance to
the markets which existed twenty or thirty years ago. Labour
market conditions are very different, and so are the ways in which
markets are organised and regulated, for example by governments.
Furthermore, it is not only the markets that have changed out of
al recognition, but also the ways in which we think, speak and
write about labour markets.

Let us begin by examining some significant changes in labour
market conditions. But readers should note at the outset that,
while labour markets in all established industrial societies have
undergone enormous changes in recent years, these changes have
not always been of the same type or direction in each of these
societies. We therefore start with a qualification: in general the
number of people using labour markets in these societies has
increased, and, in general, this increase has not resulted from
indigenous population growth (indeed, ageing populations in
some oountries, such as the United Kingdom, suggest quite the
reverse, at least in the medium term). Rather, the most important
influences have been international labour migrations and increases
in the proportion of the population which seeks paid work (an
increase in 'economic activity rates)).

Labour migrations and changing economic activity rates have
always been important influences on the labour markets of the
established industrial societies, and events since the Second World
War, however dramatic, have in one sense repeated history. But
when labour market history repeats itself the usual outcome is not
continuity but flux and change.

According to Piore (1980), the highest estimates suggested that
‘undocumented' migrant workers made up more than 10 per cent
of the US labour force by the end of the 1970s. Most of these
'birds of passage’ migrated from Latin America, especially Mexico
and the Caribbean. A little earlier, Berger and Mohr (1975) had
named the migrant worker (from North Africa, Turkey and other
less developed countries) Western Europe's 'seventh man'. Indeed
by 1970 the total of migrant workers in Western Europe was
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aready near to 11 million, and some native European populations
appeared to have given up doing manual work altogether since al
of the menial work was now done by migrants. The small country
of Switzerland accommodated nearly a million of them - 16 per
cent of the total workforce (Castles and Kosack, 1973).

All economic activity rates fluctuate, but the most significant
variation in activity rates in the established industrial societies has
taken place amongst women. The UK census of 1851 revealed that
25 per cent of married women had paid work, but by the turn of
the century the proportion had dropped to 10 per cent. During the
First World War married women were drafted back into the
labour force but when the war ended married women's activity
rates fell back to prewar levels (Beechey, 1986). Something
similar happened during and after the Second World War, but in
later years the proportion of married women in the labour force
rose steadily so that by 1977 more than half of all married women
in the United Kingdom were in paid work or were seeking

employment.

The economic activity rates of British women can clearly go
down as well as up, but it seems likely that the present level of
female participation will be sustained and may even increase still
further in the near future. The economic activity rates of women
in the United States have changed in very much the same way as
they have in the United Kingdom and similar trends can be
observed in other established industrial societies. Some countries,
for example Italy, have had a slower start, but even in Ireland —
which has very low female economic activity raes by European
standards - married women's activity rates increased from 7.5 per
cent in 1971 to 17 per cent in 1981 (Jackson and Barry, 1989).
Over roughly the same period West Germany experienced a
significant increase in married women's activity rates and the
activity rate for all women increased from 46.6 per cent to 51 per
cent (Gensior and Scholer, 1989).

We now turn to the other 'side' of the labour market, to the
demand for — rather than the supply of — labour. In large part,
economic growth has ensured that there have been enough jobs
for the new workers added to the labour forces of the established
industrial societies, but the exceptions to this rule have always
been painful and sometimes prolonged. The United Kingdom, for
example, suffered mass unemployment throughout the 1980s. In
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the early years of the decade unemployment rates in the United
States rose to nearly 10 per cent, while the Canadian rate
exceeded 10 per cent (though still less than the UK rate of over 13
per cent; Ashton, 1986).

Such exceptions have often resulted from the disappearance of
jobs, for example as a result of the oil price rises of the early
1970s and 1980, and the recession of the early 1980s. There are
also additional problems of a chronic rather than acute nature.
For example, as a result of economic competition and capital
migration, there has been some redistribution of jobs between
countries, including a redistribution of jobs to less developed
countries which Frobel et al (1980) called a 'new international
division of labour'. This redistribution of jobs has brought
unemployment to some of the established industrial countries.
Similarly, some unemployment has been created where technologi-
cal changes have reduced labour demand (for example, see Jordan,
1982).

Change in labour market conditions is not simply a question of
changing numbers, the numbers of job-seekers and the number of
vacancies. There have also been qualitative changes on both sides
of the labour market. As far as the supply of labour is concerned,
the most significant change has been an increase in the proportion
of people who come to the labour market with pieces of paper
which document their educational (academic or vocational)
achievements - more and more workers have more and more of
these credentials. Holding more credentials need not mean
possessing more skills, however, and in cases such as the decline of
apprenticeships in the United States and United Kingdom, some
sections of the workforce appear to have become less skilled.
There have also been less tangible changes in the sorts of people
who use labour markets, for example changes in people's attitudes
and expectations. The generations which first entered labour
markets in the 1960s, 1970s and 1980s, for instance, did so with
some different ideas of what they wanted from employment.

There have been two related and hugely important changes in
the sorts of jobs which make up the demand side of the labour
market. Both changes began, and have progressed further, in the
United States, but have now affected all the established industrial
countries: the shift of employment from manufacturing industry
to the service sector and from blue-collar to white-collar jobs. But
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the outcomes of these two fundamental changes remain unclear
since the evidence is often contradictory. For example, it is not at
all clear how the shift to services and white-collar work has
affected employers' requirements for workers with skills, or how
the shift has affected the level of job security which employers feel
able to offer. Furthermore, the impact of both trends is obscured
by concurrent changes (for example in technology and work
organisation) which also affect skill requirements and job security.
There is certainly less demand for undifferentiated (sometimes
called 'unskilled) manual labour in factories in established
industrial societies, but do the new white-collar jobs really require
skilled workers? Interest in 'deskilling' increased after the
publication of Braverman's (1974) account of the degradation of
work in capitalist societies, and some writers (for example
Crompton and Jones, 1984) have argued that white-collar work,
just as much as manual labour in manufacturing, is deskilled
work. Other commentators (for example Piore and Sabel, 1984)
have reached the opposite conclusion: the new jobs which have
been created in recent years have required ‘re-skilling' and ‘multi-
skilling' rather than workers with no skills at all.

The impact of the shift to service-sector and white-collar jobs
on job security is aso unclear, and once more the picture becomes
more complicated when commentators find changes in manage-
ment practices which might be independent of these shifts. In the
1980s some analysts (for example, Atkinson, 1984) thought that
they might have identified a trend which heralded the disap-
pearance of full-time, permanent jobs and of established career
progression within a single company. On the other hand, others
were beginning to ask whether such a trend would be welcomed.
Dr Rosenmoller, of the West German Federal Labour Ministry,
described this as the creation of a 'MacDonald's labour market', a
damaging development which would certainly be resisted (Lead-
beater and Lloyd, 1986, p. 126).

In part such faith in long-term employment and career
structures, in the United States and the United Kingdom at least,
stemmed from some commentators (and employers) enthusiasm
for Japanese employment practices - one of the factors they
identified as the cause of Japanese economic success. Ironicaly, it
soon appeared that the 'lifetime’ employment system of the
Japanese (nenko) had only ever been available to a minority of



The Sociology of Labour Markets

workers in that country, and was now out of favour with some
employers (Kumazawa and Y amada, 1989).

There have also been big, but no less confusing, changes in the
way labour markets are run. In different ways, countries like
Japan, West Germany and Sweden have become committed to
running labour markets in the interests of economic development.
Typically, employers, financiers and labour unions have co-
operated with the state in order to run labour markets in a way
which will aid economic and social development, and develop-
ment of the ‘right' kind. This approach, sometimes described as
‘corporatist’, may have the welfare of the population somewhere
in mind but is based on the conviction that labour markets work
better if they are run by some body, usualy the state, which will
interfere in their operation and make plans for the future.

Other countries appear to be less convinced of the merits of
interference and planning. Throughout the 1980s governments in
the United States and the United Kingdom engaged in the
deregulation of markets in general, but especially of labour
markets. State interference in labour markets in these societies had
never been quite of the type practised in West Germany or Japan.
The interpreters of Beveridge and Roosevelt had more often seen
state interference as justified by the failure of markets rather than
as a way of making markets work. In the Reagan and Thatcher
years, such interference was pronounced worse than useless and
war was waged on those who wished to see labour markets
regulated by the state o by anyone else (like the unions, for
example).

At the time of writing, it seems that some of the Eastern
European countries which rejected state socialism in the revolu-
tions of 1989 will opt for the deregulated approach to labour
markets when turning their economies into capitalist economies.
Elsewhere politics and economics will affect labour markets in
different ways. In South Africa, some aspects of state regulation of
labour markets have disappeared as part of the state's effort to
reform apartheid. In Europe, a new form of international
regulation will follow the economic and political unification
planned for the European Community in 1992 and beyond.

Governments, unions and firms appear to want to make labour
markets their business in one way or another, but there are also
other institutions who want to make a business out of labour
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markets, and their influence has generally increased in recent
times. It is only in the last half of the twentieth century that most
employers have come to accept that they might pay other firms to
find labour for them. Employers in most of the established
industrial countries are now able to use a variety of services which
have usually been available to their counterparts in the United
States for some time. With a telephone call they can now begin an
executive 'head hunt' or hire a gang of manual workers, just as
easily as they hire a temporary secretary for a week.

Finally, | have already above referred to a change in the way we
think about labour markets, that is, to a change which might be
seen to be independent of changes in labour market conditions, or
in the way labour markets are run; a conceptual shift which might
even have caused some of the substantive changes described
above. Labour markets are also, it appears, grist to the ideologist's
mill. Ideas about labour markets were, for example, centra to the
majority of the arguments of the 'new right' thinkers and ‘market
radicals who helped to initiate and implement the deregulatory
policies pursued by Reagan in the United States and Thatcher in
the United Kingdom in the 1980s. So far, we have seen that
deregulation meant stopping ‘interference’ by governments or
anyone else, but interference in what? In the free play of 'market
forces' of course.

This rationale is given flesh by 'supply-side economies which
identifies obstacles to improved economic performance on the
supply side of the labour market, especially in a lack of
competition between workers which limits the amount of labour
(of the right type or at the right price) which is available to
employers. According to the market radicals, all sorts of
'restrictive practices, but especially those operating in labour
markets, are obstacles to improved economic performance. Such
practices may have been intended to promote social justice or
equality but cannot achieve such aims because they act as a brake
on development.

Instead, the market mechanism must be freed from its fetters
and we will then find that the mechanism itself will carry us
towards an alternative goal to that of equality and justice - the
goal of improved living standards for al. Such a goal isin fact the
only realistic aim we can have, the only one that is achievable. The
price for interfering in labour markets was paid in the form of
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lower growth and high wages and hence price inflation. In a
misguided attempt to 'save’ people from the market (for example,
by making welfare benefits, or 'too generous welfare benefits,
available), governments had prevented the market from bringing
benefits to the people.

In this way the market radicals are able to conclude their
argument with the lesson they learnt from their master, Adam
Smith, who taught that the 'invisible' hand of the market was
rather more adept at distributing the resources required for
growth and development than any human hand. At the time of
writing, the 'Adam Smith' idea of a labour market is popular in
the United States and in the United Kingdom and some Eastern
European countries, but it is perhaps not the dominant view
amongst the leaders of the most successful industrialised societies,
namely Japan and West Germany, or amongst the most successful
employers in the United States or United Kingdom (who have an
eye on their German and Japanese competitors of course).

In Japan and West Germany, planners and policy-makers are
not so much concerned with any failure of labour markets
(although they may want the state to provide a safety net), but
with giving a hand to the invisible hand: consciously improving
labour markets to make capitalism work better. The apparent
difference of opinion between established industrial societies,
between those who spurn interference in labour markets and those
who see a place for interference, might support the evidence for
the growth of a new ideological division in the wake of the
collapse of the older ideological battles between East and West.

It was once argued that this battle would be resolved in
‘convergence'’; societies in the East and West were thought to be
converging towards a new type of society in which planned
economic development was pursued within a mixed economy (cf.
Goldthorpe, 1984). Recent history suggests that convergence of
this type may well occur between some societies in the East and
some societies in the West, but also that convergence of another
sort may also take place: between other societies in the East and
West which are committed to an 'Adam Smith' vision of markets,
and especially of labour markets.

There are, it seems, competing ideas about labour markets, and
competition between these ideas can lead to one view or another
becoming dominant at a particular time and in a particular place.
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For much of the post-war period in the United Kingdom, for
example, many people - although perhaps not so many of those
with real influence (see Maclnnes, 1987) - believed that free
markets were anarchic and cruel. The one sure lesson that we can
learn from the history of ideas about (labour) markets is that these
ideas are not fixed and that yesterday's orthodoxies can quickly
become tomorrow's heresies.”

WHAT IS A LABOUR MARKET?

The reader can be sure that if the foregoing has not excited their
interest in labour markets, the subject is not to their taste and they
should find another book to read. But any reader who has not
been turned off will now want an answer to one, very important,
guestion — how do we make sense of labour markets, how do we
make sense of all the changes and the ideological differences
described above? It is to the answer to this question that this book
is supposed to contribute, but before the attempt is made
something else is required. Up to this point labour markets have
been discussed in an amost negligent way - as if every reader was
clear about what was being discussed and every reader shared the
same understanding of the subject. For reasons which will shortly
be explained, a great deal more precision is now required in our
thinking.

The authors of textbooks collect together the best thoughts and
findings of other writers (and usually one or two of their own) and
present them in a way which they hope will allow their readers to
get the most out of the subject. This means that the textbook-
writer has only two real problems to solve: which thoughts and
findings should be included and how should they be organised?
The question about organisation will be dealt with in Chapter 2,
but the problem of selection is logically a priority. In order to
select, one needs criteria, for example ideas of 'relevance,
‘originality" and ‘clarity' which help the textbook-writer to decide
what (and who) to put in the book and what to leave out.

Surprisingly, the trickiest of these criteria turns out to be
relevance. It is not always obvious how one decides which
thoughts and findings are relevant to the subject. Thisis a
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particular problem when, as with a book on the sociology of
labour markets, there are no established textbooks aready on the
shelves.® In this case, there is unlikely to be much agreement
about how the subject should be defined, but without a definition
how can one decide what is relevant to it? So, we will have to
begin with a definition of the subject matter, and do this knowing
that some people will disagree with the definition; and in the fear
that the definition may be so wide that it overlaps with established
fields of study, or so narrow that it makes the subject seem trividl.

An abstract definition of the labour market - the hiring fair

In Far From The Madding Crowd, Thomas Hardy describes a
‘hiring fair' in his fictional English town of Casterbridge. Such
fairs were held throughout the countryside into the nineteenth
century, and it was at hiring fairs that farmers hired agricultural
workers for a season or for alonger period:

At the end of the street stood from two to three hundred blithe and hearty
labourers waiting upon Chance - al men of the stamp to whom labour
suggests nothing worse than a wrestle with gravitation, and pleasure
nothing better than a renunciation of the same. Among these, carters and
waggoners were distinguished by having a piece of whip-cord twisted
round their hats; thatchers wore a fragment of woven straw; shepherds
held their sheep-crooks in their hands; and tus the situation required
was known to the hirers at aglance.

The hiring fair is an example of alabour market and it is as good
an example as any to use to work up a definition of the labour
market in the abstract.

The abstract labour market is actualy made up of five logically
digtinct processes, but each of these processes also involves a
relationship. Each process is two-sided, like a coin, since there are
aways two possihilities in the labour market: something done by
the person who wants work and something done by the
prospective employer. The meaning of this riddle will become
clear as we consider each of the five processes in turn, but first
readers must make a mental note of an important point that they
should bear in mind throughout this book.
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In common with the rest of the literature on the sociology of
labour markets, this book is biased. It is biased towards the
happier labour market event of hiring and away from the more
disma event of firing. Nevertheless, everything that is said in
general terms about labour market processes (both here and in the
chapters that follow) applies equaly well in principle to both
recruitment and 'separations (Norris, 1978b) from employment
including redundancies (voluntary and compulsory), dismissals
and voluntary quits. Thus the five labour market processes
described below are as useful, as abstractions, for understanding
how people leave employment as they are for understanding how
people enter employment. Readers should simply think of each
process operating in reverse, and culminating not in an offer to
buy or sell 1abour but in a separation from employment.

We begin with the process of informing employers. Employers
must learn that workers are available for employment. At the
hiring fair, workers conveyed this information smply by standing
in the gtreet. The shepherds and thatchers who had tramped many
miles to the market town, 'told' their prospective employers that
they wanted to work (‘required a situation’) simply by attending
the fair. But, since any labour market process is adways a
relationship, the process of informing employers need not be
undertaken by the workers seeking jobs. For example, employers
can be informed by making their own direct approach to workers:
by stopping passers-by, by ‘cold-calling' on the telephone and so
on.

In the second labour market process, workers must learn that
jobs are available, in other words there is a process of informing
workers. At the hiring fair workers were informed in the same
way as employers. by the presence of the farmers (who did not
tramp but came on horseback) at the fair, they knew jobs were
available. Once more, there is another side to the coin: workers
can be informed through their own efforts rather than those of
employers, by cold-calling on their own behalf, for example.

The third and fourth processes are commonly called screening.
In the process of screening workers, the employer gets hold of
sufficient information to allow him or her to decide whether or
not a particular worker should be offered a particular job.
Employers can screen workers by asking questions. At the
Casterbridge hiring fair they asked workers how far they had
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come to be at the fair, and what their previous employment had
been. But at the hiring fair the workers also contributed to the
process. They might be 'al men of the [same] samp' but by the
whipcord round their hats, and the woven straw and shepherd's
crooks they sported, the 'blithe and hearty labourers screened
themsdlves: this man was suitable for the shegpfold but not for the
stable, another would do for a thatcher but was of no interest to
an employer with no roofs to thatch.

Once approached by a prospective employer at the hiring fair,
the job-seeker might respectfully ask what his duties would be
should he take the situation, how much pay, and what food and
lodging he should expect? Such questions are part of a process of
screening employers, in which workers gather more information
(than the simple knowledge of a vacancy) in order to decide
whether they should accept a particular vacancy. Once more the
other party can contribute to the process. When employers place
advertisements which describe the kind of company they run, their
pay scales, career structures and so on, they are screening
themselves by providing additional information to job-seekers.

The final labour market process is the specific offer to buy or
sal labour. As before, there are two possibilities: the offer may be
an offer to buy (‘an offer of employment") or an offer to sell. The
offer of employment is, of course, made by the employer: at the
hiring fair, the farmer will ask the worker whether he will accept
the vacant situation. The offer to sdll labour is made by the job-
seeker: the shepherd says he would be happy to tend the master's
flocks if it pleases the farmer.

It might be argued that the conclusion of the transaction - the
actual buying and selling of labour - does not take place until
work begins. It is only then that workers really find out what
labour is actualy required of them, and what they will get in
return. Similarly, the employer will only find out when work
begins how much labour and what type of labour has actually
been bought. It could therefore be argued that what goes on in
work should also fal within the subject matter of the sociology of
the labour market since this is where labour is really exchanged.

I have taken the view that such a broad definition would
trespass on other fields of study, notady the sociology of work. It
seems to me that the study of the working-out of contractual
arrangements is the first act of the sociology of work, rather than
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the last act of the sociology of labour markets. This distinction has
one important consequence which readers might note. According
to the definition used here, several related areas which are of great
interest to sociology are not directly relevant to the sociology of
labour markets. Most obvioudy, the negotiation of wages and
conditions for, or by, people in work is only rdevant o far as
negotiations affect the five labour market processes, or the labour
market processes affect these negotiations.

The limits of an abstract definition of the labour mar ket

It must be obvious to any reader who has ever been in the labour
market that there are serious faults in an abstract definition which
is made up of a description of five logically digtinct processes (dso
see Harris, 1984). In the firgt place, it is quite possible for one or
more processes to occur simultaneoudly. Indeed this is exactly
what happened at Hardy's hiring fair: some simultaneous
screening - of workers and employers - was accomplished
through the wearing of favours. To take another example, a press
advertisement which details what the employer expects of the
successful applicant for a vacancy screens as well as informs job-
seekers. In fact some labour market processes can be so
perfunctory that they appear to be implicit or to have hardly
happened at al. For instance, is it readly screening when an
employer of unskilled labour fills vacancies on a 'first come firgt
sarved basis?

In the second place, even if labour market processes do occur
separately and consecutively, there is no guarantee that they will
occur in the order described above. For example, Gabriel Oak,
one of Hardy's characters in Far From the Madding Crowd,
comes to the hiring fair to offer himself in the 'superior position'
of abaliff. By doing this, he is screening employers - warning off
those who only want shepherds and so on - before learning of
what offers of employment are to be had. This is not an unusual
order of events but it costs Gabriel Oak dear - he spends nearly
the whole day at the fair without success. Belatedly he reverses the
order and sets himself up as a shepherd (spending what little
money he has on a crook and exchanging his overcoat for a
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shepherd's smockcoat) when he realises that most of the
prospective employers seem to want a man to tend their sheep.
Nor does this alternative plan bring success, however:

Gabriel wished he had not nailed up his colours as a shepherd, but had
laid himself out for anything in the whole cycle of labour that was
required in the fair.

Thirdly, the processes may be gone through in two different
orders by employers and workers. For example, on the strength of
the hoped-for success of this book, | cal a professor in Boston,
Massachusetts, and say | want a job. | have aready reached the
offer to sell labour, but the worthy professor may not even have
considered whether he or she has a vacancy. Fourthly, at the
hiring fair every process was gone through in a day (sometimes
more than once). Thisis not necessary at al, though it might help
us to avoid the nervous upset of waiting between application and
interview, and interview and decision, if it were always necessary.

Finally, if they need not occur over a specified period of time,
still less do labour market processes have to occur in the same
place The hiring fair was held in a literal market place, but some
labour markets do not have a single physical location. News-
papers, telephones, and letters help us to make this unnecessary. It
is possible for the labour market to have a physica location - the
hiring halls of ‘referra’ labour unions in the United States for
example - but it is more often the case in established industria
societies that they do not.

For example, where is the labour market for advertising
personnel? We do not see unemployed advertising people standing
around on Madison Avenue or in Covent Garden (with a row of
felt tip pens in a well-tailored breast pocket to distinguish their
caling), not with any serious hope of being hired anyway. You
might say the physical location of the labour market for these
people is in a number of offices, wine bars, or sports clubs, but
what about the vacancy pages of Adweek? You might hear of the
job in the press, offer yoursdf for it in a letter, be offered it in an
office, and think it over and accept it in a telephone call from
home.

Labour markets need have neither afixed time nor afixed place,
but they must have some sort of time and place otherwise how
could people use them? If they do not know when and where,
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workers cannot find jobs and employers cannot hire workers. The
ways in which times and places are established, and in which
workers and employers come to hear of them, will be investigated
in later chapters. But even if workers and employers learn of the
time and place of a labour merket, they may not be able to use it
because it is also necessary for them to find the right labour
market.

WHICH LABOUR MARKET?

The problem of finding the right labour market, and its solution,
can beillustrated by considering the methods government agencies
use to quantify labour markets in a way which makes sense to the
people, both workers and employers, who use them.

Everyone agrees that quantifying labour markets involves
counting labour supply and demand, but there is no simple or
obvious answer to the question of what should be included in
these counts. When governments first began to produce socid and
economic datigtics, for example, they wanted some sort of
country-wide counting system. This was why, after dl, the term
date-igtics was coined. Now agencies can count the numbers of
unemployed, and the numbers of vacancies, on a country-wide
basis, and so can quantify, for example, the 'United States labour
market'. But is the 'United States labour market' red, isit the sort
of labour market that people can use?

Who, in the United States, thinks on a national scale when they
want to find a job, fill a vacancy or even plan policy or open a
private employment agency? The 'United States labour market' is
a dtatistical fiction as far as most people are concerned, but what
about the few for whom it is a real possibility to consider
vacancies from coast to coast? For most of them it would be just
as easy to move abroad for a job, perhaps easier than moving
from Rhode Idand to the Midwest. So why not quantify a 'World
labour market'? This is fine as long as we redlise that such a
concept makes little sense to a redundant steelworker in
Pittsburgh, South Wales or Lorraine.”

When government agencies attempt to quantify labour markets
in away which makes sense to most of the people who use them,
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they usually come up with some notion of the 'local labour
market'. For example, it is assumed that most people do not want
to move house, and therefore that when they are looking for ajob
they will do so within a reasonable daily travelling distance. The
'travel-to-work-area around a settlement is then defined as that
settlement's 'local 1abour market'. This is an imperfect solution in
both theory and practice. It is a crude device for something so
complex but with luck it might make sense to most of the people
most of the time, and the important point to note is that this
operational definition gives a labour market a (more or less
inaccurate, more or less arbitrary) sphere or territory, and
(therefore) a boundary.

We establish the territories of labour markets by asking
which labour market are we talking about, which labour market
do we want to quantify? Thus, if government agencies answer that
they want to talk about the local labour market, then they will use
an idea like 'travel-to-work-ared in order to quantify it. They will
give the labour market a territory (and a boundary). But there is
more than one way to answer the question ‘which labour
market?.

One of the most frequent problems encountered in trying to
quantify a local labour market (by defining a travel-to-work-area
for example) is that what people see as the geographical location
of the labour market tends to vary. We have aready seen that not
all the residents of Pittsburgh think their labour market is limited
by the neighbourhood or even the metropolitan area. Further-
more, this variation is often systematic, that is, it varies with
another factor, like occupation. For example, senior executives
may be more likely than ex-steelworkers to think of a country-
wide or even world-wide labour market. Why does the definition
and boundary of the labour market vary with occupation?
Because occupations are also sorts of ‘territories’ for labour
markets with their own boundaries.

It is for this reason that government agencies list labour market
statistics (counts of supply and demand) by occupation as well as
by location, but occupation and location are not the only variables
which agerties use to tabulate their statistics. For example, many
agencies break their labour supply figures down according to the
gender, 'race’ or ethnic origin of job-seekers. For whatever reason
- including discrimination by employers (see Chapter 3 below) -

Labour markets and sociology 17

gender, 'race’ and ethnic origin aso provide answers to the
guestion ‘which labour market?; they are aso labour market
territories or spheres with their own boundaries. Two examples
should illugtrate this point: the first compares gender territories to
geographical territories, the second compares gender territories to
occupational territories.

Firstly, when they are using travetto-work-areas to quantify
'local 1abour markets, statisticians may well find that they need to
define two travel-to-work-areas, one for men and one for women,
for each locdity. If they are quantifying the labour market of a
settlement which is dominated by heavy industry, for instance,
they may find that the trave-to-work-area for women who live in
that settlement must actually be extended to include a neighbour-
ing town where most of the women find their fservice sector) jobs
(cf. Fevre, 1989h).

Secondly, occupational breskdowns by government agencies
commonly group together women's jobs in a smaller number of
occupational categories than men's jobs (see Equal Opportunities
Commission, 1986, for example). They do this for two reasons. In
the first place, women workers are not distributed across the
whole range of occupations in the same way as men are. In the
second, official statistics exaggerate the 'clustering' of women's
jobs because the societies in which these agencies operate generally
attach less status to - for instance, see less 'skill' in - women's
jobs, and s0 are less likdly to distinguish between these jobs. For
both of these reasons, occupationa breakdowns of labour market
statistics make much more sense when they are also tabulated by
gender (and also by 'race!, ethnic origin and so on).

The various ways in which government agencies tabulate their
figures illustrate many of the possible answers to the question
'‘which labour market?. Each variable helps us to specify what
people (both workers and employers) see as their labour market,
the labour market that makes most sense, is most useful, to them.
Yet official statistics cannot cope with every possible sort of
territory (and boundary) of labour markets.

For example, 'company people’ (with al sorts of different
occupations, ages and so on) in the United States or Japan, or in
the UK Civil Service, see their labour markets as being located
within a single employer. Thus the demand for labour which is
relevant to them congists in the vacancies which appear in internal
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bulletins. Such people see the territory of their labour market as
identical with their firm, but no government agency would
contemplate tabulating published vacancy statistics separately for
each firm and organisation. Similarly, no government agency
would tabulate labour supply statistics according to the names of
the labour unions which people join, yet union membership can
also constitute a territory of, and set a boundary for, a labour
market (see Chapter 4 below).

Some government agencies do try to reflect this complexity in
their figures. They tabulate vacancies according to whether they
are filled on the open market or not, and according to whether
they are notified to a public employment service or not. Agencies
also tabulate vacancies according to the different qualifications or
training that employers say they require of new recruits. Similarly,
when counting labour supply, agencies can try to count those
people who want new jobs but are currently employed, as well as
those who are unemployed (a complex concept in itself). When
they count the unemployed, they can count workers according to
their qualifications and training, and according to the way in
which they became unemployed: those made redundant, those
who were dismissed, those finishing temporary contracts, and
those entering the labour market for the first time or re-entering
after a break.

If they do all of these things agencies will help to provide
answers to the question 'which labour market?, but even the most
sophisticated statistics will inadequately reflect the complexity of
real labour markets, the diversity of labour market territories. In
later chapters of this book, the investigation of this empirical
diversity will be just as important as any further discussion of the
abstract nature of the labour market described above. Because
they have a profound effect on people's lives, we must also try to
understand the systematic basis of real labour market territories
like locality, occupation, gender, 'race’ and age.

WHY ARE LABOUR MARKETSRELEVANT TO SOCIOLOGY ?

This chapter began with a description of extensive social and
economic changes which would excite the interest of any but the
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most apathetic social scientist, but why should sociologists, in
particular, find the study of labour markets useful? Chapter 2 will
ask why sociology is relevant to labour markets and show that
different social sciences can find labour markets relevant for
different reasons. Economists, for example, are interested in
labour markets because they - like other markets - provide a
mechanism for the distribution of resources. Economists' main
concerns often centre on the way in which the price of labour is
set, that is, they are interested in the effect of labour markets on
wages. In general, sociologists have not been interested in labour
markets for these reasons.

Sociologists are not so much concerned with wage-setting as
with how different people end up in particular jobs (or with no
jobs at al). Wages are obviously of some interest to sociologists -
the level of pay is often what distinguishes one job from another,
for example - but they are not the central concern. Whereas
economists seek to develop better theories of how labour markets
set wages, sociologists are more interested in how labour markets
put some people in 'good' jobs, dhers in 'bad' jobs, and some
people on welfare benefits.

These issues concern sociologists who study labour markets
because they are actually of considerable importance to the whole
discipline of sociology (see also Offe, 1985). In most areas of
sociological enquiry theorists and researchers have found that
whether or not people use labour markets, and what happens as a
result of their labour market activity, are of great importance.
There are few sociological fields in which it is completely
irrelevant whether or not the people being studied are dependent
on paid employment or have private means; are in work or are
unemployed; or are in one occupation and not another. For
example, even the most unsophisticated, undergraduate survey of
any set of social attitudes will usually divide the population
sample into unemployed and employed, and probably also into
blue-collar and white-collar workers.

Finally, while the results of labour market processes have
always been of interest to sociologists working in any number of
different areas, in recent years this interest has become more
intense - and more concerned with theorising the operation of the
labour market - as the discipline has rediscovered the relevance of
all things economic. Durkheim, Marx and Weber believed that an
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understanding of such things was of fundamental importance and
their books are full of ‘economic sociology'. But for much of the
twentieth century, and especidly in the United States and United
Kingdom, many of the successors of Durkheim, Marx and Weber
seemed to bdieve that the 'founding fathers of sociology had said
al there was to say about these economic fundamentals.

To show that this was no longer the case by the 1980s, one
need only point to the proliferation of new journals and research
projects which were broadly concerned with economic sociology.
In the United Kingdom, for instance, a major new journa, Work,
Employment and Society, was launched by the British Sociologica
Association in 1987, while the Social Change and Economic Life
Research Initiative - involving researchers from fourteen UK
universities - had begun in the preceding year.

SUMMARY

What happens in the labour market is of vital importance to most
of the world's people, including those of us who live in established
indusdtrial societies. These societies have recently witnessed some
dramatic changes: in labour market conditions, in the way labour
markets are run, and in the way labour markets are thought of or
theorised. All of these changes have sparked disputes about the
facts and controversy about the evaluation of these facts (usualy
taking the form of an argument about whether the changes have
been good or bad).

In order to make sense of labour markets, and of labour market
changes, it was first necessary to define the subject of study asfive
labour market processes beginning with informing employers and
ending with the offer to sell labour (not forgetting separations
from employment). But this abstract definition has limitations. in
the real world it is not necessary for the labour market processes
to occur consecutively, in any particular order, or at a particular
time or in a particular place.

In the discussion of attempts to describe real labour marketsin a

useful way - and of operationd definitions of labour markets -
which followed, the idea of labour market territories was
introduced. Some of the territories were real, geographical
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locations, but others relied on differences in occupation, gender
and so on. Such territories are at least of equal interest to us as the
(abstract) labour processes themselves.

Finally, this chapter explained why all of the foregoing was
relevant to sociology. The huge and complex, social and economic
changes described above provide one answer, but it can adso be
shown that labour markets are vital to general sociological
concerns, and that there has been a recent shift within the
discipline towards renewed interest in 'economic sociology', of
which the sociology of labour markets is a key component.

The following chapters will describe the contribution of this
'key component' by attempting to show exactly how sociology can
help us to make sense of the workings of labour markets, and of
change in labour markets, in established industrial societies. While
abstract definitions and empirical descriptions may be interesting
in themsalves, they are redly only the fird, priminary steps on a
long and fascinating journey. We begin this journey with a short-
cut, however — a short-cut that takes us (very briefly) into a
strange land, the land of economics.

NOTES

1. Although readers should note that a hard-and-fast distinction between
events in underdeveloped countries and events in established industrial
countries is misleading. For example, some readers may conclude that
events in underdevel oped countries can be interpreted as signs of the
first, faltering steps these societies are taking towards capitalist
development; whereas events in established industrial countries areto
be seen as (in part) the results of change in the nature of 'mature'
capitalist societies. This conclusion is flawed in two respects. Firstly,
changes in the nature of established industrial societies have had
considerable effects on underdeveloped countries. Secondly, events in
underdeveloped countries can often alter events in established
industrial countries.

2. If ideas can change the world, so can the world change ideas. 1 am
indebted to one of my anonymous referees who points out the lesson
of this observation for the 'market radicals' who do not seem to be
aware that fashions in ideas may be affected by economic changes, for
example by changesin labour market conditions.
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3. At the time of writing there is no proper undergraduate textbook on
the sociology of labour markets, but there has, of course, been much
general writing on the subject. Of those volumes published in
English, Ashton 1986 and Berg, 1981 are perhaps the best known.

4. Penguin edition, Harmondsworth, 1979, pp. 88-90

5. Although it might make rather more sense to the son or daughter of a
Kashmiri farmer who has worked in Norway, the United Kingdom
and Kuwait.

2. ECONOMICS, SOCIOLOGY AND
THE STUDY OF LABOUR
MARKETS

If we now have some idea why labour markets are relevant to
sociology, we do not yet know why sociology is relevant to the
study of labour markets. Our short-cut analysis consists in a
discussion of labour market economics — by far the most
productive (to date) of the social sciences which have shown an
interest in labour markets. We will look briefly (and with inexpert
eyes) at the basic principles of this branch of economics, and will
survey the opinion of some leading schools of economic thought
which offer different, but equally powerful, analyses of labour
markets from the economists’ viewpoint. We will then be able to
progress to a description of the sociological approach, conceived
not as an daternative to the economists approach but as a
contribution to the interdisciplinary study of labour markets. The
chapter concludes with the promised answer to the question of
organisation (see p.9 above), in the shape of an overview of the
remainder of the book.

LABOUR MARKET ECONOMICS

It will do no harm to remind the reader that this section is very
basic, is not written by an expert, and that the literature on labour
market economicsis vast. Economists may find little in this section
that is to their liking: here a sociologist writes of economics in as
nearly a perfunctory way as Becker, the economists, writes of
sociology and all other social sciencethat isnot neo-classical

23



24 The Sociology of Labour Markets

economics (see Becker, 1976; and Hodgson, 1988, pp. 117-8).
Readers who require more expert discussion must read the work
of the economists for themselves.*

The first thing to make clear is that labour market economics
does not have quite the same subject matter as labour market
sociology. The key to the economists' approach lies in the term
'labour market’. Any buying and selling activity can be called a
'market' and the term 'labour market' simply indicates what is
being sold — labour rather than the products of labour (goods and
services), or currencies for example. In any market there is an
exchange between at |east two people, one who buys and one who
sells. There need be no more than one seller and one buyer (so the
market need not involve competition between buyers or between
sellers), and it need not involve the exchange of labour for money.
For example, labour may be exchanged for bed and board, or a
promise to write off debts. There must, however, be some
exchange, and pure physical compulsion to labour, for instance, is
not enough to make a market.

In Chapter 1 the conclusion of the labour market transaction,
the actual buying and selling of labour, was specifically excluded
from the subject matter of the sociology of labour markets. This
was done because a wider definition would have trespassed into
other established areas of sociology, especially the sociology of
work, but labour market economists were never so faint-hearted.
Although they are interested in the five labour market processes
described in Chapter 1, these economists are usually only
interested in the five processes so far as they contribute to the
exchange of labour.

Economists are interested in labour markets for the same reason
that they are interested in all markets: because they prjovide,
through exchange, a mechanism for the distribution of resources.
Exchange involves the setting of a price. Although this need not be
a price in money, economists have frequently concentrated their
attention on the money-price set for exchange. In the case of
labour markets, then, they have concentrated on the way in which
wages are set, and their theories are largely about the effect of
labour markets on wage rates.

Economists were initially concerned to develop a theory that
would explain both wage setting and the levels o labour supply
and demand in a particular type of labour market. The type they
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had in mind was rather like the 'hiring fair' described in Chapter
1, a market with numerous buyers and sellers. At the most basic
level, economic theory tells us that in such labour markets — asin
any other market with numerous buyers and sellers - the price of
the thing being sold will be determined (or, at least, heavily
influenced) by the 'laws of supply and demand'.

Most economists would recognise the message, while perhaps
deploring the bald manner in which that message is stated, of this
succinct exposition of economic theory:

The market for labour is not much different from the market for bananas,
if demand exceeds supply, the price of the product should increase; if
supply exceeded demand, the reverse should happen and the price should
fall; at some point demand should equal supply at an equilibrium point.
(Stoney quoted by Canning, 1984)

All other things being equal - as economists are fond of saying -
the price of labour (for example the level of wages) will be low if
there are more sdlers than buyers, in other words, if the supply of
labour exceeds the demand for it. Conversdly, the price of labour
will be higher if demand exceeds supply. The most important
'other thing' that has to be 'equal’ is competition. The 'laws of
supply and demand' work in this way because there is competition
within each group: competition over labour between the buyers,
and compstition over jobs between the sdllers of labour. So far so
good, but what was the meaning of 'an equilibrium point' in the
quotation?

We must remember that this economic theory is a theory of the
way in which levels of supply and demand are determined, as well
as a theory of price-setting. All other things being equal, supply
and demand adjust to each other through the price mechanism.
For example, if there are more sellers than buyers the price will
fall so that less people find it an attractive idea to sdll their labour
and/or more people want to buy labour. A similar adjustment
occurs where demand exceeds supply: more people want to sl
labour and/or less people want to buy it because the price of
labour is rising. Sooner or later these adjustments will make
supply and demand equal each other - the market will find just
the right price at which the same number of people want to sdl as
want to buy. Thisisthe market's 'equilibrium point'.

It seemsthat, in practice, markets are rarely 'in equilibrium' and
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more often in the process of adjustment; but this observation need
not invalidate economic theory because markets are said to be
always adjusting towards the equilibrium point. Even if they never
find this point, the way in which markets set wages and levels of
supply and demand can be explained in terms of this movement
towards equilibrium.

Economists are agreed thus far, but no further, that the market
for labour is like the market for bananas. Many economists think
that in the real world, as opposed to the economics textbook, ‘all
other things are very rarely equal, and if economists are to
understand labour markets they must pay attention to the 'other
things rather than to the laws of supply and demand which may
look good in theory but are so obscured in practice as to explain
very little. The most important ‘other thing' that most of these
economists would point to as the best hope for explanation is the
limitation, or even absence, of competition in rea labour markets
with numerous buyers and sdllers.

If competition does not exist, the laws of supply and demand
will not work. For example, the price of labour need not be low,
even if there are more sdllersthan buyers, if the sdllers have agreed
not to compete with each other (none of them is going to undercut
the price in order to get ajob). If this happens the market cannot
adjust towards equilibrium; the price mechanism which is
supposed to do the trick cannot work — the price cannot move —
and so the market is stuck in ‘disequilibrium’ with supply
exceeding demand. This particular example presents a more
realigtic picture of what happens in some labour markets than the
basic theory according to some economists, discussed later in this
chapter. They say that real markets are either stuck in disequi-
librium or, far from moving towards equilibrium, are actually
moving away from it. As a result, there is unemployment and,
since employers are short of labour and/or are paying too much
for it, low production.

There are many ways in which economists attempt to bridge
the gap between wage-setting in rea labour markets and their
basic, simple theory. Their various solutions to the problem will
be mentioned in severa of the following chapters, but here we will
only consider two types of solution. Both types were fore-
shadowed in Chapter 1 when we discussed the question of ‘which
labour market? in order to help bridge the gap between an
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abstract definition and empirical description of labour markets.
There we saw that, in practice, one person's labour market was
not aways another person's labour market. Some economists have
argued that the solution to this 'problem’ lies in the role of the
ingtitutions which affect the operation of labour markets. Others
have argued that the invegtigation of the behaviour of individuals
will provide a solution to the problem. We begin with this latter
type of theory.

Human capital

Business-people who want to increase output and/or profits often
choose to increase investment. This means that they put more
money (their own or someone else's) into the operation, thereby
increasing their 'capital’. This can be done in several ways, for
example you can invest in more or better machines or in buildings.
Sometimes the investment does not pay off, but the logic behind it
is clear: if you have more capita you have a better chance of
increasing output and/or profits.

Economidgts are, of course, very interested in business practices,
and it is perfectly understandable that they should apply the logic
that seems to inform business decisions to the decisions made by
ordinary people. Thus Becker (1962, 1975) claimed that ordinary
people also made decisions about ‘'investment' in the expectation
of greater 'output’ and 'profits. But people did not, obvioudly,
invest in machines or buildings, instead they invested in
themselves — they tried to increase their "human capita' by
undergoing education and training.

Thereis alimit, of course, to how much human capital people
will choose to invest in because, as with any other investment,
they must consider the potentia costs as well as benefits. You may
gain in the long run by investing in education, but you will
definitely lose in the short run. You will lose because you will
forgo opportunities to earn income while you are acquiring extra
human capital.” Y ou may even have to borrow money — and pay
interest on it — in order to invest in education or training.
Basically, if you invest in human capital you will be poor (and
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perhaps miserable) for a while before (if you are lucky) your
investment pays off.

It is assumed that the benefits of such investment are realised in
the form of higher income later on because more human capital
makes people more productive - they can produce more, or do
more demanding jobs. If | leave school unable to read or write, |
will not have added to my human capital in the same way as a
qualified physician or someone with an MBA, but exactly how
does their investment pay off? We assume that it pays off for
employers because more human capital means more productive
workers and, just like more productive machines, more productive
workers will increase output and profits. We can now see how the
employer can pay more — they have the means to reward
someone's investment in their own human capital - but why
should they pay more? The answer lies in the labour market.

In the basic, 'laws of supply and demand', theory described
above it was assumed that labour supply and demand were
homogeneous. dl workers were the same and al jobs were
interchangeable. But in the real world (as we saw in Chapter 1)
thisis patently untrue. There are different categories of supply and
demand, including different categories of supply and demard for
different levels of education and training. In the terms of human
capital theory, we assume that labour supply differs according to
the degree to which job-seekers have invested in their human
capital, and that jobs differ in terms of the human-capital
investment required of the workers who do them.

Since not everyone has the same human capital, those with
more of it are 'in greater demand'. This does not mean that there
are more jobs for them, or even that demand exceeds supply in
these jobs, but that their labour market will be 'tighter'. That is,
whatever the state of supply and demand in general, the labour
market for people with higher human capital will look more
promising from the job-seeker's point of view. For example, if
labour supply exceeds demand everywhere, the gap will be less for
workers with higher human capital.

According to the laws of supply and demand, we might expect
that this should not be the case— labour market conditions should
not vary in this way. But because of the investment (in human
capital) decisions taken by workers, job-seekers cannot move
around the labour market as the laws of supply and demand
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predict. For example, job-seekers cannot stop looking for
vacancies in jobs where supply exceeds demand, and start
applying for jobs where higher human capital is needed and the
gap between supply and demand is small or non-existent. They
cannot do this because their labour is not equivalent and so it will
not satisfy the employers demand. As a result, wages cannot
adjust downwards as the laws of supply and demand would lead
us to believe: higher human capita will therefore get the higher
wages we have already assumed that employers can afford.

Differences in human capital limit the possibilities of competi-
tion between employers just as they limit competition between job-
seekers. For instance, employers who require workers with high
human capital will not compete for other workers and so the
demand for the labour of these other workers is low. Just as
labour supply cannot move freely around the labour market,
following the laws of supply and demand, labour demand is
similarly constrained. There is no flood of demand to mop up
excess labour supply of workers with low human capital and so
their wages stay low.

The result of dl this smart thinking is a theory which does not
violate the basic laws of supply and demand — they would operate
if they could — and therefore makes economic sense. Yet the
theory is believed to make economic theory as a whole more
adequate, in other words the theoretical abstractions more
accurately reflect the real world. In rea labour markets workers
and jobs are not al the same and, in this theory, these differences
are theorised with the concept of 'human capital'.

Y et some problems remain; most obvioudy, why - according to
the theory - should differences in human capital persist? For
example, why don't workers who have little human capital get
more of it and so make the differences between categories of
l[abour supply disappear? If labour supply became homogeneous
there would be no limits on competition, the laws of supply and
demand would be unhindered, and the market would adjust
towards equilibrium.

To dea with this problem, which is not after all merely an
abstract one because differences in education and training do
persist in the rea world, economists have made a variety of
additiona assumptions. Some (see, for example, Joll et al., 1983)
assume that differences in human capital reflect differencesin
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abilities. Other economists point out that there are systematic
variations in the amount of human capital which people appear to
have: there seem to be hidden patterns behind people's choices
about human capital.

For instance, those who choose to do MBAs may have other
things in common apart from this decision, and things which
distinguish them from those who cannot read or write. Sowell
(1981a, 1981b), for example, argues that people who are
members of minority groups will be less likely to invest in
education and training if they think they are going to suffer
discrimination in recruitment or promotion. Thus, the employ-
ment patterns of minority Americans can be explained — in part® —
by their historical underinvestment in human capital (Sowell,
1981b, p. 262).

The idea of human capital allows further elaboration of
economic theory to make it a better fit with reality while not
violating the laws of supply and demand. For example, the
importance of occupations in real labour markets can be theorised
as the result of the different human capital requirements of
different jobs. Furthermore, explanations of systematic variations
in the acquisition of human capital can help economic theory to
explain the employment patterns of blacks and women, for
example.

Human capital theory makes economic theory a more
adequate explanation of real labour markets, but it is fair to say
that not all of the developments associated with this theory have
been universally welcomed by economists, and have sometimes
provoked hostile reaction from sociologists. Sociologists have
often seen human capital theory as not so much an explanation as
an attempt to legitimate inequality. Inequality in income, for
example, sometimes seems — in the terms of the theory — to bethe
outcome of voluntary choices, including the choices made by
people who appear to opt for lower incomes. Some sociol ogists,
especially sociologists working in Europe, consider that this
sounds rather too much like 'blaming the victims for their own
misfortunes. These sociologists have usualy been more enthusias-
tic about some statements of the second type of theory which
attempts to bridge the gap between basic economic theory and the
empirical evidence - the type which attends to the role of
institutions rather than to the behaviour of individuals.
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Ingtitutional Theories

For four decades (see for example, Reynolds, 1951) there have
been suggestions that basic economic theory is mistaken when it
assumes that it is safe to talk about one labour market, even at the
most abstract level. A variety of terms have been coined to convey
this disquiet, and readers can be forgiven for being a little
confused about the precise differences between 'balkanised’,
'dual’, 'split', 'segmented' and 'structured’ labour markets. At the
most basic level, however, theses terms are interchangeable. They
are all meant to imply that basic economic theory — the laws of
supply and demand — fails to take into account the important
observation of Chapter 1 tha one person's labour market is not
always another person's labour market.

Now this was also the concern of the economists who
developed human capital theory, but whereas they pointed to the
differences between individual workers and between individual
jobs, economists who criticise the notion of a single labour market
for all job-seekers and all employers point to the role of
institutions which they think lies behind many of the differences
between individuals and between jobs. To make this distinction as
clear as possible, let us say that the argument in the preceding
section suggested that differences between workers or jobs led to
limitations on competition, whereas the argument here is that the
role of institutions means that there is no one, unified labour.
market.

If the distinction between this section and the preceding one is
now clear, a word or two should be said about distinctions within
this section. The two theories discussed here - ‘radical' and
'Austrian’ — are sometimes seen as alternatives, even as naturally
antagonistic to each other. For whatever reason this assumption of
antagonism is made, the most obvious difference between the two
schools of thought lies in a simple matter of emphasis. 'Radical’
theories give more emphasis to the role d institutions on the
demand side of the labour market, while the 'Austrian’ school
emphasises the role of institutions on the supply side. We begin
with the 'radical' economists.

The contribution of the self-styled 'radical' economists - who
began to publish their ideas, in the United States, in the early
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1970s — is best understood by way of a discussion of two key
ideas advanced by the school: 'internal labour markets and 'dua
labour markets. Both ideas are intended, as before, to add the
necessary sophigtication which will alow economics to bridge the
gap between basic theory and empirical evidence, especialy
evidence of the labour market territories described in Chapter 1.
Both ideas attempt to bridge the gap in the same way: by arguing
that ingtitutions on the demand side of the labour market lead to
the creation of labour markets that are not unified.

In the firg radical economics book, Doeringer and Piore (1971)
observed that not al job vacancies were filled on the open market.
Some employers filled their vacancies internally, and, more
importantly, some employers had an established procedure for
doing so. This procedure looked enough like a system to deserve a
name of its own and so the term ‘internal labour market' was
applied.

The characteristics of interna labour markets (ILMs) vary, but
the typical system is usually thought to have one 'point of entry’, a
training programme and an established career ladder (even though
that ladder may be very short). In any event, the consequence of
such a system is that existing employees are recruited to the better
jobs in the firm or organisation.

Explanations for the existence of ILMs vary too. It is sometimes
suggested that a mix of ILM and open-market recruitment
represents a management strategy of 'divide and rule’. Where
ILMs are combined with higher pay (see below), it is aso
suggested that these systems allow employers to buy off their
most dangerous adversaries, for example the most strongly
unionised workers. But the most common explanation does not
rely on assumptions about strategy or exigency. Instead, ILMs
are said to reflect the fact that labour supply is not
homogeneous.

This sounds like a familiar point, kut the radica economists do
not argue that labour supply differs according to the 'human
capital’ that workers decide to invest in themselves. Instead, they
are concerned with the skills which employers decide to give
workers. In the extreme example, the employer gives workers
transferable sKills, that is, skills which would be useful in another
job with another firm. At some cost to their employer, therefore,
workers have been given skills that make them more attractive to
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other employers. ILMs provide ane way in which these workers
can betied to their current employer and thus they ensure that the
benefits of training investment pay off, while making sure that
others (competitors after al) do not reap the benefits of something
they did not sow.

ILMs allow employers to produce skilled workers out of the
job-seekers they recruit (on the open market) and, hopefully,
alow employersto retain the workers they have trained. They will
stay because of their prospects of promotion but also because they
are wdll paid. Clearly, employers may conscioudy decide to pay
higher wages to retain workers, but if they use an ILM they may
not actually have the choice. Such employers will not wait until
demand exceeds the supply of labour on the open market before
paying higher wages because the labour market conditions that
matter are those which prevail within the ILM. Since job-seekers
in the open market cannot apply for internal vacancies (but only
for admission at the 'point of entry"), ILMs insulate the workers
who occupy them from competition and the price of their labour
is higher as aresuilt.

Obviously, not all employers use ILMs, so what of the
employers who do not use them? If ILMs are so valuable why are
they not universad? More importantly - at least so far as economic
theory is concerned — do the laws of supply and demand work in
the way the basic economic theory would predict where there are
no ILMs? The radical economists say that when ILMs are absent
then supply and demand do work in the usua way, and so they
conclude that there are two different sets of labour market rules
for two different sets of jobs and workers: one set of rules where
there are ILMs and another set of rules where the laws of supply
and demand apply. They try to convey this conclusion with their
idea of a'dual labour market'.

'‘Dual labour market' theory arises out of the radical econom-
ists work on ILMs but it should not be understood as the same
sort of concept. As Doeringer (1986) has latterly made clear, the
term ‘interna labour market' describes something that exists in
practice: one sort of labour market territory in fact (see Chapter
1). Theidea of a dud labour market (DLM) is not a new term for
something which needs a name, but a metaphor which helps us to
understand what goes on in real labour markets. In fact the
metaphor helps us to understand (all sorts) of labour market
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territories, but readers should bear in mind that the DLM isa
device and not a description.

DLM theory (see, for example, Gordon, 1972) noted the
existence of labour market territories, particularly those associated
with 'race, ethnicity and gender. It suggested that these territories
could best be understood by economists if they started to think in
terms of two sorts of employers, two sorts of workers, and two
sorts of labour market.

'Primary' employers were those who used ILMs because they
had expengve training investments (in workers) to protect. They
paid the highest wages. 'Secondary' employers recruited on the
open market and didn't worry about losing workers (‘labour
turnover'), probably because they didn't go in for much training.
Employers might belong to the 'primary' or 'secondary’ categories
for a number of reasons, but '‘primary' firms usualy had more
complex work processes, more sophisticated machines, and
therefore greater skill requirements. Such firms would also add
more value to their product and would in general make more
profits as aresult.

'Primary' workers were recruited by ‘primary’ employers, and
'secondary' workers were recruited by 'secondary’ employers. The
result was two separate labour markets - a 'primary' and a
'secondary' market - with an impermeable barrier between the
two which neither workers (in search of jobs) nor employers (in
search of workers) could penetrate.

If this was a hit strong, then perhaps the barrier was not
completely impermeable and it might be more helpful to draw
attention to the barrier itself rather than to the existence of
separate labour markets - hence the term 'dual labour market'.
The DLM idea also served to remind people that this was an aid
to understanding rather than a descriptive term. Y ou could count
far more than two labour markets if you st your mind to it (see
Chapter 1), but the burden of the idea was not the number of
labour markets but the existence of different types of labour
market - one in which the laws of supply and demand could
operate fredly and another in which workers were insulated from
competition by an ILM.

Even if these two types of labour market were used by the same
firm (for recruitment to jobs with different sorts of machinery, for
example), there would still be a barrier which workers crossed
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only with difficulty, but why should the barrier be associated with
'race, ethnicity or gender? The radica economists explanation
began, as before, with the institutions on the demand side of the
labour market. They argued that employers did not see the labour
of black and white workers, for example, as equivaent* and so
might see whites as 'primary' workers whereas blacks were seen as
'secondary' workers.

As with simple ILM theory, DLM theory explains why the
normal laws of supply and demand do not work in rea labour
markets. The DLM metaphor conveys the notion that barriers
between or within labour markets prevent labour supply and
demand adjusting towards an overall equilibrium point. All things
are not equal and there is no free competition between al workers
for dl jobs. In consequence, wages in one type of labour market
(the 'secondary’ market) will remain much lower, and, further-
more, workers in such labour markets will not benefit from
training and will have no career prospects.

At first glance it is not easy to see why the radical economists
ideas should prove any more attractive to sociologists than human
capitd theory, indeed sociologists in the United States have never
been unreservedly enthusiastic about the work of these American
economists. British sociologists, however, have been rather more
keen on the ILM and DLM ideas despite the fact that the
elaboration of the DLM theory (in the shape of a discussion of
labour turnover) is as open to charges of 'blaming the victim' as
human capita theory.

For example, DLM theory can be used to explain discrimination
by ingtitutions on the demand side of the labour market in terms
of the supply side. As with human capital theory, it can be argued
that the labour of blacks and whites (for instance) is not
equivalent. It is not simply that blacks are less likely than whites
to be picked for training by employers who have ILMs, black
workers are different anyway and, therefore, have much less
chance of entering an ILM.

It is probable that these apparent shortcomings were overlooked
because the DLM idea drew attention - as the radical economists
had hoped it would - to neglected areas of inequality in the labour
market (like race’ and gender) which were beginning to interest
sociologists. At least in the early days, DLM theory was not
thought to justify this inequality because it was, after all, the
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worst employers — the 'secondary' employers who paid low wages
and so on — who were dispensable. They had little new
technology, they added little value to their products, they did not
even make profits. The economy, therefore, would not miss these
‘exploiters of blacks and women' were they to disappear
tomorrow.”

The second institutionalist theory can be described in fewer
words. It has already been noted that this theory seeks to make
basic economic theory fit the empirical evidence by attending to
institutions on the supply side of the labour market, particularly
to the role of labour unions. This approach is sometimes identified
with the 'Austrian school' because the early exponents of this
theory, notably Hayek, were Austrian economists; but elements of
the theory have been popularised in the United States by Milton
Friedman, and in the United Kingdom by Patrick Minford.

Minford (1985) argues that established industrial countries have
social or legal arrangements (including the 'restrictive practices
mentioned in Chapter 1) which limit labour market competition
between workers. These arrangements obstruct the operation of
the laws of supply and demand and result in ‘false' pricing. For
example, it is argued that labour unions set wages at a higher level
than would be dictated by the unobstructed operation of the laws
of supply and demand. The unions prevent the proper operation
of the laws of supply and demand because they set an artificial
lower limit on the price of labour. Because wages cannot adjust
below a certain level the supply of labour will exceed the demand
and there will be unemployment.

A similar argument has been applied in respect of state welfare
provision. The state's arrangements for social security for the
unemployed dissuade people from applying for jobs which pay
wages near the level of benefits. Minford and Peel are so sure of
this that they find it amazing that a lot of people in lower-paid
jobs choose to work at all:

It is probably habit, the desire to avoid upheaval, and the knowledge that
the system must surely be changed in time, which prevent many more
people from actually abandoning their existing jobs, rather than simply
not making active efforts to find new ones.

(Minford and Peel, 1981, p. 6)

In any event, it is argued that welfare benefits prevent the
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adjustment of labour supply and demand through the price
mechanism. Because hey can clam welfare, people will remain
unemployed while there are unfilled vacancies.

The theories of the Austrian school were never as popular with
economists as they were with Western politicians and their
advisers. The cause of this disagreement lies in the policy
prescriptions which arise when the Austrian theory is applied to
the macroeconomics of output and employment in a whole
country. At this level, it has often been argued that wages are set
too high (as a result of the supply-side institutional constraints on
competition) and hence set limits on the growth of output and/or
cause price inflation. A sensible government will therefore take
steps to limit the wage-setting power of unions and reduce welfare
benefits, and so allow free rein to the laws of supply and demand,
or, as the politicians (most notably Reagan and Thatcher) once
put it, ‘allow the free play of market forces'.

From the foregoing, the reader may have guessed that the
Austrian school is not very popular amongst sociologists. In
general, all sociologists appear to be keener on the line of enquiry
pursued by the radical economists, than on the Austrian approach,
when pressed to choose between the two. The radical economists
theory does not suggest that limitations on competition are
harmful and should be done away with. It identifies the source of
these limitations in the practices of employers and argues, in
effect, that employers must know what is best (for employersin a
capitalist economy).

The Austrians, on the other hand, identified the source of
limitations on competition on the supply side and argued that
these were bad for employers, and (therefore) for everyone else.
They have even suggested that the economic policy of all
governments in capitalist countries can only be put on a sound
footing by limiting the power of institutions to create ‘'imperfec-
tions' and 'distortions' in the labour market.

It would be foolish to be misled, however, into rejecting one or
other of the institutionalist theories out of hand. We do not have
to believe that employers know what they are doing, in order to
recognise the importance of institutions on the demand side of the
labour market. Similarly, we do not have to believe that unions or
welfare benefits cause inflation, in order to take notice of the role
of supply-side institutions in the workings of labour markets.
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Individuals versus ingtitutions?

If the foregoing constitutes a case for dismissing neither the radical
nor Austrian approaches to institutionalist theories, a similar case
can be made for taking the best of both the institutionalist theories
and theories of human capital. At any rate, it would be unwise for
sociologists to see these two types of theory as offering competing
explanations.

In the first place, we have seen that the distinction between
theories which make much of differences between individual
workers, and those which begin by pointing to the role of
institutions, sometimes breaks down. In the second place, is there
really such a divide between a theory which says jobs and workers
differ, and one which tells us there is no one, unified labour
market? Both theories offer ways of describing limitations on
competition, and both offer ways d explaining the observed lack
of uniformity in labour market conditions. As has already been
noted, both the individualist and institutionalist approaches have
the same object in mind - to make economic theory a better fit
with reality — and as far as sociologists are concerned many of the
supposed differences between the two are not as fundamental as
might be supposed on first acquaintance with the theories.

LABOUR MARKET SOCIOLOGY

It is clear from this brief discussion of economic theory that, when
attempting to make their theories a better fit with the facts,
economists could not avoid making their theories to some degree
interdisciplinary. For example, if economists are trying to make
their basic theory a more adequate explanation of real labour
markets, they may quickly discover that real labour markets have
physical territories (see Chapter 1). Once they attempt to build
this geographical dimension into their theories, economists will
take on some of the concerns of geographers. But it was not so
much physical territories and the geographical dimension that
concerned the economists discussed above, but social territories
(for instance, occupational territories and ‘race' and gender
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territories) and the sociological dimension. The economists found
the imits of their original economic theory at the boundary
between economic and social phenomena but pressed on to
theorise the latter with the help of ideas like ‘human capital' and
‘dual labour markets'.

This explains why much of this work by economists has excited
considerable interest amongst sociologists (for early examples see
Jencks et al., 1972; Barron and Norris, 1976), but this is not
simply a case of sociologists blindly following the lead given by
economists. In general, few sociologists have been interested in
ideas of 'human capital' or 'dual labour markets' for the same
reasons as economists. They have not been inspired by the
economists' problem of making economic theory a better fit with
the facts, but by sociologists' interest in social phenomena and
theory.

To put it another way, economists might need to specify the
'tastes and preferences’ which people hold in order to make their
theory a better fit with reality, but they need not explain these
tastes and preferences. For example, Becker, who did much to
found the human capital approach, also attended to the empirical
evidence of 'racia’ discrimination. He assumed that people have a
taste for discrimination (Becker, 1957). Employers, therefore,
choose whether to satisfy this taste or not. If they do, they may
incur costs, for example they may not hire the best worker for the
job and/or they may have to pay higher wages. In the latter case
there is a trade off between the satisfaction of tastes and the
economic consequences of limiting competition between workers
by discriminating against some of them (and effectively cutting
down the supply of labour).

In Becker's analysis a taste (for discrimination) is specified but
there is no explanation. We are none the wiser about why
employers discriminate even though we know more about what
happens when they do. Although questions about why people
should have a taste for discrimination may be very important to
some economists, they are not central to economic theory. Any
further explanation is properly the province of another discipline
- sociology, for example.

This chapter has supported the observation made in Chapter 1.
that different disciplines have very different approaches to what
appear to be the same subject matter. Every discipline therefore
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brings a unique approach — and not simply a different set of data
— to the subject. Sociology does not simply bring its interest in
social information but also sociological questions, and hopefully
theory, to the study of labour markets. The following chapters
will illustrate this point — a preview of the rest of the book is given
at the end of this chapter — but the following brief example may
give the reader a better idea d what sociology's unique approach
entails.

Chapter 1 discussed the organisation of labour markets in terms
of their regulation, particularly by states. In the following example
of the sociological approach we will broaden the concept of
organisation and begin to investigate exactly how the organisation
of labour markets can be understood in relation to the abstract
definition of labour markets given in Chapter 1.

All labour markets must be organised in some way. They do not
appear spontaneously and even the 'hiring fair' discussed in
Chapter 1 had to be organised (in this case, as a tradition). Most
forms of organisation establish intermediaries between job-seekers
and employers engaged in any of the five labour-market processes.
An insight into the sociologica approach can be gained from
consideration of the role of intermediaries in just two of these
processes — informing workers and informing employers.

The family is the subject of a vast sociological literature which
has so much to say that labour markets usually only get a passing
mention. Nevertheless, families are very important labour market
intermediaries. Families frequently intervene in the process of
informing employers where nepotism exists, and even where
employers rely on informal recommendation (‘putting in a good
word') of new recruits.

From the job-seeker's point of view families are even more
important. Not only may your family inform you about a
particular vacancy, but your family can play a major part in
informing you about what jobs are available to you in principle.
In common with school and peer group, the family sets the norms
and values which structure the process of informing workers —
informing workers of where they will be able to get a job and
whether that job will be suitable. For example, many parents have
expectations (for example of upward social mobility) which lead
them to direct their children towards particular jobs. Families can
even inform potential job-seekers that there are no suitable
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vacancies for them. Thus girls have sometimes been discouraged
from entering the labour market at all, or encouraged to leave the
labour market after marriage or childbirth.

The fact that women, and rarely men, may either work part-
time or not work at all after the birth of afirst child is, once more,
something which economic theory has no hope of explaining on
its own. Because the family, and ideas about the family, are
important, employers and job-seekers are informed (about
potential recruits and potential vacancies) by the birth of a child
(and sometimes even the prospect of parenthood). The questions
which are raised are (social) questions of profound interest to
sociologists.

This chapter has presented some sound reasons for believing
that sociology is relevant to the study of labour markets. We
already know (see Chapter 1) that sociologists have shown more
and more interest in labour markets, but it should now be clear
that there is a new, and exciting, possibility that that increased
interest and proven relevance can be combined to the benefit of
both sociology and the interdisciplinary study of labour markets.
There is a unique opportunity, in other words, for sociology to be
allowed into this area of study.

The interdisciplinary content of the new economic theories
discussed above is only an example of something more general.
While there are real labour market territories, we live in a world
which also has intellectual territories: there are territories which
define who has the right to speak and write about particular
subjects. For example, many readers may have been unenthused
by the title of this book. The term 'labour markets will have
suggested a variety of specialised (and probably impenetrable)
language, bemusing graphs, and indigestible statistics. But, as a
result of intellectual upheavals and social and economic changes
(discussed in Chapter 1), it is now possible to open the area to
wider debate, including debate within any social science (and
between social sciences) that expresses an interest. Yet with this
new opportunity comes a new danger.

THE STRUCTURE OF THIS BOOK

The opening up of debate on the subject of labour markets brings
with it the temptation to organise the study of labour markets -
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and hence the structure of this book - in terms of the intellectual
upheavals or the social and economic changes which have created
the opportunity. We might easily conceive, for example of a
chapter (or two) on The arguments for and against labour market
regulation’, or one on 'The changing structure of labour supply'.
In my view this would represent a waste of the new opportunity
presented to sociology.

Similarly, | have taken the view that a textbook on the
sociology of labour markets should not be structured according to
the interests of economics (or any other disciplines). To have a
chapter on human capital, another on dual labour markets and so
on, would make it much more difficult to establish the sociological
contribution to the interdisciplinary study of labour markets.

The structure of the book must derive from sociology, it should
not be imposed from outside. Should it therefore be organised to
reflect the interests of existing sociological sub-disciplines then: a
chapter on gender and labour markets, the city and labour
markets and so on? This might be an improvement but such a
structure would suit a book on the subject of sociology and Iabour
markets better than a book which is meant to be about the
sociology of labour markets. To use the existing sub-disciplines of
sociology to provide a structure would be to make the definition
of a new sub-discipline - labour market sociology - that much
more difficult. It would be much better to ask, instead, why the
existing subdisciplines (and sociology as a whole) have shown an
interest in labour markets.

There are particular sociological projects which are common to
all sociologists and which lead them, in this instance, to the study
of labour markets. The three most important projects are the
investigation and theorisation of society, economy and polity.
These projects can provide the foundations for a sociology of
labour markets, and for this reason they will be used as organising
principles for the rest of the book. Before the (simple) structure of
the remaining chapters is explained, readers will require some
description of the three projects and an explanation of the reason
for sociological interest in each. This can be done in a simple way
if we refer to the basic sociological concerns of social relations,
social interaction and social groups.

At one level 'society’ can mean everything, including economy
and polity. For example, we have already considered differences
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between 'societies’ which were really differences between countries
or states or even collections of states. This is not the sense in
which 'society' is used here. Instead, the term is meant to refer to
those parts of our lives in which social considerations are
uppermost. Such considerations arise from the pattern of social
relations which are commonly understood in terms of social
identities and divisions like family, community, gender, 'race’ and
class. These social relations find expression in social interaction
and in the (formation and operation) of social groups - the family,
after all, is the basic social group.

In those parts of our lives which we call economy, economic
considerations are predominant. Whether we are taking part in
exchange, production or consumption, economic calculations
inform our activity. From the point of view of 'neo-classica’
economics, such calculations are undertaken in order to minimise
our costs and maximise our benefits, and these economists sum up
this view of human behaviour in the term ‘economic man'. But all
economic activities may involve socia interaction. Consider, for
example, the different ways of conducting business in the United
States, Japan and the Middle East. If there were no social
interaction why would Western business-people think they
required social training in order to do business in Tokyo and
Riyadh? Similarly, there are economic institutions - firms and
labour unions, for example - which are also, perforce, social
groups. To illustrate this point, one need only think of the
differences between firms and trade unions in the United States
and Japan.

Since social interaction takes place in the economy, and social
groups are formed there, economy is also of interest to sociologists
and they should have something useful to say on the subject. To
put it another way, there is a social dimension to all human
behaviour.® Whereas much of economy can be understood in
terms of the activity of 'economic men' (and women), this activity
often has an important social dimension which can be investigated
and theorised by sociologists.

Those parts of our lives which are labelled polity also have a
social dimension. Students of politics are concerned with questions
of power and authority, for example the powers exercised by
governments. Political behaviour is to be understood in terms of
the presence or absence of political power: do people have power,
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and hence the structure of this book - in terms of the intellectual
upheavals or the social and economic changes which have created
the opportunity. We might easily conceive, for example of a
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all sociologists and which lead them, in this instance, to the study
of labour markets. The three most important projects are the
investigation and theorisation of society, economy and polity.
These projects can provide the foundations for a sociology of
labour markets, and for this reason they will be used as organising
principles for the rest of the book. Before the (simple) structure of
the remaining chapters is explained, readers will require some
description of the three projects and an explanation of the reason
for sociological interest in each. This can be done in a simple way
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between 'societies which were really differences between countries
or states or even collections of states. This is not the sense in
which 'society’ is used here. Instead, the term is meant to refer to
those parts of our lives in which social considerations are
uppermost. Such considerations arise from the pattern of social
relations which are commonly understood in terms of social
identities and divisions like family, community, gender, 'race’ and
class. These social relations find expression in social interaction
and in the (formation and operation) of social groups - the family,
after all, is the basic social group.

In those parts of our lives which we call economy, economic
considerations are predominant. Whether we are taking part in
exchange, production or consumption, economic calculations
inform our activity. From the point of view of 'neo-classical’
economics, such calculations are undertaken in order to minimise
our costs and maximise our benefits, and these economists sum up
this view of human behaviour in the term 'economic man'. But all
economic activities may involve social interaction. Consider, for
example, the different ways of conducting business in the United
States, Japan and the Middle East. If there were no social
interaction why would Western business-people think they
required social training in order to do business in Tokyo and
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are they trying to get it, and what do they want to do with it? But
just as there is more to economy than economics, so there is more
to polity than politics.

Political behaviour also involves socia interaction and political
institutions are also social groups. Once more, a comparison
between the United States and the Middle East provides an
obvious example: political distinctions alone do not account for
the differences in policy on discrimination in employment, for
instance, between the United States and Middle Eastern states.
Polity is not just reducible to the state, however, and further
examples of the importance of social relations could be found in a
comparison of political pressure groups in the United States and in
the Middle East, or even in South Africa.

The remainder of this book is concerned with sociological work
on society, economy and polity which can contribute to the study
of labour markets by telling us more about the character of labour
markets, their mode of operation, and about changes in labour
markets. Chapter 3 is mostly to do with society, Chapter 4 is
primarily concerned with economy, and most of Chapter 5 is
about polity. The book ends with a concluding chapter which
summarises the lessons of the preceding chapters and attempts to
reach some conclusions about the theory and method of the
sociology of labour markets.

SUMMARY

Whereas Chapter 1 showed that it was necessary to define the
subject matter of the sociology of labour markets in order to
decide what was relevant to this book, this chapter showed that
we also needed to define the particular approach to the subject to
which sociology, and no other social science, could lay claim. |
took the view that this problem could be solved by contrasting the
sociological approach with the one adopted by economists.

In very simple terms, economists are interested in labour
markets because they are interested in all markets (as mechanisms
for the distribution of resources through exchange). This is not the
subject matter d the sociology of labour markets as defined in
Chapter 1, but the interests of economists and sociologists

Economics, sociology and labour markets 45

coincide when economists try to make their abstract theories a
better fit with what they know of real labour markets. Thus many
economists have attended to the limitations on competition which
mean the 'laws of supply and demand' do not work in the way
that abstract theory says they should. In doing so, they have
strayed onto common ground — common, that is, to sociologists as
well as to economists.

The differences in subject matter (between sociology and
economics) provide the first proof of the difference in approach.
The unique approach of economists leads them to a particular
type of theory, but application of the theory eventually leads
economists towards problems which also interest sociologists. By
contrasting the economists' and sociologists' treatment of these
problems the sociological approach can be further illuminated.
For example, economists are interested in labour market ter-
ritories and boundaries because they seem to prevent the
operation of the laws of supply and demand. Sociologists are
interested in the same phenomena — the same evidence from rea
labour markets — because they seem to be caused (at least in part)
by the social relations and processes that are the sociologists' stock-
in-trade.

Economists may well be right to think that further efforts to
understand 'tastes and preferences' are none of their concern, but
such efforts are surely a necessary component of the interdis-
ciplinary study of labour markets? If this is accepted, it is clear
that sociology is well-placed to make a magjor contribution to this
area of study.

Finally, this chapter explained that, in order to put the
sociology of labour markets on a sound footing, the rest of the
book would be organised according to the three sociological
projects of society, economy and polity. We begin with society.

NOTES

1 Any choice of text will be arbitrary but readers might well begin with
Fallen and Verry, 1988 or Sapsford, 1981.
2. Thismeans you must spend less, and economists assume that we value
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present consumption (the result of spending money now) more highly
than future consumption.

. Thereisevidence of differencesin pay and employment pattems

between blacks and whites which appear to be unrelated to any

measurable difference in human capital. For example, throughout the
1980s the official United Kingdom Labour Force Survey showed that
black unemployment rates were consistently higher than those of
whites with the same qualifications.

. Because of discrimination and/or for other reasons such as the

assumed propensity of 'secondary' workersfor higher 1abour turnover.

Perhaps because they had learned the hard way after years of

discrimination in recruitment and promotion, blacks— for instance —
were thought to be less interested in staying with the same employer
and so, the argument continued, employers did not bring blacks into

ILMs because this would put their training investment at an

unnecessary risk. It would simply be safer to hire, and train, white
workers who would be much more amenabl e to a system which was,
after all, designed to keep labour turnover to a minimum.

. Latterly, Piore seemsto have taken a different tack. He now appears

to think that a new generation of 'secondary' employers may be good
for everyone (see, for example, Piore and Sabel, 1984).

. Just asthere is an economic dimension: see, Becker, 1976.

3. PEOPLE AND WORK

In this chapter we first ask how sociologists' theories of society
can help us to understand the origin and nature of labour markets.
Whereas the second half of this chapter is concerned with more
everyday matters related to the way in which the five labour
market processes work, we begin with the way in which these
labour market processes are established and their fundamental
nature. This is really a very simple distinction to make. To take
the labour market territories discussed in Chapter 1 as an
example, in the current chapter we will, firstly, consider some
explanations as to why such territories might exist in the first
place; and, secondly, we will discuss the way in which people
experience labour market territories.

SOCIETY AND THE PRINCIPLES OF LABOUR MARKETS

The explanations of the origin and nature of labour markets
considered here give us some idea of the importance of two basic
social principles in theorising labour markets. The first principle is
the social division of labour in which different people do different
things. The second principle is that of social hierarchy in which
people and the things they do are ordered or ranked. These two
social principles have interested sociologists for more than a
century, and they might even be said to constitute the major
preoccupations of the discipline, but their discussion in this book
must be limited. We will deal only with what theories of the social
division of labour and of social hierarchy can tell us of the origin
and nature of labour markets.*

47
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The social division of l[abour

In The German ldeology, Marx and Engds wrote of a Utopian
(communist) society in which:

nobody has one exclusive sphere of activity but each can become
accomplished in any branch he wishes, society regulates the general
production and thus makes it possible for me to do one thing today and
another tomorrow, to hunt in the morning, fish in the afternoon, rear
cattle in the evening, criticise after dinner, just as | have a mind, without
ever becoming writer, fisherman, shepherd or critic.

(quoted by Rattansi, 1982, p. 12)

This vision could only be Utopian, that is, a vision of a completely
different sort of society, because we are al so accustomed to the
social division of labour,? the principle that individuals don't do a
variety of things. If labour is divided then different things are done
by different people: writers write, fishers fish and so on. When a
new form of labour comes into being a new class of people — to do
this labour — comes with it. Furthermore, established types of
labour are subdivided (the fisher no longer makes fishing nets) and
people are subdivided along with the labour once more.

The social division of labour immediately poses one of the
problems which the invention of labour markets ultimately solves
and so provides us with a basic explanation of labour markets. If
we al do the same thing we have no problem of distributing or
allocating people to labours and labours to people since there is
nothing to distribute. But as soon as we have different labours and
differences between people then we have a problem: exactly who
will do exactly what? This calls for rudimentary processes for
informing, screening and offering labour.

Labour markets allocate different people to different sorts of
labour (and viceversa). There would be no need for labour
markets were it not for the social division of labour in which
different people do different things, but the idea of the social
division of labour does not exhaust the contribution made by
sociologists' theories of society to our understanding of the origin
and nature of labour markets. For example, these theories can tell
us rather more about how the idea of different people doing
different things arises, and how it becomes acepted, becomes a
legitimate social principle, thereafter.
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In the first instance, we can turn to ideas which are closely
associated with theories of the social division of labour, for
example, ideas of natural differences and specialisation. Most
early sociologists had an explanation as to why the process of
dividing labour should begin but, for the sake of consistency, we
will continue with Marx as our guide:

Within a family, and, after further development, within a tribe, there
springs up naturally a division of labour caused by differences of sex and
age, and therefore based on a purely physiological foundation.

(Marx, 1976, p. 471)

For our purposes it does not matter that Marx might have wished
to modify the way in which 'family' and 'tribe’ are treated here
(see Engels footnote to this passage), and the question of the
authenticity of 'natural' differences in sex and age will be
discussed below. What concerns us immediately is the simple
observation that things to do (hunting, gathering, tending the fire)
develop, and that different people become responsible for different
things to do on the basis of physiological differences that make
them suitable for, or capable of, some labours and not others.

Leaving aside the question of how real or important the
physiological differences are, this theory does not explain all the
modern complexity of divided labour or what produces this
complexity - the continued development of the social division of
labour. There is, indeed, more to the idea of a socia division of
labour than a mere description of society. The idea also involves a
theory of socia change. Most sociologists (following the founding
fathers) believe that the social division of labour increases as time
passes. Each new type of labour which comes into being and each
further subdivision of existing labour adds to the development of
the social division of labour. The social division of labour is part
of the sociological explanation of the birth of civilisation and
society and once it starts we might assume that it simply gathers
pace and can then be held to explain much of the social change
(anything from changes in the shape of the family to changes in
crime and punishment) that subsequently occurs.

Even if we point to other sorts of natural differences - for
example, Marx notes differences in climate and resources (you
can't grow bananas if you live near the arctic circle and you can't
fish if you live in a desert) - we still cannot explain change and
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complexity. In order to do this, we might turn to another related
idea: when specialisation occurs different people are given
different labours because practice makes perfect, that is, people
will do things more efficiently if they specialise in them.

The idea of specialisation can explain the further and continued
development of the division of labour (especially subdivision of
existing labours) and can contribute to an explanation of the
origin of the social division of labour along with the ideaof a
natural basis to dividing labour and people. Both ideas - natural
differences as well as specialisation - are required because the idea
of specialisation (practice makes perfect) suggests a reason to
divide labour but no system for dividing people. It is clear that
some people should specialise but who? Without an additional (to
specialisation) explanation we simply draw lots to decide who
does what.

We therefore return to the assumed natural differences between
people which have already been offered as one explanation for the
origin of the social division of labour. For example, in addition to
the assumed differences in physical and mental ability between
people of different ages and sexes, we can assume further
differences in ability between individuas of the same age and sex.
Further social division of labour - and all of the modern
complexity which results — derives from the division of people
according to ability to provide those who will undertake various
speciaised labours.

Ideas of natural differences and of specialisation add to our
understanding of modern labour markets. For example, if we have
a category of children's work we will need informing and
screening procedures in order to decide when and on what basis
any one thing to do fits into this category. Similarly we will need
informing and screening procedures in order to decide when and
on what basis any one individual fits into the category of child (cf.
Aries, 1973). At the boundaries of either category - 'children's
work' and "child' — we may need some fairly complex procedures.

The idea of specialisation together with differences in ability
between individuals suggests even more complex informing and
screening procedures, and not just at the boundaries of categories.
For example, is a particular labour going to be judged according
to the strength required or the dexterity needed and how are these
to be measured? Once the requirements of the labourer who is to
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speciaise in this labour are established, then more informing and
screening procedures are needed in order to establish whether an
individual has the appropriate strength or dexterity for the task.
Many readers may not be wholly convinced by these arguments,
however. The naturalistic explanation of the origins of the social
divison of labour can be challenged on the evidence (Berg, 1987).
Certainly men cannot have babies and babies cannot throw
spears, but aren't natural differences being given too much
explanatory weight here? Unless we rely on the idea of
specialisation, we have to assume that children naturally do one
thing and not another: children's work is what children naturally
do. If we do bring specialisation back into the argument we
uncover another problem: why and how does specialisation start?
Things happen because it would be useful if they did, but exactly
how (and useful to whom) (see Rueschemeyer, 1986)?

Social hierarchy

Ideas of natural differences between people and of specialisation
in different types of labour clearly help us to make the theory of a
socid division of labour a more adequate explanation of modern
labour markets, but there is still something missing from our
explanation. For example, how are 'natural’ differences or the
advantages of specidisation observed, how do they become
important? The socid divison of labour is a funny thing to do (if
you haven't done it already) and it doesn't make sense for people
to dart it (let aone pursue it) on what we have been given in the
way of explanation so far.

The thing that is missing has apparently become such afamiliar
assumption that it is very hard to put one's finger on it (which
may be part of the reason why Marx's Utopian vision seems so
desirable but aso so unattainable). Nevertheless, we can begin to
see some light if we start to think about why the notion of
guestioning the origins of the socia division of labour is not
something that usualy occurs to us. In other words, what is it that
stops us thinking of the socia division of labour as a funny thing
to do?
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In practice the socia division of labour involves qualitative
differences between labours and between people. The evidence
shows that it is not just different things and different people to do
them, but things to do and people ae seen as having different
values. These are not values in the sense of each thing and person
being valuable in itself or in different ways, but rather one thing
or person is seen as more valuable than another. In other words,
there is hierarchy.

The idea of social hierarchy is the second social principle of
labour markets. According to this principle all (or most) of the
things people do, and people themselves, can be evaluated
according to general criteria. Some things and people will be of
equivalent value but there will, necessarily, be a range of
differences from the most to the least valuable. There will,
therefore, be hierarchical grading.

Without the socia principle of hierarchy the socia division of
labour can be no more than an abstraction. The idea of different
people doing different things cannot be put into practice unless the
people and things to do are seen as having different values. The
development of labour markets therefore depends on the socia
acceptance and socia construction of hierarchies (of people and of
things to do). The principle of hierarchy is accepted when it
becomes part of common sense, a tenet of religion, a scientific
axiom and so on. Hierarchies are socially constructed in a variety
of ways, according to age, according to gender, and according to
many other criteria which will be considered at some length
below.

Some sociologists simply accept the existence of socia hierarchy
as a self-evident truth, others see it - in turn - as something that
reguires explanation, but in either case it is social hierarchy that
makes the social division of labour not such a funny thing to do.
For example, if people believe in the existence or acceptability of
socia hierarchy in principle they will not find it hard to see (or
make — by evaluation) qualitative differences between people and
between labours and so accept, even demand, that different people
should do different things. The belief in hierarchy leads to the
acceptance of the idea that types of work and types of people are
different, thus making the social division of labour - different
people do different types of work - acceptable, even preferable
(Durkheim, 1933).
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Social groups, relations and institutions

How are the two social principles (of division of labour and of
hierarchy) put into practice? Specifically, who makes these
principles an important part of our social life: who makes them
real for us, who carries the principles forward from one
generation to the next? Sociologists find answers to these
questions by way of ideas that lie at the heart of the discipline of
sociology.

There is, firstly, a common sociological interest in social groups,
social relations, and social institutions which are thought to
constitute the warp and weft of the fabric of society. Readers
will now be familiar with the most common examples of warp
and weft: families, communities, nations, 'races, genders and
classes. We might easily add relations between people with a
disability and others, migrants and others, but in truth the list is
endless.

Secondly, there are the key (sociological) explanatory concepts
of culture and power which are used to explain both causes and
effects of social groups, relations and institutions. For example,
much sociological theory and research is concerned with how
culture affects the behaviour of people and with how people wield
power over others, and to what effect. In this view the social
groups, relations and institutions discussed above can be seen as
locations for both culture and power.

It would nevertheless be a mistake to organise the thoughts and
findings of sociologists according to the headings of 'culture’ and
‘power' since the connection between the two is often intimate. A
marginally better solution to the problem of organisation is the
one adopted below. We will firstly consider three of the more
common versions of an explanation (of the way in which the
social division of labour and socia hierarchy become socia facts)
which refers (for the most part) to things people do to themselves
as aresult of their membership of social groups, and the influence
of social relations and institutions. We will then consider a second
category of three explanations where sociologists have set more
store by the things people do to other people as a result of their
member ship of social groups and so on.

We begin with status attainment theory (Blau and Duncan,
1969; Hauser and Featherman, 1977; Jencks et al., 1972; Sewell
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and Hauser, 1975). In very simple terms, the theory of status
attainment suggests that social hierarchy is largely a question of
the status people eventually achieve in paid employment (measured
at the highest point in their career, for instance). In large part this
status represents a pay-off for earlier educational achievement. So
far, this seems to recall the economists' theory of human capital
(see Chapter 2), but status attainment theory also suggests that
educational achievement is largely determined by family back-
ground (and perhaps the influence of 'significant others) which
decides how much anyone wants out of education and, more
importantly perhaps, how much they can get out of it. That is,
family background determines (mental) ability. Having entered
paid employment, the type of job acquired together with family
background and educational attainment determine subsequent
status.

Given the importance which status attainment theory assigns
to family background, it is no surprise that the theory predicts
that people (or, at least, sons) will end up with a status not too
dissimilar to that of their parents (or, rather, their fathers). 'Short
social mobility' is of course characteristic of many people in
advanced industrial societies, but status attainment theory does
not offer the only plausible explanation as to why sons should end
up with a similar status to their fathers. It is a central proposition
of status attainment theory that people are in general agreement
about the criteria on which social hierarchy is based and about the
position of individuals in that hierarchy (Jencks et al., 1972,
p. 177; Hauser and Featherman, 1977, p. 8). There are, however,
other explanations of short social mobility which do not rely on
the assumption of a generally-agreed hierarchy.

Firstly, there are theories (see, Moynihan, 1969; for criticism
see Miller, 1981) which address the relationship between culture
and poverty. Such theories suggest that particular cultures or
‘'subcultures’ (of the poor, of particular ethnicities, of particular
socia classes, for example) lower both expectations and achieve-
ment levels. It is argued that some people are so culturally
handicapped as to be unable to take advantage of education and
training that might raise their status. The poor therefore stay poor
and the deprived stay deprived.

The final variation on the theme of what people do to
themselves as a result of their membership of socia groups and
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the influence of socia relations and ingtitutions pushes thislogic a
stage further. In the literature on attitudes and orientations there
is very little mention of an agreed hierarchy or of cultural
handicap. Instead, it is assumed that a variety of different
categories of people have their own, peculiar social hierarchies
against which success or failure can be measured.

Sociologists who use the idea of different orientations have not
limited themselves to the consideration of what people think
about paid employment (Parsons and Shils, 1951; Weber, 1964).
Indeed, the best-known example of the gpplication of the idea in
Britain was concerned with peoples orientations away from paid
employment (Goldthorpe et al., 1968; see also Scase and Coffee,
1989). When applied to peoples labour market experiences,
however, the idea of differences in orientations produces a smple
conclusion: people have different measures (according to their
class, their age and so on) for deciding whether something (alevel
of educational attainment or a particular job) fits the bill or not.
There is no universal measure for deciding what one's goal is a
for judging whether a goal has been achieved, rather people (in
groups) construct their own measures.

The central theme of differences in orientations to paid
employment has been reworked in severd ways. Following the
influential work of Ashton in the early 1970s (for a review, see
Brown, 1982), some sociologists have concluded that differentia
access to education does not simply produce different quali-
fications but also different orientations to employment (see
Brown, 1987; Roberts, 1975; Williams, 1974; Willis, 1977).
Others have been at pains to point out that the idea of orientation
to a career makes sense to the working class athough in rather
different terms to the way in which the middle class think of a
career (Brown, 1982) and have noted that orientations can be
subject to complex influences, including the nature of the first job
entered (Ashton et al., 1990; Stewart et al., 1980).

In more generd terms, Coxon and Jones (1978) suggest that
occupationa 'images differ from group to group, and argue that
there is little point in producing a rank-order of occupations that
cuts across these groups. They conclude that completely different
hierarchies (of occupations) arise depending on which class one is
invegtigating (Coxon and Jones, 1979). A similar conclusion is
reached by Blackburn and Mann (1979; aso see Sabdl, 1982): for
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example, Blackburn and Mann document the way in which
different people can come to vastly different conclusions on the
basis on the same piece of information about a job (for instance,
whether it involves manual or non-manual work, work indoors or
outdoors). Both they and Sabel wonder, in fact, whether the whole
idea of a hierarchy based on skill is a peculiarly middle-class
perception.

In most of the foregoing, sociologists have used the idea of
orientations to illuminate differences in attitudes towards occupa-
tions between socia classes, but similar work has been done in
respect of age groups (see Roberts et al., 1984) and ethnic
minorities (see especially, Bonacich, 1972, 1976; for a critical
review of such work see Fevre, 1984; and for empirical criticism
see Miller, 1981). But whatever the substantive focus of their
research, researchers are usually agreed that families play some
sort of role in producing and reproducing orientations to paid
employment. This is particularly evident in work on differences in
orientations relating to gender where the important family
members are less likely to be the parents of people in the labour
market than their own spouses and children.

Dex (1987) has shown that British women change the industries
in which they work (and suffer downward social mobility as a
result) over childbirth. This is in part a result of change in
orientations arising from the demands of child-rearing. Before
childbirth women are more concerned with occupational pre
ferences but after childbirth finding a job with suitable hours of
work becomes more important. Indeed, the recent expansion of
part-time work in the United Kingdom has relied heavily on
women workers who work part-time because this arrangement
allows them to combine paid employment with the work of child-
care (although note that the numbers of women returning as full-
timers doubled during the 1980s - McRae and Daniel, 1991).

Dex's work is a good example of the difficulty of keeping
particular types of research in watertight compartments. Crompton
and Sanderson (1990) wonder how much of what Dex describes
can really be seen as the result of free choices made by women. It
is certainly not clear whether this and similar research auto-
matically supports the idea that what people do to themselves is
more important — as far as labour markets are concerned — than
what other people do to them. Thisis a point which is made in a
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different way by other writers. Several of the authors considering
the question of occupational choice in the collection of papers
edited by Williams (1974) conclude that people's orientations are
important enough, but that there is a great deal of evidence to
suggest that people aim higher than the level they are likely to
achieve, that they often have a fairly negative view of their
realistic choices, and that occupational choice is, in reality,
limited. Blackburn and Mann (1979) and Ashton et al. (1990)
agree that while people may have all sorts of different attitudes to
work they end up having to settle for what is available. 'What is
available' is influenced, in part, by the things people do to other
people as a result of their membership of social groups and so on,
and it is to three examples of theories which are primarily
concerned with what some people do to other people that we turn
next.

We begin with a fairly weak version of this argument, one that
is not always confident about the primacy of what some people do
to others: one sort of theory of the importance of social networks
(see Granovetter, 1973, 1974; Grieco, 1987; Harris et al., 1987,
Harris and Lee, 1988; Windolf and Wood, 1988). In simple terms,
it is argued that the sort of social networks an individual has or
does not have will play a major role in determining the sort of job
(or type of unemployment) they end up in. Social networks can
provide both information about jobs and may even help job-
seekers to secure jobs when they already know a position is
vacant. Job-seekers are therefore, in a sense, at the mercy (or at
least in debt to) other members of their social networks, while job-
seekers with poor networks, or none at all, find their own
opportunities limited by the actions of others.

It is possible (Fevre, 1989a) to describe the effect of social
networks in terms of the second version of a theory which gives
primacy to what some people do to others - Weber's theory of
social closure. Unlike another theory of ‘closure’ considered in the
next chapter, Weber's theory concerns peoples efforts to win a
competition and not their efforts to avoid competing at all. The
idea of social closure arises from Weber's (1964, 1968) interest in
how people try to hold on to or increase their power over others
and their advantages over others (including their control over
resources, for example wealth - also see Halsey, 1981). Weber's
best-known statement of the theory of social closure (Weber,
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1968, p. 342) has ingpired severa sociologists (see, for example,
Kreckel, 1980) to see socia closure as the basis of the sociology of
labour markets.

This view is expressed at length by Parkin who writes that, for
Weber, social closure 'means the process by which social
collectivities seek to maximize rewards by restricting access to a
limited circle of dligibles (Parkin, 1979, p. 44). In the labour
market, then, groups of workers will seek to monopolise
particular jobs. By nanipulation of credentiads or other digibility
criteria such as membership of particular labour unions or
professiona associations, they will close off some employment
opportunities, and may even seek to contral recruitment directly.
Parkin goes on (1979, pp. 44—116) to describe socid closure as
'exclusion’ (individualist and collectivist), 'usurpation’ (what
outsiders do when collectively excluded), and 'dual closure
(which occurs, for example, when workers are trying to usurp
employers and the state hut are also attempting to exclude other
workers).

The final example of a theory which explains how the socia
division of labour and social hierarchy become facts by reference
to what some people do to others rests its case on the issue of
domination. There is, for example, research by feminists and
others which describes the way in which male trade unionists close
off employment opportunities to women in an effort to maintain
male domination. Other theories suggest that labour markets per
se are made to wark in a way which preserves the unequa power
relationships characterigtic of 'patriarcha domination' (for genera
discussion of male domination see Delphy, 1977; Millett, 1977,
Walby, 1986; for a genera discussion of patriarchy, see Bradley,
1989). Similar work has been done in respect of 'racial
domination' (Blauner, 1972; Baron, 1975) and 'institutional
racism' (Carmichael and Hamilton, 1968; Sivanandan, 1982).

Social values

With the addition of the second social principle of hierarchy we
can be much tappier that we have a good idea of how what
sociologists say about society can help us to understand the origin
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and nature of labour markets. In particular we can be much
happier about the explanation of the origin of rudimentary labour
market processes given above, but for us to improve the
explanation to the point at which we can explain more than the
rudiments of labour markets, we need to know a bit more about
socid hierarchy. Most obvioudy, we need to know what hierarchy
is based on - what are the general criteria that are applied to
people and labours? Finding answers to these questions will help
us to explain further the origins and, especialy, the nature of
labour markets. Sociologists have provided a number of answers
and the most important ones will be considered below.’
Although 'hybrid' explanations are common, the criteria which
sociologists identify as the basis of social hierarchy fal into three
categories. There are those sociologists who say that hierarchy is
based on people, those who sy it is based on labour or work, and
those who argue that hierarchy is based on the labour market
itself. If the explanation of the workings of labour markets is
based on differences between people, then (for the most part),
hierarchica criteria will be "people-based’ and the vaue of labours
will be derived from the people who perform them. If the
explanation is based on differences between types of work, then it
isin work that the criteria on which any hierarchy is based can be
‘found. Findly, if we consider that the labour market is the basis of
hierarchy then the criteria for the hierarchies of work and the
people who perform work will be found there, in the market.

Differences between people are the source of social hierarchy The
general idea of this sort of theory is that what the labour market
does, what it cannot avoid doing, is reflecting the fact that people
are the basis of al hierarchy. The labour market reflects this
principle so far as labour is concerned and will therefore be made
towork in a particular way (simply) in order to reproduce this
principle. This explains both the origin and nature of the five
labour market processes: it is what they are (alowed to be) for. If
people are the source of the hierarchical principle, then people are
judged according to who they are, and work according to whose
work it is.

If you say the source of hierarchical criteriais differences
between people, then you must find something in the people that
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can be a genera source of socia hierarchy, not smply of criteria
used in the labour market. There are, in fact, many different
criteria, as many different types as there are different ways of
classfying people. For example, people can be classified according
to their religion. Thus O'Dowd et al. (1980) and Jenkins (1988)
say that society in Northern Ireland is stratified by religious
afiliation and that the labour market there operates to reproduce
this gtratification with Catholics ending up in the worst work or in
no work at al.

To see how labour market processes operate according to this
view let us take a rather more common example of an argument
which says differences between people are the basis of hierarchy: a
particular sort of feminist theory of gender and the labour market
(for overviews of gender and labour market theories, see, for
example, Beechey, 1987; Bradley, 1989; Dex, 1985; Walby,
1988). This theory holds that rea (sex) differences are not what
matter but the socia (gender) differences that are created between
men and women. But, on the basis of this sociadly congtructed
difference, a socia hierarchy (‘patriarchy') is constructed. As a
result, everything in society may reflect and reproduce the
hierarchy — everything, for example, is gendered. Genders are
assigned to people and so people are given values, and so are
categories of work given genders and therefore values (see, for
example, Curran, 1988). For instance, according to Social Trends,
in the United Kingdom in 1989 73 per cent of men and 62 per
cent of women thought a car mechanic's job was only suitable for
men. Nearly 60 per cent of men and half of the women surveyed
thought a secretary's job was only suitable for women.* Not only
is there some work which is male and other work which is female,
but being in paid employment at all can be more male than
femde.

Male is seen as better than female, whether it is people,
conversation or work. People's gender is the ultimate measure of
value: both of paid employment versus other labour (like
housework) and of any work that is ever created. Since gender is
the source of value, being in work or not and the particular work
you are in derives its value from the gender-status of the work. At
the most simple levd, the labour market operates to make sure
that the genders of people and the genders of their work are the
same. In thisway the hierarchy is reflected but also reproduced:
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the values given to people and to work are maintained and
(through differences in pay and so on) the rest of the social
hierarchy is reproduced as well. What are the five labour market
processes doing according to this view? The five processes now
have some basis for distributing people and work, for example
women are channelled into women's work such as unpaid
domestic labour, paid domestic labour, caring and feminine
professions.

The feminist theory of gender and labour markets has only been
an example of atheory which says people are used as the basis of
the values that come from and reproduce social hierarchy. We
might have rehearsed the same arguments for theories of 'race
(Baron, 1975; Jenkins, 1986) and theories of 'stages of the life
cycle (cf. Ash ton et al., 1990). For example, we might have
discussed the idea that there is a social hierarchy based on 'race
and that labour markets then operate to reproduce that hierarchy.
People do or do not get work at all, and get a particular type of
work, because this type of work is assigned to a 'race’. In
consequence, blacks (and the young and the old) are distributed to
some types of work and not others, or are not included in paid
work at al.

To conclude, 1 will say a little about how this type of theory
manages to explain change without violating the basic assump-
tions of the theory. This can be dne in a variety of ways, for
example, we may argue that change in labour markets results
from shifts from one sort of people-based criterion to another:
gender may cease to matter (as aresult of political chalengeto the
socid hierarchy) but another people-based category like the stages
of the life-cycle may come to matter more. Similarly, there may be
battles over whether, where and how the people-based criterion
should matter. There is aso the possibility of battles over what
person-vaue a particular type of work (or work as a whole) has.
For example, the debates which preceded the passing of the
Factory Acts in Britain made people wonder whether a type of
work (chimney sweeping or coal mining) was children's work,
and, ultimately, whether any paid enployment was work for
children (smilarly for women) (Bradley, 1989; Driver, 1970; Fyfe,
1989; Pinchbeck, 1981; Wing 1967). In passing we might note
that these struggles did not alter the fact that stages of the life
cycle formed the basis of asocid hierarchy (consider, for example,
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the nature of the various arguments used to persuade people of the
moral rectitude of limiting child labour).

Differences between types of work are the basis of social

hierarchy

If differences between types of work are seen as the basis of
hierarchy, the argument is the same as before, only in reverse. It is
argued that work is the source of hierarchical criteria and that the
labour market criteria for people therefore refer to what they can
do, whereas for work the criteria arise from what the work is said
to require of the person who does it.

Readers may know that there is a stiuctural-functionalist school
in sociology and that a variety of different views come under the
broad heading of structural-functionalism. But if we were to
reduce the structural-functionalist approach to a simple formula
(perhaps too simple for any structural-functionalist writer to
approve), we would say, firstly, that structural-functionalism sees
stratification as useful or necessary to society (Parsons, 1951,
Parsons and Shils, 1951). Secondly, structural-functionalist theory
finds the basis of socia stratification in 'role' or 'function' (Tumin,
1967, p. 10). In simple terms, one's place in the hierarchy is
determined by one's usefulness to society and all of social
hierarchy arises from the difference in value of the contributions
that various people make to society. It is easy to see how this
assumption translates into an analysis of labour market hierar-
chies (and hence processes): what one does at work allows an easy
measure of usefulness or function in an industrial society. But
exactly what are the differences in work to which different values
are attached?

Firstly, working (not necessarily in paid employment) has more
value than not working, not working is not fulfilling any role or
function and so may have no value at all. People who do not work
are therefore at the bottom of the social hierarchy. Secondly, work
is created as 'qualitatively different role speciaisations (Smelser,
1963, p. 14). Vaue comes from the differences which are created
in the nature of the role, for example whether it requires work by
hand or by brain. Just as in the previous section, where male had
more value than female, so here work by brain has more value
than work by hand.
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This is not to say, however, that feminist and structurat
functionalist theories can easily be reconciled. A maor point of
disagreement lies in the feminist belief that a statement about the
different values attached to male and female things is a statement
of fact, but a statement of facts that should nevertheless be
changed. On the whole, structural-functionalists think qualitative
role speciaisations are a good idea and believe that the way values
are attached to different forms of work should not be changed.

In fact (as we will see below) the two views do have something
else in common. Both agree that 'fair, for example meritocratic,
labour markets are best. This is, after all, what feminists are
fighting for: the treatment of women on merit. The source of
disagreement is a dispute about what the facts are. For the most
part, structura-functionalists think we have that meritocracy
(Parsons, 1964, p. 82) while feminists say we do not have it yet.
The question of whether it is possible, or appropriate, to judge
these two opinions against empirica evidence will be discussed
below, but for the moment, at least, we are not concerned with
how labour markets should happen but with how labour markets
do happen.

Structura-functionalists conclude that the (five) labour market
processes exist in order to allocate the right people to appropriate
work according to vaues which derive from differences between
different types of work. But how are these values attached to
people? People are evaluated according to their capacity or ability.
If they are capable of no work they have no value. If they are
capable of highly skilled mental work they have high value.
Labour market processes therefore gperate (as far as the supply
side is concerned) to distribute individuals to appropriate work
according to their capacities or abilities. Some theorists appear to
believe that differences in capacity and ability occur naturaly and
that what the labour market does, in consequence, is to distribute
people on the basis of the presence or absence of natura talents.
This is certainly a part of the argument advanced by Davis and
Moore (1945), but it is by no means necessary to the basic theory.
We can assume, nstead, that these differences in cagpacity derive
wholly from differences in education and training.

A theory which finds the basis of socia hierarchy in values
derived from work can quite easily accommodate change. There
may be change in the basis of the hierarchy (while remaining
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work-based): for example manual skill may decrease in import-
ance while computer literacy (a mental skill) assumes a new
importance. Secondly, there may be change which keeps the
hierarchy intact even while types of work such as unskilled
labouring disappear (rather like some child labour did in the
previous section). In both cases the motor for change is not
political struggle but technological change and changes in
education and training.

Labour markets are the basis of social hierarchy According to
Weberian sociologists, markets are the source of al social
hierarchy. This applies to other markets than the labour market
(see Rex and Moore, 1967 on the housing market), but the Iabour
market is nevertheless vitally important to social stratificaion in
industrial society. As we will see below, whether you are in the
labour market or not is fundamental to your place in society and it
is in the labour market that all the gradations of social class are
initially produced.

There may be 'real' differences between types of work and
between people but as far as the labour market is concerned these
do not matter. What matter are the differences between types of
work and between people that labour markets create and, in the
Weberian view, it is actually these market-based differences that
the theories discussed in the preceding two sections have really
been trying to explain (at least so far as they were concerned with
industrial societies) rather than with hypothesised ‘real’ differences
that may or may not exist.

The basis of value in this schema has already been described in
Chapter 2: it is relative scarcity. People whose labour isin greater
demand have a higher value and work which is in greater demand
amongst those seeking work has a greater value. To repeat the
warning of Chapter 2, the emphasis is on relative scarcity rather
than absolute volume of work or workers. Thus those workers for
whom there is a tighter labour market (and not those for whom
there is the greatest volume of work) will have a higher value.
Similarly, those types of work for which the demand for work
tends to exceed the supply of work will also have a greater value.

In practice, this theory is usually gplied to the workers aone.
Ideas of 'market situation’, and 'market capacity' are used to
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convey the idea that the market itself is the source of the value of
the people. Weber writes that:

By the 'market situation' (marktage) for any object of exchangeis meant
all the opportunities for exchanging it for money which are known by the
participants in the market situation to be available to them and relevant
in orientating their attitudes to prices and competition.
(Weber, 1964, pp. 181-2; also see Weber, 1968, pp. 82-6)

This idea became very popular with British sociologists like
Giddens (1981, see dso Lockwood, 1958) who defined market
capacity as 'dl forms of relevant attributes which individuals may
bring to the bargaining encounter' (Giddens, 1981, p 103).
Market stuation (see adso Kreckel, 1980) is not directly related to
who a person is or what they can do, but simply arises from how
the market rates their market capacity - are they in demand or not
and is there a sufficient supply of these workers or not? But even
though this is rarely done, we could repeat the analysis for work
too, for example we would assume that types of work are not
rated according to whose work it is or what the work requires but
according to how it is rated by the market.

So, it is neither the division of work nor of people that
provides the basis of value and social hierarchy. The market is a
law unto itself which bears little relation to work or people. It is
the market itself that divides people, but how? On the basis of our
market capacity, or, in other words, by reading the signs we bring
to the labour market (and the signs different types of work bring
to the labour market) which are interpreted and effected by the
five labour market processes, and which determine the narket
situation of any type of work or person.

We dready know what these signs are. In respect of people,
evidence of education and training are signs that will be
interpreted to establish market capacity (and therefore, market
situation) and hence the possibilities of suitable work or any work
a all. For work there are signs like ‘work requirements and
‘women'swork' as well as evidence of pay and conditions. But the
reader must understand that al of these are signs only. They are
not real, but the way in which the labour market works — that is,
they are located in the market (to be precise, in the five processes)
and not outside (in people or in work).

It is very important at this point to clarify the distinction
between this view and the structural-functionaist approach. In the
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latter abilities are unevenly distributed across the population;
different work requires different abilities; the labour market
distributes the right people to the right work. In the Weberian
view there need not be an uneven digtribution of red abilities (we
can remain agnostic on this) but smply an uneven distribution of
the things (completed apprenticeships, quaifications and so on)
which are commonly believed to be signs of such abilities.
Similarly, different types of work in the labour market need not
require different abilities but are divided according to signs (like
pay) which suggest that they are. Employers and workers use these
signs to distribute people to work.

So, for example, similarly skilled people are distributed to work
which might actualy require some skill but are distributed on the
basis of employers belief in the differences in skill required in
each type of work, and the differences in people's skills as signified
by their possession of educational qualifications, but this is as
much as we can say. For example, let us assume that much of the
better paying work in the Civil Service requires a demonstration of
knowledge of statistics. Once in this work, not even basic
numeracy, let adone a knowledge of satistics, may actualy be
required. Nevertheless, absence or presence of datigtical training is
used to distribute workers to work (it is said to be a requirement
of both).

So, according to this view, what is the origin and nature of the
five labour market processes? The labour market processes
(information, screening, offers) are the means by which it is
simultaneously decided that any particular type of work and any
particular person have a certain vaue. Labour market processes
(then) distribute workers to work of the same value, but what
about the people who do not make it to the labour market at al,
or are atogether unsuccessful in their labour market activity?

In the previous two sections those lower down a social
hierarchy were more likely to lose out (for example, on the basis
of gendered paid employment women are last hired and first
fired), but here the source of socia hierarchy is the labour market
itsdf so how can labour market processes operate in this way?
People who lose out do so simply because the market doesn't want
them, but why doesn't it want women, or unskilled men, for
example? In the terms of the Weberian theory, this is no more a
guestion that we need to ask than were questions such as ‘why is
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work gendered? or ‘why is manual work low-value work? in the
preceding sections. It is smply the case that women and unskilled
workers have no market capacity to speak of and so do not find
work. The idea of having no value in the hierarchy is conveyed by
Giddens (1981) with the notion of 'underclass, but many other
sociologists have described how the unemployed fall out of the
working class, or out of the social structure (Goldthorpe and
Payne, 1986; Harris et al., 1987). Once more, we could repeat the
analysis as far as work is concerned. Some work is so unpopular
(for example, because wages are too low, or because conditions
are intolerable) that no worker wants to do it.

Before we conclude this section, one important point d
difference between the Weberian view and the view discussed in
the previous section must be stressed. Structural-functionalists
have, on occasion, argued that Weber thought labour markets
became such an important source of hierarchy because it was sdif-
evident that they represent a 'better' or 'fairer' way of doing
things. Arguably, this wasn't what Weber intended at all (Albrow,
1970): he thought that labour markets became accepted as a
legitimate basis for (reproduction of) hierarchy because of a
change in the way people think which makes them see markets as
'better or ‘fairer'.’

This clarification removes an obstacle to our full understanding
of ideas of market situation and capacity. Weberian theory
requires that people have accepted a particular view of the world
before labour markets can develop fully. They must accept they
are represented by the signs they bring to the labour market and
agree to take the verdict of the market on the chin; employers
have to agree dl this (is sensible) too. This acceptance comeswhen
people are generally persuaded that criteria which are rational,
lega and universal offer the best basis for doing (such) things. It
was the change towards this type of thinking (especialy in relation
to markets— and especialy labour markets) that Weber wastrying
to point out.

There is therefore a further crucia difference between this
approach and the approaches discussed in the previous two
sections. Whereas both the feminist and structura-functionaist
examples, in their different ways, did not shrink from value-
judgements (about what should or should not be the nature of the
labour market), this Weberian theory (as we might expect)
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attempts to stand outside such debates. Instead of saying this
should or should not be, Weberian theory smply says this is how
people see things — as legitimate or not, as should or should not
be

Finally, asin the preceding sections, we must say aword or two
on change. In the Weberian view, once the market has been
accepted as the maker of values then change becomes simply a
matter of change in the market. That is, it is change in relative
scarcity (values) that matters, as a result, for example, of change
in education and training (increased certification for instance, as
described by Ashton, 1988a. Ashton et al., 1990; Windolf and
Wood, 1988); and changes in technology or in industria structure
(see Windolf and Wood, 1988, especialy pp. 163-98, who
introduce international comparisons into their discussion of such
changes). In Britain, for example, Goldthorpe (1982, 1987) has
documented the growth of the service sector and the rise of the
'serviceclass.

SOCIETY AND THE WORKINGS OF LABOUR MARKETS

People choose the sort of job they want wsing all sorts of criteria
where it is, how much the pay is, whether it will be nice to do,
whether they like the people working there already and so on. But
people do not often get exactly the job they want: they have to
choose one of the jobs (if there are any) that employers are
prepared to entertain them for. There may be difficultiesin finding
out about such jobs and sometimes we need other people to help
us find out about them, to tell us whether thereisajob at al, and
to help us to decide whether it is one we want.

But even if a person finds out about a vacant job that they want,
this does not mean that they will get that job. The employer has to
decide whether they want one person or another. How they decide
this can be very complicated. Most anployers want to know
whether applicants will be able to do the job, or even if they will
be able to do it better than anyone else (who wantsiit). They try to
find this out in al sorts of ways but they have at least as many
problems in finding out about people as people do in finding out
about jobs.
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Employers can never be sure that everyone who would like
the job has heard about it and they may have aterrible time trying
to decide who is best for the job when there are lots of gpplicants.
Usudly they cannot decide what 'best’ for the job means, let done
how to decide who is best. For example, what information should
count in their decision: how applicants look, how they behave,
who they know; documentary evidence, non-documentary evid-
ence; and how does the employer gather al this information?
Hudson and Sadler refer to a case in which 3,500 people were
interviewed for twenty-four vacancies;, and the successful can
didates 'were interviewed up to six times at various hours of the
day and night' (Hudson and Sadler, 1989, p. 118; see aso Catt,
1984). Often employers have other things on their minds anyway,
like who deserves the job, being nice to people they like, returning
favours and that sort of thing. Some employers just give up on
trying to find the best person altogether or let other people choose
for them (Fevre, 1989a).

Readers will have redlised that we have just reviewed once more
the processes of finding work and finding workers while again
neglecting to mention the parale processes of leaving work and
getting rid of workers. But readers can easily see for themselves
that voluntary quits and firing (dismissals and redundancies)
involve just as much complexity as hiring. Readers may also
conclude that both hiring and firing seem to reserve a place of
honour for luck.

It seems to be a matter of luck which jobs people end up with
and which workers employers end up with. This was certainly the
impression given by Thomas Hardy when he described the hearty
labourers 'waiting upon Chance' (see p. 10 above) and Marx
seems to have shared this view. Because labour is treated like a
commodity 'and it is a bit of luck for him if he can find a buyer'
(Economic and Philosophic Manuscripts of 1844), the labourer is
dienated:

Estrangement is manifested not only in the fact that my means of life
belong to someone else, but also in the fact that ... al is under the sway
of inhuman power [i.e. the labour market].

(Quoted by Rattansi, 1982, p. 16)

Contemporary sociologists (for example Harris et al., 1987) who
have tried to look at this from the job-seeker's point of view, to
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predict what job aworker will get (or even if they will get ajob at
al), have not been wholly successful (Mackay, 1988), but we
would still be wrong to reduce the workings of labour markets to
chance.

We know (from Chapter 1) that if we take a step back to look
at the aggregate picture, we will find patterns, and we already
know something about some of these patterns. If we look at the
labour market experience of workers, for example, we can find
patterns associated with gender, stage of the life cycle, 'race, type
of family or social network, type of community, socia back-
ground, level of education and training and so on.

For example, there are labour market patterns (‘destinations))
which seem to reflect social background (‘origins) (cf. Halsey et
al, 1980), and Goldthorpe and Payne (1986) point out that there
has been little underlying change in such patterns of social
mobility in the United Kingdom (that cannot be explained by
changes in labour market opportunities). Similarly, there are
general patterns in the labour market experiences of black
workers. For many years black workers in the United Kingdom
had low unemployment rates but tended to occupy the jobs that
other workers did not want. In the 1980s a new pattern emerged:
black workers had higher unemployment than the workforce in
generd but those who remained in work tended to occupy better
jobs than before (Barber, 1985; Brown, 1984; OPCS, 1987,
1989a).

It may dl look like luck when we get down to the nitty-gritty of
labour market workings, but if we step back we can see the proof
of the values we discussed earlier in this chapter in the shape of
rea labour market patterns. So how does this happen — what do
sociologists who write about society have to say about how labour
marketswork?

We understand the socia origins of labour markets in terms of
a combination of the division of labour and of hierarchy. But
there are 'alternative’ versions of this combination which produce
three different views of the fundamental nature of labour markets.
Now these three views also offer us our first set of answersto one
of the questions that illuminates the workings of labour markets.
If your view of the origins and nature of labour markets makes
much of the importance of ‘people values then you will think this
is how the labour market works; similarly, you may think that
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labour markets work according to ‘'work values or 'market
vaues. We will now investigate exactly how each view of the
origins and nature of labour markets translates into a view — or
set of views - on how labour markets work.

Discrimination

The following discussion relies heavily, if not aways uncriticaly,
on Jewson and Mason (1986; see also Jenkins, 1988). In it we
consider the idea that what is redly going on in labour markets is
that workers are being judged as good or bad people - that is,
there is discrimination between people (and perhapsthere are al'so
rdated phenomena like favouritism and patronage). It can be
argued that labour market patterns show the outcome of this
discrimination: this is why blacks and women are in undesirable
jobs or no jobs at al (see, for example, Marshall, 1974). This s,
after dl, how we would expect a labour market to work if we
believed its fundamental nature (even its origins) to be best
understood as based on the attachment of different values to
people. What everyone does (or, at least, what is done by everyone
who matters, for example employers) can be understood in these
terms, but if there is anything that really does not fit the pattern
(and thisis often in dispute, for example are more jobsfor women
outside the pattern or does it have to be better jobs?) then this
might indicate some movement towards merit in the labour
market.

An example of such an explanation of the workings of labour
markets might be research on socia networks from which it is
concluded that networks are concerned to distribute people on the
basis of people-based judgements. networks make sure people-
based values are what count (they are for 'looking after your
own'). Or we might instance other theories, for example feminist
theories which say that 'skill' is not real but simply a way of
covering up for, or permitting, the judgement of people (see Coyle,
1982; Craig et al., 1982; Game and Pringle, 1983; Phillips and
Taylor, 1980).

At the extreme, we might attempt to explain everything about
how the labour market works in terms of the evaluation of
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people: everything is discrimination. This might be the result, for
example, where sociologists are deeply committed to the removal
of al forms of discrimination. There is certainly something in the
language of much of the literature (including Fevre, 1984) which
suggests many sociologists run serious risks of misrepresentation
when they write on this topic. People who believe that
discrimination is more-or-less characteristic of labour markets
tend aso to believe that people-based values are bad. This may
not aways seem obvious at first glance, but it is evident in the
pejorative terms which are sometimes used (and sometimes
selectively used) to describe the operation of labour market
processes. This sort of view has been largely responsible for the
popular association of ‘discrimination’ with 'bad' but rarely
discusses discrimination (between jobs) by employees. In related
discussion of patronage there is frequent use of terms like
‘favouritism', 'blue-eyed boy', 'jobs for the boys and 'old school
tie'. All of these terms imply unfairness or cheating, and they do
s0 because the way things are interpreted to be is being (implicitly)
compared to the way things ought to work (if they were fair).

Sl ection

Secondly, there is the idea (see Tumin, 1967) that what is really
going on in labour markets is that employers are getting the best
people for different types of work. Everything in the variety of
l[abour market patterns is thought to reflect this, while everything
employers do and everything job-seekers do is done with thisin
mind. Davis and Moore (1945) describe the different social

positions and the need to alocate people to these positions which
are each of different value to society. Socid inequdlity is the
mechanism by which the positions are filled, athough rank is not
just decided by functional importance since the ease of filling
vacancies competently is aso conddered. In any event, some
sociologists see selection as the way in which labour markets
work:

Universalism and functional specificity are much more readily recog-
nizabl e as pattern principles underlying specific institutional forms. The
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first is particularly important in two fields, the patterns governing
personal status and rights, and those governing the treatment of ability
and achievement. The principal freedoms which we have come to value so
highly, and the relative immunity from invidious discriminations on such
grounds as birth, individual favouritisms, ethnic or class status, have their
roots in this pattern. 'Equality before the law' is doubtless very far from
being able to guarantee effective substantive equality for 'all sorts and
conditions of men', but that kind of particularistic discrimination is surely
far less prominent in our society than in most others of a high degree of
complexity. Secondly, the valuation and its expression in recognition and
status, of ability and achievement by such universalistic standards as
technical competence has, particularly in the occupational field, a far
wider scope in modern Western society than in most others. No other
large-scale society has come so near universalizing 'equality of oppor-
tunity'. An important consequence of the universalistic pattern in these
two fields is the very high degree of social mobility, of potentiality for
each individua to 'find his own level' on the basis of his own abilities and
achievements, or, within certain limits, of his own personal wishes rather
than a compulsory traditional status.

(Parsons, 1964, p. 82)

It is clearly just as easy to get carried away by the idea of
selection as it is by the idea of discrimination. Just as partisan
opponents of discrimination can find the thing they dislike
throughout the labour market, so those sociologists who see
selection as a good thing tend to see it as characteristic of the way
labour markets work (see also Sowell, 1981a, 1981b).

Another example is provided by the work of an English writer
on racid and ethnic relations, Michael Banton. Banton neatly
exposes the faults of arguments which would have us see
discrimination everywhere (Banton, 1983a, pp. 366—89; Banton
1983b). He points out, for instance, that such arguments neglect
to make a distinction between ‘categorical discrimination’ in
which employers use people values as the basis of their
recruitment decisions and 'statistical discrimination’ in which they
do not. Statistical discrimination occurs as a by-product of the
employers use of work values. Employers want to salect the best
people for the job but find it codtly to get hold of the information
about job-seekers that they need. They therefore take a short-cut
and use the category membership of job applicants in place of
first-class information. Employers think that they know most
members of a particular racia or ethnic category are more or less
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suitable for the job. This is not, in itself, (any sort of)
discrimination, however.

Statistical discrimination only occurs in those cases where
employers mistakenly exclude those (few or many) members of the
category which they see as unsuitable who actually are suitable for
the job in question (Banton, 1983a, pp. 369-70). For example, a
number of highly qualified black workers in the United Kingdom
and the United States will be excluded from jobs which they are
quite capable of doing because most black workers in these
countries are not as suitable for these jobs as whites. Employers
are simply not willing to bear the costs of using a less clumsy
device than 'race' to help them in selection.

Now Banton may well be correct to conclude that statistical
discrimination is 'possibly the most important of the influences on
the demand side' (1983a, p. 387). In any event, selection is an
important labour market process. The problem which many
sociologists have identified in Banton's analysis lies in the way he
describes the actions of employers which produce statistical
discrimination: he says these actions are 'rationa’. That is (like
Parsons, quoted above), Banton applies the language of positive
evaluation to a labour market process in much the same way as
anti-racists apply a negative evaluation to a labour market
process. Indeed, Banton goes on to elaborate a theory which seeks
to explain al of the labour market actions of employers and job-
seekers in terms of 'rational choice' (cf. Heath, 1976). While
Banton might argue (Banton, 1985) that the positive evaluation of
rational actions is made by his readers, and is no part of his
explanation, it is hard to believe that he could not take steps in
advance to make certain that misinterpretation was impossible
because he was unaware of the dangers of such mistakes. Such
care is, however, characteristic of the final explanation of labour
market workings we will consider.

Matching

If we believe that the fundamental nature of labour markets can
be understood in terms of market values, then we will explain the
workings of labour markets in terms of these values. In the
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Weberian view, labour markets work through those signs of
market positions which have legitimacy for everyone but aren't
even proxies of merit in reality. Labour market patterns represent
attempts to operate these legitimate criteria. This operation is best
described as 'matching'. The term has been borrowed from
Granovetter (1981; also see other chapters in Berg, 1981) because
it seems to describe most accurately how sociologists think labour
markets work when they are based on market values: what
happens is not discrimination, or selection, but rather the market
matches workers to jobs and vice versa.

In the emphasis on the necessary legitimacy of labour market
processes, it is clear that Weberian sociologists are usually anxious
to avoid any hint of evaluation. They simply wish to show that it
is how society evaluates these processes that matters and whether
sociologists think them good or bad is neither here nor there. As a
result, writing in this vein tends to avoid value-judgements of any
kind; these sociologists are much less likely to use pejorative terms
or positive ones (like 'merit’) in their analysis of labour market
processes (cf. Parkin, 1979, for example pp. 70-1). This does not,
however, mean that Weberian sociologists are necessarily better
equipped to avoid the mistake of explaining everything that
happens in labour markets in terms of their pet theory.

Certain writers (for example Giddens, 1981; for general
criticism of Giddens, and Parkin, see Stewart et ai, 1985) seek to
explain every aspect of labour market workings in terms of what
we have here called 'matching’. For example, it is not discrimina
tion that results in the peculiar labour market patterns associated
with gender but evidence of differences in 'market capacity’
associated with gender (Garnsey, 1982, p. 439). Similarly, the sort
of 'skill' that matters in the labour market is always a labour
market type of skill and it is this that explains the (curious) labour
market patterns that are associated with differences in education
and training for example. There is no place for selection.

CONCEPTUAL INFLATION

In this chapter we have discussed a considerable variety of
sociological theories. We first considered theories which sought to
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explain the importance of social groups, relations and institutions
in the labour market in terms of the key sociological concepts of
power and culture. In the second place, we considered three
alternative theories (people, work and markets) of the basis of
value in social hierachy. Finally, we looked at three theories of
the workings of labour markets which arose from sociologists
views of the basis of socia hierarchy: discrimination, selection and
matching. It will now be demonstrated that, in any of these
categories, a useful theory can be made completely useless by
‘conceptual inflation', that is by making the idea which is central
to the theory cover too much ground (see Miles, 1989, p. 41-68;
Mills, 1959). This usually happens when theorists want to cope
with contradictory evidence without reducing the potential scope
for the application of the theory they favour.

Two examples of conceptual inflation should suffice to explain
both what the term means and why it is so dangerous. All of the
theories discussed above have been disabled by inflation at some
time, but the theory | have chosen as the first example is the
feminist theory of the importance of a particular sort of person
value (gender) in the labour market discussed on pp. 60-1 above.

Critics of a people value argument like the feminist theory
might begin by asking whether there is not also a process whereby
jobs are used as a source of value (and hence of hierarchy) rather
than people: for example, is it not the evaluation of the job that
comes first, then the observation that men or women do it, and
then the conclusion that men or women have a certain value as
workers? But, if they turn to conceptua inflation in defence, the
proponents of the type of theory we were discussing as an
example of people values can reply that this only seems to be the
case.

They will argue that this sort of thing isin redlity a secondary
phenomenon, an example of a limited sort of 'feedback' which
could not happen at all if people were not being used as the source
of value and hierarchy. Firstly, the secondary phenomenon is
caused by the use of people as the source of value (Baron, 1975;
Barron and Norris, 1976). People can use jobs to grade only when
the basis of value is established and this basis consists, of course,
in differences between people. Without this foundation it would
be impossible to use jobs as a source of value. For example, people
may look at a particular job and judge it to be of low value but
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they are only doing this because it was a female job in the first
place.

Secondly, the secondary phenomenon only has results because
people are the source of value. Thus the limited use of jobs to
grade people never alters the basic grades assigned to jobs
according to a people-based value like gender. It only 'works', that
is, has any results at all, when it does not alter these grades; and
the only results it can have consist in confirming the use of people
to grade. Jobs are only a source of value when the hierarchy that
might result merely repeats what has been determined anyway.

To put it another way, the use of jobs to grade can only operate
as 'positive feedback': a job has low value therefore women (who
do the job) are most definitely lower value workers. 'Negative
feedback' which challenges the assumption that gender is the
source of value never has an effect. For example, the observation
that the prime minister of the United Kingdom was a woman
produced no results. Margaret Thatcher was, rather, the exception
that proved the rule (that gender matters): it was said that 'she
was more like a man than a woman' and so on. Jobs are a source
of value only when this use helps to reproduce the idea that people
are the ultimate source of value.

Similarly (for all of the following see Bradley, 1989 and Dex,
1985), men may argue that women should be excluded from a job
because of the requirements of the job, but inflated theory permits
the reply that men are only arguing in this way because the job is
under threat of a change of gender (cf. Cockburn, 1983), What is
really at stake can ke gleaned from the male incumbents'
complaints about this being 'man's work' (and from arguments
about the ‘family wage' as far as paid employment in genera is
concerned - see Land, 1980). It may seem that men are using the
job as a source of value but in reality they are simply trying to
avert a circumstance (the influx of women) that may threaten the
gender-identity of the job. If the majority of people doing it were
women then there would be some danger that the gender of the
job would change.

With conceptual inflation, the feminist theory of people values
(or any other in fact) has become useless to us. First, the theory
becomes useless because it is not testable. The foregoing example
has shown that no evidence can disprove the feminist argument
when it isinflated. A theory which we cannot disprove is circular,
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do the job) are most definitely lower value workers. 'Negative
feedback' which challenges the assumption that gender is the
source of value never has an effect. For example, the observation
that the prime minister of the United Kingdom was a woman
produced no results. Margaret Thatcher was, rather, the exception
that proved the rule (that gender matters): it was said that 'she
was more like a man than awoman' and so on. Jobs are a source
of vaue only when this use helps to reproduce the idea that people
are the ultimate source of value.

Similarly (for dl of the following see Bradley, 1989 and Dex,
1985), men may argue that women should be excluded from a job
because of the requirements of the job, but inflated theory permits
the reply that men are only arguing in this way because the job is
under threat of a change of gender (cf. Cockburn, 1983). What is
realy at stake can be gleaned from the male incumbents
complaints about this being 'man's work' (and from arguments
about the family wage' as far as paid employment in generd is
concerned - see Land, 1980). It may seem that men are using the
job as a source of value but in reality they are simply trying to
avert a circumstance (the influx of women) that may threaten the
gender-identity of the job. If the mgority of people doing it were
women then there would be some danger that the gender of the
job would change.

With conceptua inflation, the feminist theory of people values
(or any other in fact) has become usdless to us. First, the theory
becomes usdless because it is not testable. The foregoing example
has shown that no evidence can disprove the feminist argument
whenitisinflated. A theory which we cannot disproveiscircular,
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is, has any results at al, when it does not alter these grades; and
the only results it can have consist in confirming the use of people
to grade. Jobs are only a source of value when the hierarchy that
might result merely repeats what has been determined anyway.

To put it another way, the use of jobs to grade can only operate
as 'positive feedback”: ajob has low value therefore women (who
do the job) are most definitely lower value workers. 'Negative
feedback' which challenges the assumption that gender is the
source of value never has an effect. For example, the observation
that the prime minister of the United Kingdom was a woman
produced no results. Margaret Thatcher was, rather, the exception
that proved the rule (that gender matters): it was said that 'she
was more like a man than awoman' and so on. Jobs are a source
of vaue only when this use helps to reproduce the idea that people
are the ultimate source of value.

Similarly (for al of the following see Bradley, 1989 and Dex,
1985), men may argue that women should be excluded from a job
because of the requirements of the job, but inflated theory permits
the reply that men are only arguing in this way because the job is
under threat of a change of gender (cf. Cockburn, 1983). What is
realy at stake can be gleaned from the male incumbents
complaints about this being 'man's work' (and from arguments
about the family wage' as far as paid employment in generd is
concerned - see Land, 1980). It may seem that men are using the
job as a source of value but in reality they are simply trying to
avert a circumstance (the influx of women) that may threaten the
gender-identity of the job. If the mgority of people doing it were
women then there would be some danger that the gender of the
job would change.

With conceptua inflation, the feminist theory of people values
(or any other in fact) has become usdless to us. Firgt, the theory
becomes usdless because it is not testable. The foregoing example
has shown that no evidence can disprove the feminist argument
whenitisinflated. A theory which we cannot disproveiscircular,



78 The Sociology of Labour Markets

and therefore is no longer usable. Once this sort of error becomes
general, the interpretation of evidence depends entirely on the
theory we begin with. If we begin with a theory which says people
are the source of value and then identify patterns of labour market
experience we will find, for example, that men seem to get 'better’
jobs than women. But if we were to ook at these same patterns
from the other side of the labour market - the 'labour market
experience of employers — we would also find other sorts of
evidence: different jobs (patterns associated with type of work,
pay and so on) are associated with types of worker - 'better' and
‘worse' workers for example (higher paid jobs seem to get 'better’
workers than lower-paid ones). Thisis also the case with patterns
of employment and unemployment of course: workers with no
guaifications or training are more likely be unemployed (for
example, see OPCS, 1989b, pp. 187-8). It now becomes clear that
'better' is not so self-evident as we might once have thought, no
matter whether we are talking about people or jobs.

Let us now consider a second example: the various theories of
labour market workings, beginning with discrimination. We know
that sociologists are not always careful to avoid judgements about
workers, or more likely jobs (‘better' jobs and 'worse' jobs) which
quickly make their argument circular. For example, let us say we
consider racism a very bad thing. We find racism in the labour
market and so our theory is that people are the source of vaue.
We therefore ook for evidence of black people doing 'undesirable
jobs. Finding this ‘evidence may wdl involve us in making some
judgements that other people do not necessarily share about a job:
we may say it is undesirable (for example, ignore its good points)
because this suits us and is what we expect to find. It is often
investigators own values that lead them towards conceptual
inflation. If we begin with a didike of racism we end up seeing al
labour market workings as discrimination (see Banton, 1985 who
rightly criticises Fevre on this point). Similarly, someone who
thinks jobs are the source of value may make all sorts of
unsupported assumptions about whether a worker is 'undesirable
or not.

If inflated theory is to be avoided, the idea of discrimination
should only be used to describe labour market workings where it
is clear that people vaues are being used (and it is selection where
work values are being used; and matching where market values
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are being used). But the discussion of discrimination above
(pp. 71-2) included a description of inflated theory where the
concept of 'discrimination’ was made to mean much more than
this; where 'discrimination’ was applied to every case of hiring
and firing. Similar inflation was instanced in the discussion of
Banton's analysis of selection and Giddens and Garnsey's work
on matching. In all of these cases, useful concepts are inflated to
the point at which they cease to be useful. If these ideas are to be
of some use to the sociology of labour markets we must make sure
that discrimination, selection and matching apply only to the
operation of people, work and market values respectively.

There is no way of choosing between circular theories and it is
axiomatic that if a number of competing explanations dl fit the
evidence then none of them can be all of the explanation. But
people do choose between such theories none the less. This sets us
a different problem, but one to which we aready know the
solution. People choose between inflated theories on the basis of
their own values. They forget, once more, what Weber wrote,
earlier in this century, about the need for social scientists to avoid
the intrusion of value judgements into analysis.

The constant confusion of the scientific discussion of facts and their
evaluation is still one of the most widespread and also one of the most
damaging traits of work in our field. The forgoing arguments are directed
against this confusion, and not against the clear-cut introduction of one's
own idealsinto the discussion.

(Weber, 1949, p. 60)

CONCLUSIONS

As long as conceptual inflation is avoided, we are left with al the
theories we have discussed in this chapter intact. This diversity is
not a problem but a resource.® We began this chapter with two
questions. how society makes labour markets happen (origin) and
how society makes them what they are (nature). These two
guestions were answered in avariety of different ways but aways
together. In the terms of the example we used at the beginning of
the chapter, territories turn out to be the origin as well as the
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nature of the labour market. They are the nature of the five labour
market processes and their cause.

This all makes good sense. Labour demand and labour supply
are never abstract (in the labour market at least), for example
there is always a particular type of work to do (even 'labourer’ is a
particular type of work), so form can never be separated from
origin in practice. This much is obvious after short reflection: we
do not know of any labour market which does not have a nature
(for example, does not have labour market territories). In more
theoretical terms, this chapter has shown that work and workers
are socially constructed and are different, and qualitatively
different, precisely because they are socially constructed.

These ideas will ke explored at greater length in subsequent
chapters, here it only needs to be pointed out that the fact of
labour markets' social construction explains why we need more
than one sociological theory of labour markets. If we consider the
value-base of labour markets, for example, we need different
explanations of these value-bases (people, work and market)
because different people construct the nature of the labour market
in a variety of different ways at different times and in different
places. For instance, Maurice et al. (1986) suggest that, in effect,
people-values are used to choose workers in France (whereas job-
values are used to get production - see Chapter 4), while in
Germany the reverse happens. job-values are used to choose
workers (and people-values are used to get production from the
workers - see also Windolf and Wood, 1988).

In future chapters we will not be trying to establish whether
one catch-all theory is right or wrong, but, rather, trying to find
the key questions which we need to ask in ader to give us the
variety of theories we require. We will need many different
theories to explain real labour markets, even to explain a single
labour market: a variety of specific, concrete instances of labour
markets means we need a variety of theories. Fortunately, it is
possible to build up a portfolio of theories, and to have different
or competing theories at our disposal is not a disaster but an
absolute necessity. We must learn how to generate (rather than get
rid of) this theoretical variety. We do this by finding out what
makes theories differ. We have already several such bases of
difference: for example the key role of different answers to the
guestions of 'what is the basis of value' and 'how is value
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enforced'? The different answers to these questions give us
different theories and the three sets of theories will be able to do
much to explain labour market variety. We must repeat this
process in the chapters which follow: we must find the questions
to ask in order to generate a diversity of theories.

NOTES

1 Both principlesdiscussed here are also essential (pre-) conditionsfor
the further developments of 1abour markets discussed in later chapters,
For example, without the social division of labour there would be no
exchange, and no occupations, and no industries or firms. Without
social hierarchy there would be no jobs as we know them.

2. Inthis chapter we are primarily concerned with labour and not just
paid employment. Our discussion will turn to jobs (in Chapter 4)
when we have discussed another form of division of labour which |
will call 'economic'.

3. Just asin the case of the social division of labour, social hierarchy has
always been of profound interest to sociologists, and, as before, each
theory of social hierarchy is usually identified with a'grand theory"
(also see pp. 75—9 below). In this case the problem is usualy
discussed as one of social stratification and any consideration of
|abour marketsis only aby-product. Detailed discussion of stratifica
tionis, of course, not the aim of this book.

4. For asober assessment of the extent of, and trendsin, gendered work
in the United Kingdom see Crompton and Sanderson (1990).

5. A similar distinction could be made in respect of what might be called
'left-Weberian' thinking which is concerned to emphasise that, while
people may well think that markets are better or fairer, the important
point to grasp is that markets are definitely not better or fairer. Thus
Berg (1971) and Jewson and Mason (1986) strike notes of moral
outrage when they discuss the way in which the working class, for
example, suffer from the dominance of rational, legal and universal
criteriain the labour market.

6. Readersarereferred to the Appendix - 'Societal AnalysisasaTool' -
of Maurice et al. (1986) for a broader exposition of similar themesto
those discussed bel ow.



4. WORKERS AND
JOBS

The previous chapter made little reference to exchange, the
process whereby goods and services which we did not produce
become our own when we pay for them in money or in kind (for a
much more sophigticated discussion of exchange see, for example,
Hodgson, 1988, pp. 148—9 et seq.}. Nevertheless, the development
of exchange was assumed in much of the discussion in the
preceding chapter since without it there can be no buying and
selling. Without exchange production only occurs for use, but
once exchange develops then goods can become commodities
which are produced for exchange rather than for use. This
commodity exchange cregates the broad basis of modern industries
and occupations (cf. Marx 1976, pp. 470-80): the exchange of
corn for handicraft goods, for example, provides the basis of the
division between agriculture and industry. All of thisis (indirectly)
necessary for labour markets, but what is of most interest in this
chapter is the exchange of one particular, and peculiar, com-
modity — labour.

In smple terms there would be no labour markets were it not
for the exchange of labour. This exchange leads to the
development of a new (economic) aspect of the division of labour:
the division of labour between jobs (places for which labour is
bought and sold) and between workers (categories of labour
which are bought and sold). This economic division of labour only
conies into being together with exchange because it requires that
many things, but especialy labour, be bought and sold. Whereas
the social division of labour smply requires that not everyone
produces the same things, in the economic division of labour
people must produce different things for sale. People are divided

&
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into those who produce one good for sale and not another, and
into those who must sdll their labour and those who buy labour.

SOCIAL GROUPS, RELATIONS AND INSTITUTIONS

The introduction to this chapter would excite little debate between
sociologists, but, just as in Chapter 3, consensus is under threat
once we turn to analysis of social groups, relations and
ingtitutions. Any theory will seek to explain the same interdepen
dent phenomena: the creation of a group of people who want to
sl their labour and of a group of people who want to buy labour
(both groups are necessary for exchange). But what one sees as
important in the development of the exchange of labour dictates
the way one sees the economic division of labour, and ultimately
one's explanation of the workings of the labour market.

This connection arises because the development of exchange,
and of the exchange of labour in particular, gives rise to the
development of new social groups (of employers, of workers,
firms, occupationa groups, trade unions and so on), to new socid
relations (for example, between capital and labour), and to new
socid ingtitutions (such as employment, or systems of training or
industrial relations). These groups, relations and institutions
would not arise without exchange and the economic division of
labour, but different sociologists have, for example, attended to
different groups and so have therefore drawn our attention to the
role of these different groups in the workings of labour markets.

Thisis dl to the good: a variety of sociological explanationsis
not simply acceptable, but also vitaly necessary (see pp. 79-81
above). For example, in the following pages we will investigate the
possibility that differences between industries acount for labour
market variation: different sorts of industries want or need
different things of the labour market, and they have different uses
and criteriafor the five labour market processes because they want
or take different things from them. There is certainly a great deal
of materia which seemsto suggest that labour markets do vary by
industry in all sorts of ways (see, for example, Ashton et #/., 1990;
Berg, 1981; Brown, 1984; Dex, 1985, 1987; Maurice et al.,
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1986): there are differences in wages, in recruitment and training
practices, in the proportions of temporary workers, and part-time
workers, for example. 'Race, gender, and age of workers have all
been observed to vary with the type of industry concerned, for
instance with whether the industry is classified as a manufacturing
industry or as part of the service sector. But none of this
necessarily means that the cause of labour market variation
aways lies in differences between industries such as variations in
type of product or technology. It may be that there are different
sorts of firms in different industries and that it is the differences
between firms that account for differences in the relationship of
various industries to labour markets.

To summarise, whatever theory we consider, there will be a
connection between one's view of the development of the
exchange of labour and one's view of the nature of the labour
market, because any explanation of the former will draw our
attention towards the creation of particular social groups,
relations and ingtitutions which will then play a major part in our
understanding of what labour markets are about. There is,
however, an ever-present danger of conceptual inflation (see
pp. 75-9 aove) and its end-product, a forced choice between two
(or more) 'grand theories. It will become clear below that, at the
most generd leved, we can become preoccupied with the division
between buyers and sallers or within groups of buyers or sdlers. In
fact socia groups and relations are not limited to the creation of
two 'sides of the labour market and buyers and sellers do not
aways congtitute socia groups (with relations one to another) at
al. But nor are the producers of the same commodity, for example
al those involved in a particular industry or enterprise, always
part of the same socia group.

As in the previous chapter, consensus disappears when theories
are inflated and the proponents of different explanations begin to
argue for the exclusive and universal application of their favoured
theory. Readers will now redlise that this error can easily be
compounded. For example, an inflated idea from the previous
chapter can be combined with one from this chapter to produce a
synthetic 'grand theory' explanation, a variation of Marxist-
feminism for example (cf. Hartman, 1979), which is believed to
explain everything that requires explanation in the sociology of
labour markets.
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Readers might also like to note that there is no (internal)
theoretical reason which necessarily leads to particular combina
tions of 'grand theory' like Marxist-feminism. For example,
sociologists like Elster (1985) and Hechter (1983) have considered
combinations of varieties of Marxism with rational choice theory
(see p. 74 above) rather than combinations with theory such as
feminism, which emphasises the importance of discrimination;
and there is no theoretical reason why conceptual inflation should
not lead, for instance, to a creed of 'new right feminism'. Such a
compound of grand theory might conclude that labour market
processes lead to 'employers having al the lousy workers (men) in
the jobs where they need the best ones whereas leftward-leaning
feminists simply conclude that 'women have got all the lousy
jobs.

In the following pages we will discuss sociological explanations
of labour markets in terms of the various social groups, relations
and institutions which are created with the economic division of
labour. We will do this under three headings: explanations which
refer to specialisation and cooperation in the economic division
of labour; explanations which refer to exploitation and conflict in
the economic division of labour; and explanations which see the
economic division of labour in terms of legitimacy and the market.
If we were thinking of these different types of explanations as the
product of competing 'grand theories', we would probably have
used the headings 'Durkheimian', 'Marxist' and 'Weberian'
(theory) instead; but this is exactly the sort of approach we must
avoid if we are to arm ourselves against conceptua inflation. We
do not want to see the various sociological explanations which are
on offer as competing theories, but as equally valid theories in the
abstract which can only become alternatives when we are
considering the evidence, that is, concrete evidence from a red
labour market.

Soecialisation and cooperation

It is possible to see commodity exchange as the consequence of the
continued development of the specialisation which was discussed
in Chapter 3 as an explanation of the origin of the social division
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of labour and of social hierarchy. If people, or groups of people,
are speciadising in particular aspects of the division of labour, they
will consume a very limited range of goods if exchange does not
develop. Exchange alows people to continue consuming a variety
of things, even an increasing variety, while speciaisation con-
tinues. Exchange is therefore a condition of further specialisation
and the two become synonymous for al practical purposes.

In this view (see, for example, Smelser, 1963; and Offe, 1985;
Rueschemeyer, 1986) the sociologica explanation of the economic
division of labour, in particular the explanation as to why people
should begin to sdll their labour, must refer to both force and
something akin to choice. While dispossession from the 'means of
production’ (see p. 89 below) forces people to sdl their labour,
people may also choose to stop producing things (for use or for
sade) because they can see that it is more efficient for others to
specidise in the organisation of production while they sdll their
labour. Labour therefore becomes a commodity as part of the
natural further development of speciaisation. Families may begin
by specidising in the production of particular commodities which
they exchange, but some family members soon find it more
rewarding to labour for wages. In time, some families do not
actually produce commodities at al but produce labour instead,
and graduadly the family loses its production function atogether.
The family loses its production function to new social groups
caled firms and the family is left with the function of producing
labour (and also of consuming commodities). In order to
emphasise the differentiation of function between social groups,
this process is sometimes called 'structural differentiation’ (Smel-
ser, 1959, 1963).

Where this point of view can be shown to be valid, the
relationship between those who are made wage-labourers by
structura differentiation and those who pay their wages is often
not seen as a problem. There is nothing to be said about
exploitation or unequal conflict because the relevant socia
relationships do not exist between two 'sides but within asocia
group. The dternative name for that group, company rather than
firm, suggests where sociologica explanation lies. a firm is a
company of people engaged in a common enterprise of production
who share the same interests and whose relationships are
distinguished by cooperation rather than conflict.
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A new socia group (the firm or company) is created in the
economic division of labour. The company is an aggregate of
people, each fulfilling their ‘qualitatively different role specidisa
tions' (see pp. 62-4 above), who are cooperating together to
fulfil a joint function in the economic division of labour. If the
economic divison of labour is understood in these terms, then
labour markets are understood to reflect the requirements of
specialisation and cooperation.

For example, much variation and change can be explained
smply in terms of the progress towards a more complex economic
divison of labour, for instance, by typing certain aspects of labour
demand or supply as 'traditional’ or 'modern'. Thus the
distinction between 'traditiona’ and 'modern’ industries might be
used to explain the significance (for labour markets) of age
differences between industries. In such examples it is argued that
(whatever the unit, industry or firm/company) modernity is
represented by a cooperative relationship between people filling
gualitatively different role specialisations, and variations, and
change, are to be explained in terms of approximation to, or
departure from, this ideal: for example country A is better at it
than country B, industry A better than industry B, firm A better
than firm B, and so on. But thisis not the only type of explanation
of change and variation which is open to sociologists who refer to
specidisation and cooperation in the economic division of [abour.

The transition from old to new forms is not without difficulty
and these transitional problems can provide the basis of
sociologica explanations. For example, once the family ceases to
be the unit of production the question immediately arises of who
will allocate labour? If the family no longer performs these
functions, alocating labour by way of compulsion and obligation,
then labour must be dlocated in some other way. Idedly labour
should be alocated by employers (see below), but the trangition
from the authority (in the alocation of labour) of the family to the
authority of the firm, can be difficult and dow (Smelser, 1959).
Indeed some writers have wondered whether alocation of labour
by way of compulsion and obligation has survived so long that it
cannot be seen as a trangitiona at all (see Corrigan, 1977; Miles,
1987).

Finally, structural-functionalist theory has often been explained
in terms of an analogy which compares society to an organism.
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For example, the company is not the only socia group crested by
further specialisation: there are occupational groups too. These
are collections of people who share the same place in the division
of labour and who derive their identity from their voluntary
association with others who fill the samerole. In his discussion of
the changing divison of labour, Durkheim (1933) saw these
occupational groups as a necessary part of the organism since they
are required to keep it healthy.

Similarly, the firm or company can be seen as an organism to
which al of its members make a necessary contribution. Although
there may be no (real reason for) conflict in societies with an
advanced (economic) division of labour, organisms can become
sick (they can suffer the sickness of anotnie for example) and
pathological social forms are possible. Structuralfunctionalist
theory therefore offers the possibility of explanations of the
‘economy effects on labour markets in terms of pathological
deviation from the norm, and not simply in terms of the difference
between traditional and modern forms or even the difficulties of
transition from one to the other.

The most obvious example of an explanation of variation and
change in labour supply in terms of sickness in the organism once
more concerns the allocation of labour. Parsons (after Weber)
remarks on the 'dangers of the alocation and direction of labour
being taken over by employees rather than managers when the
family loses this function along with the function of production
(Parsons, 1964, pp. 46-8; for contemporary evidence of em-
ployees role in recruitment in some European countries see
Maurice et al., 1986; Windolf and Wood, 1988).

If workers profess to ‘'own' jobs, says Parsons, a pathological
form has arisen and inefficiency will result. The proper agency for
the efficient alocation and direction of labour is the locus of
authority in the firm, the manager or employer. Nobody can enjoy
the full benefits of specialisation if managers are not allowed to
alocate labour. But there are problems here: the extent to which
specidisation and cooperation are reflected in labour market
processes can easily be exaggerated, as can the degree of
speciadisation and cooperation which are, in any case, involved in
work in established industrial societies (cf. Braverman, 1974).
Furthermore, the firm may be a socia group but so are (informal)
workers' organisations and (formal) trade unions. These are more
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than occupational groups, more (even) than pathological occupa-
tiona groups. Whatever structural-functionalist theory says, there
ae socid relaions between people who sometimes conceive of
themselves as being on different 'sides, in other words, as being in
conflict rather than cooperating with one another. This much has
even been admitted, abeit rdluctantly, in those Eastern European
countries which have recently undergone socia, economic and
political transformation (Neumann, 1989).

Exploitation and conflict

If the economic division of labour is to be understood in terms of
exploitation and conflict, we begin by pointing out that the
creation of a relationship between people who want to sell labour
and people who want to buy labour occurs with the devel opment
of capitaist relations of production (Marx, 1976). Sdllers, buyers,
and the relationship between them, are created by the same
process. the concentration of ownership of the 'means of
production' in the hands of a few and the 'dispossession’ or
‘'expropriation’ of others. These others, the proletarians, lose their
ownership of the means of production and have nothing to sell
(no other commaodity to sdll) but their labour. Thus, in Chapter 1,
Gabriel Oak sought work at the hiring fair because he lost his
own farm and so was forced to sell, or try to s, his labour for
wages. The bourgeoisie, on the other hand, own the means of
production but must buy the labour of others if they are to
accumulate capitd. There is mutua dependency here, but there is
also (hidden) exploitation and (potentia for) conflict.

Sdlers and buyers certainly need each other but where does the
exploitation arise? According to Marxist theory exploitation arises
in the way that the bourgeoisie accumulate capital: they can only
do this by paying proletarians less than the vaue of their labour.
This is described as exploitation and the existence of this
exploitation means that conflict is built into the system. Aslong as
capital is accumulated through exploitation, it is in the interests of
each sdeto fight over the degree of exploitation (for example over
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pay, or over how hard people are supposed to work) and indeed
to fight over the right (in principle) of those who buy labour to
exploit those who sdll it.

In this conflict, the two sides (bourgeocisie and proletariat, or
capital and labour) are unequally matched. The relationship
between workers and employers is one of mutua interdependence,
exploitation and inequality in terms of economic power (also see
Offe, 1985 who considers this inequality the sine qua non of
labour markets). The employer has much more real freedom to
choose between workers than the employees have to choose
between employers. Furthermore, unlike the employers (who can
choose to do something else for a living if the worst happens) the
workers have no choice whether to take part in exchange or not:
if they do not work then they will starve.

In practice though, capitalists do not often wish to see
proletarian families starve. Since they need a continua supply of
labour, capitalists need proletarians to come to work, more-or-less
fit for labour, day after day and generation after generation: in
capitalism 'labour power' must be reproduced (for a genera
discussion of reproduction see Purdy, 1988). Obvioudy, capitdists
want this reproduction to be done cheaply since the less expensive
the reproduction of labour power is, the smaller the (share of)
wages which need to be paid to make this reproduction possible.
There are, however, some types of labour that can be reproduced
(at least in part) without the help of wages paid by capitalists.
This is the case, for example, where peasant families occasionaly
provide wage-labourers but subsigt, for the most part, outside the
capitdig system. These workers are a part of the 'reserve army of
labour' (Marx, 1976, pp. 794-802) and they can clearly be
exploited at a higher rate as long as they are not fully
incorporated into the "active army of labour' (at which point there
is no longer a subsidy to the costs of reproducing labour power).
Something similar might be said of those members of the reserve
army of labour whose subsistence, when unemployed, is paid for
by the state; but in this case capitalists will contribute to the costs
of subsistence in one way or another.

Theories which concern themselves with the reproduction of
labour power, are, in effect, concerned with what happens 'before
the labour market; but explanations of labour markets in terms of
exploitation and conflict may also be concerned with what
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happens ‘after the labour market, that is, with what happens
inside the factory, shop or office. Instead of understanding the
divison of labour insde a firm or organisation as reflecting
‘qualitatively different role speciadisations, this type d theory sees
this aspect of the divison of labour, variously called the
'manufacturing’, ‘technical’ or ‘detail’ division of labour (see
Marx, 1976, pp. 475-7), as a location for exploitation and
conflict. Certainly, workers who undertake different tasks must
cooperate, but there is assumed to be continued pressure from
capitalists to increase the division of labour in the individual firm
in order to increase exploitation. This tendency therefore gives
further cause for conflict.

In the 'detail' divison of labour an individual worker (or an
individual machine) does not produce a commodity; workers (or
machines) only produce commodities through their cooperative
efforts, each making a part, or detail of the commodity. For Marx,
and other political economists, increase in the detail division of
labour was more-or-less a law of capitaist development. Capital-
ist competition ensured that the increased division of labour
within the factory, together with the progressive application of
technology to work, would increase productivity and guarantee
the evermore efficient use of resources. But Marx was, of course,
concerned to emphasise the exploitation which he saw as inherent
in ‘capitalist relations of production'’. In his view (Marx, 1976,
pp. 293-306) capitalist production entailed two processes. the
labour process, in which ‘use-vaues were created, and the process
of creating vaue” In smple terms, the process of cresting value
makes money whereas the labour process makes things, but in
capitalism you cannot have one without the other. In this schema,
the detail divison of labour alows capitdists to make more things
and to extract more 'surplus value'.

At least three varieties of explanations of labour markets arise
from the general approach described above. Firdly, there are
explanations which seek to increase our understanding of labour
markets by categorising them as capitalist or not, or as more
capitalist and less capitalist. For example, labour markets may
vary according to whether the employers who use them are large
capitalists (perhaps even monopoly capitalists) or the self-
employed, bosses of partnerships or family firms, or the owners of
franchises. Similarly, labour markets may be different where firms
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are communally owned (as in cooperatives) or owned by the Sate
(also see Chapter 5 below). Similar explanations can also be
developed to demonstrate the importance of differences in the
degree of incorporation of workers into the capitalist system,
especialy the degree to which their labour is reproduced in that
system, on the supply side of the labour market. The case of
peasant-workers was mentioned above, but we might also think of
other groups of workers like migrants, and perhaps women
(Beechey, 1978, 1987), who may not be fully incorporated into a
capitaligt system of production.

Secondly, there are explanations of labour markets in terms of
the things done by capitalists to exploit workers, especialy, to
raise the level of exploitation. Thus there are labour market
theories that refer to employers recruitment strategies which are
designed to get hold of the most 'exploitable’ workers or the
workers who can be entrusted with the job of exploiting others on
capita's behaf. Similarly, some explanations refer to the way in
which work and technology in the individual firm or organisation
is designed in order to increase exploitation. This is assumed to
have profound effects on labour markets, for example to decrease
the demand for particular categories of labour or even for labour
asawhole.

Finally, there are a number of explanations which seek to
analyse labour markets in terms of the unequal conflict between
capital and labour (see, for example, Garnsey et al., 1985). This
conflict can extend to the labour market (much conflict in the
labour market is theorised as part of a broader conflict over work
and technology) or may even begin there. Thus some work on
employers drategies assumes that there is conflict over contral in
the workplace, and that, although bosses are generally in
command, they have to fight for their control, for instance by
using 'divide and rul€e' tactics which, once more, have clear labour
market effects. Other theories return to the supply side and point
out that different groups of workers have different relationships
with their employers. some are not as conflict-ridden as others.

In sum, theories which explain the workings of labour
markets in terms of the conflict between capital and labour
explain variation and change by pointing to variation in the extent
of conflict and/or to differences in strategies evolved to dea with
conflict. In this way, theories of conflict between capital and
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labour can help to explain variation and change by industry, and
even by occupation or firm or subgroup of workers. But there are
problems with this type of theory, at least in a pure form. The
more it is applied to real cases, the more the initial assumptions
(about exploitation and conflict) of the theory must be qualified.
For example, some sociologists have gone on to investigate the
strategies used by employers in the labour market which are
intended to ensure the cooperation of workers. It is a matter of
debate whether such work belongs in this subsection or in the
previous discussion of specialisation and cooperation.

Legitimacy and the market

Finally, we turn to those theories which appear to analyse the
workings of labour markets in terms of similar causes for both
'sdes (capital and labour) while still recognising the existence of
the two 'sides. As before, the labour market sociology flows from
atheory of the economic division of labour.

In Weberian theory (Weber, 1964, 1968), the rise of commodity
exchange necessarily entails the acceptance of rational, legal and
universal criteria as legitimate bases of socia action. In the present
context, much the most important of these criteria is the market
itsdf (any market, not simply the labour market). Without the
acceptance of markets as legitimate mechanisms by which
resources can be distributed, goods cannot be bought or sold and
there is no exchange.

The exchange of labour, and hence the creation of a market for
l[abour, is a special case of the genera rule. It requires that the
market be accepted as a legitimate mechanism for determining the
alocation of labour. Indeed, Marx remarked, perhaps a little
hastily, that 'modern society has no other rule, no other authority
for the distribution of labour than free competition' (from The
Poverty of Philosophy, quoted by Rattansi, 1982, p. 18).
Furthermore, since labour is no ordinary commodity, it also
requires that people should come to accept as legitimate the
notion that their labour be bought and sold. In other words, it is
important that the idea of two 'sides’ of the labour market should
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be seen as acceptable - put very smply, people must want to buy
and sl [abour.

In fact, we overamplify the Weberian view if we refer to people
‘wanting to sdll labour'. This implies something close to the free
choice to labour which we discussed above and the Weberian view
lies somewhere between such a choice and the compulsion
assumed in the Marxist analysis. For example, Weberians might
agree with structural-functionalists who argue that specialisation
frees people to work outside the family, but would be far less
inclined to assume that people will sell their labour just because
they can sdll their labour.

Similarly, Weberian theory agrees with the observation of
politica economists like Marx that some people are deprived - by
what Weber calls 'socia closure' (cf. pp. 57-8 above) - of the
chance to become capitalists and so there are people who are not
in the category of buyers of labour even if they are not yet sdlers.
That they are not yet sellers follows from Weber's opinion that
dispossession is neither sufficient nor necessary to the creation of
free wage labour.

Historical evidence suggests that many people have been
prepared to sell their labour when they still had alternative ways
of earning a living like commodity production on their own
account. Furthermore, history tells of people who continued to
produce goods for subsistence or exchange when it was increas-
ingly obvious to others that this would lead to ruin and starvation
(see, for example, Bythell, 1969, 1978). It seems that such cases
are only the ¢ reme examples of a sort of cultura resistance to
free wage labour (see, for example, Thompson, 1967, 1974) and
all that is entailed in sdling labour, and it was this resistance that
had to be overcome. In other words, people had to be persuaded
that it was legitimate for them to sdll labour (as well as, or instead
of, being forced to do it or smply seeing that it was preferable).
But if there are people prepared to sdll 1abour, labour markets aso
require people who will buy that |abour.

Weber's account of the Protestant Ethic and the Spirit of
Capitalism (1930) is well known. His thesis is that cultural
resistance to the buying and selling of labour can be as strong
amongst those who might buy labour as it is amongst those who
sl it: it will not be seen as legitimate without the acceptance of
rational, legal and universal criteria (including the acceptance of
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the legitimacy of the market mechanism) as a guide to social
action. Only then can a prospective employer accept what to us
might seem the self-evident good sense of buying the labour of
others in order to produce commodities for sale and for profit.
Only then, moreover, will the labour market be accepted as a
legitimate way of finding labour (legitimate, for example, because
it is deemed efficient and therefore satisfies a rational aim).

Weberian theory is not directly concerned with questions of
exploitation and conflict within the labour market, once es-
tablished. Instead, the question is the same as before: just as we
asked how buying and selling labour came to be seen as
legitimate, so we now ask how is the legitimacy of the workings of
labour markets achieved and maintained? The answer is also the
same as before: the question of exploitation and unequal conflict
does not arise since the market helps to legitimate the relations
between both 'sides’ because it satisfies rational, legal and
universal criteria — both in principle (the idea d a market) and in
practice (the way in which labour markets work on a day-to-day
basis). In smple terms, if inequality is perceived in the economic
division of labour then it is only inequality of outcomes, and the
process which produces inequality can ill be regarded as 'fair'
and 'efficient' (and so satisfy any rational, legal and universal
criteria against which such outcomes might be judged).

Readers will see that in Weberian theory the legitimacy of
labour markets is explained in a consistent way: both sides accept
labour markets as legitimate for the same reasons (for example
because of their 'fairness and their 'efficiency'). The changes in
social organisation which accompany the creation of labour
markets are theorised in much the same way, no matter whether
we are talking about social organisation with reference to labour
demand or labour supply.

According to this view, labour markets reflect the fact that
people have to see them as legitimate mechanisms. Furthermore,
the rational, legal and universal form of authority, the authority
which gives the modern labour market its legitimacy, explains
much that is characteristic of labour markets, for example the
forms of competition into which job-seekers enter.

Finally, progress from other forms of authority to rational, legal
and universal forms helps to explain labour market change and
variation. For example, it explains the increased use of formal
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methods in the labour market (open advertising of vacancies using
the press or the public employment service, formal application and
interview procedures) and the decline (but also see Fevre, 1989a)
of informal methods (word of mouth recruitment and recommen-
dation, cold calling and so on).

INDUSTRIAL VALUES

In Chapter 3 we discussed the socia principles which sociologists
believe provide the basis of our understanding of the contribution
of studies of society to the explanation of the origins and nature of
labour markets. We then went on to discuss the social values
which arise on the foundation of the social division of labour and
social hierarchy: people values, work values and market values.

In the first half of the current chapter we have begun our
investigation of the ways in which sociologists understand the
contribution of economy to the origins and nature of labour
markets in terms of specialisation and cooperation, exploitation
and conflict, and legitimacy and the market. As in Chapter 3, we
can now go on to consider the question of values, in this case
industrial values. These are industria rather than social values in
that they do not arise simply on the basis of the two social
principles (the social division of labour and social hierarchy)
described in the previous chapter. Industrial values do not arise
without the additional developments of exchange and the
economic division of labour between workers and between jobs
which has been described above. Because people become workers,
on the one hand, and employers with jobs to fill on the other, they
develop industrial values.

Unlike social values, industrial values do not provide a basis
for hierarchies of people and hierarchies of different types of
work. We can take an example to illustrate this point. In Chapter
3 we discussed work values, the particular category of social
values which forms the basis of social hierarchies based on
differences between types of work, for example the differences in
usefulness, or differences in degree of difficulty, of work (factors
which are often assumed to be correlated of course), which are
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sometimes used to grade work and people. In the current chapter
we will shortly introduce a category of industrial values which we
will call technical values which may immediately recall the work
values of Chapter 3 but actually plays a completely different role
in the construction of labour market processes.

Consider, for example, the part played by technical valuesin the
decisions made by an employer who uses technical values to order
priorities, that is, who decides whether one thing is better than
another because of technical considerations such as the require-
ments of the technology the firm uses. The firm may use
technology which requires highly skilled workers. Our employer
considers this factor as the determining influence on his or her
decisions and so develops an internal labour market (ILM) in
order to train and retain the highly skilled workers he or she
needs.

In this example technical values lead to an ILM, but these
technical values tell us nothing about the social basis on which the
employer will recruit workers at the point of entry to the ILM. He
or she may do this on the basis of people values, work values or
market values. Further discussion of this point can be found at the
end of this chapter, but for the moment the simple conclusion
readers should draw from the comparison between work and
technical values is that industrial values as a whole do not provide
the basis of hierarchies but that theories of social hierarchies are
not intended to explain all that can be explained in the sociology
of labour markets. We might know, for instance, that people
values matter in a particular labour market, but we will also want
to know why a particular number of workers find jobs on the
basis of these values and why some of the jobs are permanent and
some are simply casual. To answer these and other, related
guestions, we must attend to the industrial values of employers
and workers.?

The three categories of industrial values considered below are
economic values, technical values, and organisational values,
however there are only two subsections and these deal with
technical and organisational values respectively. The investigation
of the effects of economic values is, of course, properly the
province of economics and not of sociology. Rather a lot of this
book has already been devoted to the work of economists, so
there will be no subsection on economic values. Nevertheless, it is
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impossible to exclude the subject entirely and so the following
pages will include some discussion of interdisciplinary work that
refers to both technical and economic vaues or to organisational
and economic values.

If it is impossible to entirely exclude economics from what
follows, it is even more difficult to exclude economigts. Certainly,
the investigation of how industrial values affect, and are affected
by, social groups, relations and institutions has been the stock-in-
trade of much sociological research into the workings of labour
markets; and work which refers to speciaisation and cooperation,
exploitation and conflict, and legitimacy and the market will be
considered in each category of industria values. Nevertheess,
readers will quickly see that much of the path-finding research was
actually done by economists, indeed economics as well as
sociology is represented in the three recent pieces of research |
have chosen to provide many of the illustrations in the following
pages (Ashton et ai, 1990; Dex, 1987; Windolf and Wood,
1988).

Technical values

Both workers and employers know that the technical values of
coa mining in twentieth-century America are different from those
of coal mining in nineteenth-century America. New technology
and changes in work organisation have atered the technical values
in the industry: for example, work at the coal face is not as
dangerous or as arduous as it once was. Similarly, one modern
industry differs from another: there are differences in work
organisation and technology between firms that produce computer
software and those that are engaged in the continuous process
production of chemicals. The proof that technical values affect
labour markets is to be found in the different sorts of labour
markets we find for jobs in computer software and jobs in the
chemical industry (Kuhn, 1989; Nichols and Beynon, 1977).
When we speak of technical values in relation to labour market
processes we refer only indirectly to the requirements of particular
technologies and ways of organising work. For the most part, the
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theories discussed in this subsection are sociologica theories of the
way in which technical values affect the behaviour of social
groups and the shape of socia relations and ingtitutions. Such
theories cannot, therefore, be seen as technologicaly determinist,
but this does not mean that they are above criticism.

Before we examine examples of research under this heading,
one or two words of warning are necessary concerning the use of
the idea of 'skill' in this research (for elaboration, see Rose, 19'\S).
In the first place, work which assumes that the skill required of a
job, or possessed by a worker, is self-evident and is smply a
reflection of the technical requirements of particular kinds of
labour has recently received much criticism.* In the second place,
it often seems that technical values are al too frequently reduced
to questions of (the presence or absence of) skill when in fact there
are other technica values like working conditions, for instance
aspects of hedlth and safety, which are also used to inform the
decisions of workers and employers. The consequences of this sort
of neglect are potentiadly serious. When a sociologist argues that
some work has been 'degraded’ because the skill entailed in that
work is less than t once was (see the discussion of Braverman
below), he or she may produce a misleading impression if they
leave us in ignorance of any changes in working conditions which
have accompanied this 'degradation’. Certainly there is automa-
tion in cod mining and some skills are no longer used by coa
miners, but if there is also a better record of hedth and safety (in
what nevertheless remains a dangerous industry), should we
conclude that work in this industry has been 'degraded'?

Bearing this warning in mind, we begin with those theories
which suggest that type of technology and type of work
organisation determines the quantity of labour demand. In
Chapter 1, we encountered the idea that the amount of technology
(afirm can be 'capital intensive' or 'labour intensive') or the level
of technology (new or old, high or low) determines whether
employers will use alot of labour or alittle. Modern industries are
assumed to have more technology, to be more capital intensive,
than traditional ones and so use less labour than traditional
industries for a given volume of production. On the other hand,
modern economies have growing service sectors, and service sector
industries are much less capital intensive than manufacturing
industries.
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Various writers have a so suggested that the type of technology and
the type of work organisation also determine the quality of labour
demanded. For example, Ashton et al. (1990) found that young
workers  were  largdy  excluded from  capitakintensive
manufacturing plants which had twenty-four hour working, but
were more popular in industries which had low skill requirements.
Following Braverman (1974), it has often been suggested that
modern technology requires less skill and that workers in
capitalist societies are becoming ‘deskilled’ and their work is
becoming 'degraded’. This view contrasts with that advanced in
an earlier chapter of this book where levels of skill were assumed
to vary directly with levels of technology. Thus in Chapter 2, we
encountered some variations on a theory in labour market
economics which suggests that, as far as labour markets are
concerned, industries or firms (or even parts of firms) can be
categorised according to the type of technology or work
organisation used because technology and work organisation
directly affect the use employers make of labour markets (see
Gordon, 1972). For example, readers were reminded above of the
idea that firms with lots of technology need to hold on to their
skilled workers, and so make use of internal labour markets,
whereas firms with little technology have few skilled workers and
have no use for internal labour markets (or, perhaps, for any care
in recruitment procedures at all).

This 'dudist’ theory is clearly concerned with the determining
effects of technica vaues. employers in the (high technology)
‘primary' sector have different values to those in the 'secondary’
sector. Indeed, employers in the secondary sector might not
appear to have technical values to guide them at al. Something
similar might be said of the two groups of workers identified in
dualist explanations. In dua labour market theory it is often
assumed, for example, that ‘secondary workers' do not want
skilled work or stable employment situations and prefer to move
from one lowly job to another. They will make extensve use of
external labour markets but have no interest in ILMs.

A variation on this theme can aso be used to distinguish two
groups of skilled workers. those with transferable skills which are
of use to more than one employer, and those with non-
transferable skills which are specific to one organisation. Workers
with transferable skills are much more likely to make (successful)
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use of externa labour markets (Harris et al., 1987). Althauser and
Kdleberg (1981) offer the rdated notion of firm ILMswhich give
workers access to many, although not all, of the jobs in a
particular firm, and occupational ILMs which provide access to
jobs in severd firms (also see Ashton, 1986). Such theories do not
necessarily imply that workers are exercising real choices between
technical values. Indeed Norris (1978a, 1978b) notes that the
presence or absence of skills of any kind need not be seen as an
aspect of workers 'persona characteristics but rather as a result
of previous labour market experience. For example, whether or
not one becomes skilled (or, indeed, gains a transferable skill
instead of a non-transferable one) may depend in large part on
(local) labour market conditions at the time of one's first entry to
the labour market.

Neverthdess, it is clear enough that technica values can be as
important in explaining the behaviour of workers as they are in
explanations of employers behaviour. Workers frequently argue
that change in recruitment patterns which is associated with
changes in work organisation and/or technology will bring about
the 'dilution of labour', a bad thing when judged according to
certain technical values (an argument which is implicit in
Braverman's thesis, of course). This was, after all, one of the
arguments advanced by the Luddites who resisted change in
technology and work organisation in the early years of the
Industrial Revolution on the grounds that ‘unapprenticed’ women
and youths would take over their work & a lower level of skill
and would produce an inferior product (Thompson, 1974). In
more recent times, managers (amongst others) have used their
position in the production system to shelter them from unemploy-
ment: they are able to save themselves when redundancy threatens
by arguing that there will till be something for them to do while
other workers are more explicitly identified with particular tasks
which are no longer deemed necessary (Schervish, 1983). In other
words, managers are able to mobilise technical vaues in ther
defence.

It is now becoming obvious that theories which refer to the
importance of technical values need not be dualist theories, and
nor must they necessarily refer to differencesin skill. Bresnen et al.
(1985) have researched the labour market effects of the peculiar
technical values in particular industries. In the construction
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industry production is organised on a project basis and not as a
process (where the latter has been attempted, for example with the
introduction of process technology, the experiment has failed).
According to Bresnen et al., it therefore makes sense for employers
in the congtruction industry to use temporary and casua workers.

Different types of employment (part-time ingead of full-time,
temporary ingead of permanent, casud or even illegd instead of
regular employment) often require that the employers who must
fill vacancies and the workers who must find jobs, vary their
methods. This point is made by Bresnen et al. when they conclude
that not only do technical values lead construction employers to
use labour markets for the peculiar purpose of recruiting
temporary and casua workers, but they also use labour markets
in a different way to employers in some other industries. For
example, the construction employers need to recruit large
numbers of temporary and casua workers at periodic intervals
leads them (and construction workers) to rely extensively on
informal methods (Bresnen et al., 1985, p. 114).

Theories of the labour market effects of decisions based on
technica values need not refer to differences in technology at dl,
but smply to differences in work organisation which give rise to
particular technical values. For example, differences in work
organisation can be shown to produce different sorts of labour
demand and thus labour market effects vary between different
industries and firms. In the United Kingdom the hotel and catering
industry recruits large numbers of part-time and emporary
workers because the nature of this business is intermittent and
Seasondl.

Recent research in the United Kingdom has suggested that
employersin avariety of industries have latterly started to give the
technical values which lead to the employment of part-time and
temporary workers more attention as they move towards the
creation of a 'flexible’ workforce in which employment patterns
more closaly reflect the pattern of production (Ashton et al., 1990,
Fevre, 1991). Such employers may shift to new nforming and
screening procedures which are more suited to the flexible modd,
but any significant change is more likdly to have resulted from the
effects of structural change in the proportions of employment
taken up by different industries rather than from change at the
level of the individua enterprise.
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Dex's (1987) explanation for the increased employment of
women in the United Kingdom also refers to the growth of
dternatives to full-time, permanent employment. The shift of
employment from manufacturing to services has increased demand
for women workers who are prepared to work part-time. In
smilar vein, Ashton et al. (1990) show that the increase in part-
time employment in the United Kingdom in the 1980s has
coincided with reduced employment opportunities for younger
workers.

Finaly, we turn to some examples of interdisciplinary work
which seeks to explain labour markets in terms of technica and
economic values. We discussed above the influence of type of
technology and work organisation on the quantity and quality of
labour demand. In both cases it is frequently suggested that these
influences only matter because it is cheaper (for employers) this
way. For example, Jordan (1982) thinks that employers automate
because it is cheaper to invest in technology than to pay wages;
some 'labour process theorists think it is cheaper to deskill than
pay the wages of skilled workers, and some duaist economists
discussed in Chapter 2 think it is cheaper for some employers to
pay the wages of skilled workers because this allows them to use
more productive (and profitable) high technology.

Dex (1987) finds that service sector firms have limited potential
for productivity gains because they have little technology and are
labour intensive. She concludes that such firms turn to women
workers, that is to cheaper labour, because they are labour
intensive: a smaller wage hill is in fact the obvious way to cut
costs when productivity gains are limited. We noted that Ashton
et al. found that younger workers were more popular in industries
which did not require skilled workers, but this was not simply a
case of employers responding to technical values because Ashton
et al. point out that since these were low-skill industries cost
mattered more. Employers in these industries actudly preferred
younger workers because they were cheaper (Ashton et al., 1990,
pp. 99-100).

The notion that some employers, perhaps those in the
'secondary' category of dualist theory, are not interested in
technical values is also addressed by Thurrow. Thurrow argues
that employers in the primary sector want to minimise the costs of
wagesand training. If we assume that job-seekers wait in line for
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primary sector vacancies, with the order in the queue decided by
level of qualifications, then those workers with the most
gualifications are hired first because they can be trained at least
cost. The job queue reflects the fact that workers are in a situation
of 'job-compstition’ for vacancies in the primary sector whereas in
the secondary sector there are no dominant technical values and
no queues. There is smply ‘wage-competition' and the cheapest
worker gets the job (Thurrow, 1975).

Further development of these ideas in American labour market
research has generally been concerned with the different economic
values which arise in competitive and non-competitive industries
and with the labour market effects of monopoly in product
markets or other limitations on competition.5 In similar fashion,
Windolf and Wood (1988) conclude that the two main causes of
differences in, and changes in, recruitment systems are differences
in, and changes in, production systems and product markets.
Garnsey et al. (1985) also emphasise the importance of product
markets as part of their general argument that workers and
employers structure the labour market in a way that provides a
hedge against risk and uncertainty (also see the discussion of
Stark's work on pp. 127—8 below). Furthermore, the account of
the explanation offered by Ashton et al. (1990) for the
concentration of younger workers in particular industries is not
yet complete. Ashton et al. think that there are few young workers
in oligopoligtic industries (where competition is limited), and more
of these workers in competitive industries because it is here that
cost (that is, economic values) matters. The largest numbers of
younger workers are found where industries are competitive as
well as requiring less skilled workers.

Finaly, Bresnen et al. (1985) faund that construction firms
which required large numbers of temporary workers made use of
informa methods of recruitment, but many researchers, including
Windolf and Wood (1988) have pointed out that informal
methods offer a cheap alternative to certain employers. The
suggestion that cost is important in employers choice of methods
is aso made by researchers who have looked at the way employers
get rid of workers. For example, the low cost of getting rid of
women and youths (they generally have shorter srvice and so
qudify for less severance pay, they are dso more likely to leave
voluntarily) has been advanced as an explanation of why they are
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fired first, and even of why employers have hired them in the first
place (just in case they need to sack workers cheaply). For
example, Dex (1987) points out that having women who will
leave at low cost is an easy way for manufacturing industry to
shed labour.

Organisational values

The organisations which play a part in modern labour markets
differ one from another. The organisations we cdl firms have a
variety of different organisational forms: traditional family firms
are not the same as modern bureaucratic ones and large firms have
different organisations to small ones, for example - thus large
firms are perhaps more likely to have ILMs (Cornfield, 1981,
Walace and Kalleberg, 1981). Smilarly with trade unions: the
organisation of a large, modern genera trade union is not the
same as that of a small, craft trade union (for a sophisticated
example of analysis of differences in organisational values
between unions see Offe, 1985). But, as in the previous
subsection, the sociology of labour markets is not so much
concerned with the direct effects of organisationd differences but
with the organisational values that arise on the basis of these
differences (see Cornfidd, 1987). For example, a family firm may
not have al the different (hierarchical) levels of authority of a
large public company, but what interests us most is not the
missing levels but the form that authority takes in the family firm
as opposed to the public company. In a family firm with a
paternalist authority structure, people are meant to fee they are
part of a family, whereas in a firm with a bureaucratic authority
structure people are meant o follow bureaucratic rules (also see
Bradley, 1990; Martin and Fryer, 1973; Rainnie, 1989). Thus
Norris reminds us that paternalism cannot be maintained if
employers are not seen to reward 'loyalty and good service' when
recruiting to lower management positions (Norris, 1978c, p. 484).
More to the point, Salais et al. (1986) tell how employers (and
others) in France tried to transplant the organisational values of
the farm, household and workshop to large enterprises.
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It is clear that differences in organisationa values have a great
deal to do with labour markets. For instance, Cornfield (1981)
notes the differences in lay-off procedures which are associated
with different authority structures, and Windolf and Wood (1988)
show the importance for recruitment practices of variaions in
organisational values between firms and changes in organisational
values in particular industries, as in the increased use of
bureaucratic values which has accompanied the concentration of
business in the retail industry in the hands of a small number of
large companies (for the United States see Bluestone and
Stevenson, 1981). Ashton et al. (1990) make similar points and
show how the replacement of family firms by large corporations in
the UK retail industry (and adso in hotels and catering) hasledto a
change in recruitment practices which has, in turn, resulted in the
replacement of school-leavers by married women.

Such examples confirm that there is an association between
organisational values and labour markets, but exactly how are
these values believed to affect labour markets? The two most
common answers to this question refer, respectively, to the notion
of drategy and the notion of custom. Both ideas apply in equa
measure in explanations of the way in which technical (and
economic) values affect labour markets, of course; dthough thisis
mentioned less frequently in the literature.

The idea of drategy is not limited to the sociology of labour
markets (see, for example, Crow, 1989), let alone to the
investigation of the importance of organisational values to labour
markets, but in this connection we refer simply to strategies
designed by employers or workers to achieve goals set by
organisational values. For example, managers may devise strat-
egies which involve particular kinds of recruitment practices
which are intended to maximise control over the workforce (see
Hyman, 1987 and further discussion below).

By way of contrast, much writing on labour markets does not
refer to the conscious, intentional planning activities implied by
the idea of strategy, but to the unintentional, unconscious
acceptance of tradition, of custom and practice for example. In the
work of Windolf and Wood (1988) and that of Ashton et al.
(1990) recruitment procedures are seen as customary practices. In
this case organisational values are enshrined in the custom but
they influence the behaviour of employers none the less.
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Furthermore, customs - like strategies - can vary from firm to
firm, industry to industry, and country to country (Cornfield,
1981; Windolf and Wood, 1988). For example, Maurice et al.
note that personnel departments are less important in Germany
than in France (where personne staff undertake the initial hiring
procedure; Mauriceet al., 1986, p. 141). Despite the observations
of Salais et al. Maurice et al. conclude that the important
observation to be made about French practices is that they are
bureaucratic and centralised. In theory this should offer oppor-
tunities for social mobility but in practice bureaucracy (in France)
produces job competition and limited mobility (Maurice et al.,
1986, p. 165).

Although much of the discussion below is (unfortunately)
overrdiant on the notion of strategy (see Hyman, 1987; . Offe,
1985), ideas of drategy and custom are not mutually exclusive
(Garnsey et al., 1985). For example, in common with many of
their contemporaries, Ashton et al. (1990) have noted the attempts
made by employers in the United Kingdom to change the ‘cuture
of their firms to make it more closdly resemble the 'culture’ of
American or, more likely, Japanese firms. These employers say
that they want their employees to identify more closdly with their
firms. Thus, when they recruit new workers, employers will look
for evidence of this identification rather than, for example, for
evidence of specific skills (Ashton et al., 1990, p. 124). Such
attempts amount to strategies designed to change organisational
values by enshrining new values in custom and practice.

If we now have some idea of the way in which organisational
values affect labour markets, we have yet to find out why
organisational values (whether transmitted by strategy or by
custom) affect labour markets. Once more, we will consider only
the two most common explanations.

We begin with explanations which assume that labour market
processes reflect the variety of ways in which firms can cohere as
socia groups. This explanation has two variants: in the first,
labour market processes (for example recruitment practices) reflect
an assumed need to find people who will fit into the organisation;
in the second, labour market processes reflect an assumed need to
help or make people fit in. Although, in practice, much research
under both of these headings has tended to concentrate on
strategies designed according to the organisational values of
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employers, it is clear from this initial description that there is
room here for the consideration of custom and the organisational
values of workers.

A great deal of research (for example, see Berg, 1981,
Blackburn and Mann, 1979) reports that employers are less happy
about hiring workers who are currently unemployed or have a
history of intermittent employment. Sociologists need not believe
that such histories are the effect of 'personal characteristics' (they
may indeed be the product of previous labour market experience -
see Norris, 1978b), but one of the most frequent explanations
advanced to explain this pattern concerns the employers' fear that
such employment (or, rather, unemployment) histories indicate
that these workers do not have the attitudes appropriate to their
organisation. Similarly, Ashton et al. (1990) find that, outside
competitive and/or low-skill industries, labour costs do not appear
to matter and that some employers do not even want to employ
younger workers when they are free (as they have been when
participating in the variety of training schemes for the young
unemployed established by UK governments). In fact, the level of
wages has little to do with their exclusion and Ashton et al. find
that it is employers' judgements about the attitudes of younger
workers that |eads to exclusion:

In the lower segments they [employers] are more mncerned that the
recruits have the appropriate industrial discipline and attitude to work.
This means that the same person can be ranked differently depending on
the segment to which they are seeking entry. For example, a bright young
person with a good record of educational achievement, will be ranked
lowly by an employer recruiting a labourer or semi-skilled machinist as he
or shewill be seen as being overqualified and unlikely to settle in the job.
(Ashton et al., 1990, p. 100)

Some of the questions of organisational values aluded to by
researchers who have noted employers' concern with the attitudes
of workers have been theorised using ideas of 'acceptability’
versus 'suitability’ or the concept of 'tacit skills. Blackburn and
Mann, in an early statement of a similar argument, conclude that:

... most workers are objectively capable of acquiring the skills necessary
for most jobs; we estimate that 85 per cent of workers can do 95 per cent
of jobs. Management would disagree with us; they are very concerned . . .
with a shortage of ‘'worker quality'. However, when we investigated what
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they meant by this, we found that they were worried, not about
intelligence or manual dexterity, but about worker co-operation.
Responsihility, stability, trustworthiness - such are the qualities by which
(reasonably enough) they wish to select and promote. From the
employer's point of view, the internal labour market allows workers to
demonstrate these qualities (if they have them) over a number of years
before they reach jobs where mistakes would matter.

(Blackburn and Mann, 1979, p. 280)

The distinction between ‘acceptability’ and 'suitability' is made by
Jenkins (1983) in order to emphasise the importance assigned by
both employers and existing employees to the personal charac-
teristics of prospective recruits which will, it is believed, allow
them to fit into the firm. Jenkins notes the importance of informal
methods of recruitment in screening recruits for 'acceptability'. In
similar fashion, Windolf and Wood find that in many German
firms:

Management believes that through the social networks or through the
internal labour market a highly reliable and motivated workforce can be
found that is easy to integrate into the existing workforce whereas
workers' representatives ae interested in providing promotion oppor-
tunities or to shelter jobs from external competition. Recruitment through
informal networks, so the argument goes, reduces potential conflicts
because the applicants are more likely to be quickly socialised into the
‘family of thefirm'.

(Windolf and Wood, 1988, p. 201)

‘Tacit skills' are uncertified abilities that make cooperative
production easier or even possible, and employers use strategies to
deal with problems of cooperation which have a variety of labour
market effects (for example, see Manwaring, 1984). The main
argument (although there are others) is that tacit skills are so
valuable to employers that they are actually a big bit of what
labour markets are for. So employers screen to pick up tacit skills
and even use extended internal labour markets (EILMs) in which
existing employees help to choose and even hire new recruits, to
make sure that new recruits are trained in tacit skills.

The second common type of explanation as to why organisa
tional values should affect labour markets is almost the reverse of
the first. Here it is assumed that labour market processes reflect
the way firms do not cohere as social groups, that is, explanation
is found in the conflicts that occur between managers and
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workers, or even between different groups of workers. Again there
are two variants: there are explanations that see labour market
processes as reflecting the assumed need to avoid or cope with
conflict, and there are explanations which see labour market
processes as reflecting the assumed need to win conflicts.

Just as the arguments considered above can (all too often) be
reduced to the idea that managers devise strategies to get workers
to cooperate, so this second type of explanation can be reduced to
the idea that managers devise strategies to get control over work
and technology. In fact, both points can be made using the same
material. Thus, it can be suggested (Maguire, 1986) that EILMs
bring in recruits who resemble the existing workforce in that they
will submit to management control, or that EILMs ensure that the
existing workforce will do the job of controlling new recruits on
management's behalf because they have been responsible for
recruiting them. Another, similar argument suggests that EILMs
represent the rewards due to existing workers who have been
'bought off by management. Here we are not concerned so much
with what the new recruits brought in by EILMs do, but with the
existing workers' happiness with the balance of power (Jenkins et
at., 1983). Being allowed to arrange jobs for friends and relations,
for instance, is believed to make workers content to let managers
have control.

To summarise, according to this view there are three ways in
which labour market processes reflect the conflicts (over control)
which are believed to be endemic to capitalist production. Firstly,
labour markets reflect managers' need to find workers who will
submit to management control. Secondly, labour markets reflect
managers need for workers who can be relied on to exercise
control on their behalf. Finaly, labour markets reflect managers
attempts to control workers directly.

In the last category we already have the suggestion that EILMs
buy off some groups of workers, but it is also suggested that
workers can be bought off in other ways. For example, the radical
economists discussed in Chapter 2 referred to different recruit-
ment policies for different groups of workers created by
management strategies of 'divide and rule’. A version of this
argument is presented by Friedman (1978; see also Edwards,
1979) who distinguishes two types of control strategy, 'direct
control' and 'responsible autonomy', which are used for 'periphera’
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and 'core’ workers respectively. Security of employment is an
essential feature of responsible autonomy while insecurity (the
expectation of lay-offs for example) is essential to direct control.

It seems that in this type of theory, everything that happens to
labour market processes does so according to the will of
management, but Friedman's thesis actually relies on effective
‘worker resistance' to this will. Similarly, Windolf and Wood
(1988) note that while EILMs, for example, may appear to work
to managers advantage they sometimes find that their organisa
tional values dictate that they should set out to destroy EILMs in
an effort to regain control over recruitment from the workforce.
This sort of evidence can be incorporated into a theory which says
labour market processes reflect conflicts, but the theory now refers
to the effect on labour markets of the (more-or-less successful)
attempts by workers to wrest control from management, or, at the
least, to resist management control (see Rose, 1988).

For example, workers may seek to establish EILMs, or, asin the
United States, to establish referral unions which managers rely on
when they need to hire workers, as a strategy for extending (or
resisting) control (also see Kumazawa and Yamada, 1989 on
Japanese enterprise unions). Similarly, some writers refer to the
labour market effects of struggles for control between workers
and management, struggles in which the more strongly unionised
workers tend to be the most successful. Where workers have more
control we can expect 'vacancy competition' - something similar
to Thurrow's job competition (see p. 104 above) - rather than
wage competition (Schervish, 1981; Sgrensen and Kalleberg,
1981).

Interestingly, Schervish uses this theory to analyse separations
from employment. With vacancy competition, in what he calls
‘high-capacity positions, workers have made themselves so
invulnerable to market forces (irrespective of whether they arein a
competitive sector or not) that they are less likely to lose their jobs
- they may be temporarily laid off but they retain their jobs.
Schervish also elaborates this analysis in order to explain why
black workers in the United States suffer more unemployment,
and concludes that this is the consequence of their patterns of
employment rather than the direct result of discrimination
(Schervish, 1981).

Similarly, several writers have commented on the sometimes
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very effective worker resistance to changes in the labour process
which are meant to put workers out of a job, but which do not do
so because workers are able to retain control in spite of changesin
technology or work organisation (see, for example, Lazonick,
1978; Rubery, 1978).° Finally, variations in labour market
processes may result from conflicts between vying groups of
workers intent on establishing their control in the workplace.
Indeed, Burawoy (1979) argues that ILMs have the effect of
turning tensions between capital and labour into tensions between
workers.

We conclude this subsection as we did its predecessor. In
practice fuller explanations of the complexity of modern labour
markets must refer to more than organisational values. Such
explanations also refer to economic values. Williamson (1975)
points out that organisational values can be seen as a proxy for
economic values. For example, bureaucratic organisation represents
a means of achieving economic ends when market mechanisms
have failed.

From a more orthodox economic point of view, Lindbeck and
Snower (1987) question the importance of organisational values in
the creation of stable employment by using their distinction
between 'insiders' who are in employment and 'outsiders' who
seek employment. In theory employers should be able to employ
outsiders at lower wages than those presently paid to insiders, but
in reality the behaviour of insiders will make it too costly for
employers to recruit the outsiders at all. For example, insiders may
threaten not to cooperate with outsiders, and outsiders may ask
for higher wages to compensate for the harassment they fear the
insiders will subject them to. Lindbeck and Snower conclude that
'there may exist no wage which both induces firms to hire
outsiders and induces outsiders to work' (1987, p. 3).

Lindbeck and Snower's theory refers to the economic values of
workers as much as those of employers, and insiders' actions are
explained (at least in part) by their interest in keeping wages high.
Similarly, the quotation from Windolf and Wood on p. 109 above
referred to workers' interest in sheltering their jobs from
competition. The theory of 'labour market shelters' (as developed
by Fretdman, 1976; see also Ashton, 1986) relies on the
assumption that workers have economic reasons for wanting to be
'‘part of afirm', or for wanting any other type of shelter from
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competition - namely such shelters produce higher earnings, or, at
the least, secure workers incomes.

CONCLUSIONS

At the end of the last chapter we noted the crucial importance of
finding the right questions to ask in order to create the theoretical
diversity we needed to explain the complexity of modern labour
markets. In the current chapter we posed a number of questions
which were designed to produce this theoretical diversity. In the
first place, we asked which social groups, relations and institutions
arise on the basis of the economic division of labour. The three
answers to this question which we considered gave us the three
theoretical approaches - specialisation and co-operation, exploita-
tion and conflict, legitimacy and the market - discussed in the first
half of this chapter.

Since each of these approaches relies on a very different view of
what is important in the economic division of labour, is it possible
that they fit our requirement (see p. 80 above) that these should be
complementary and not competing theories? At first glance this
seems unlikely, but consider the second question asked in this
chapter: what are the industrial values which arise with the
economic division of labour which produces workers and jobs?
We found three answers to this question (technical, organisational
and economic values) but the crucial point is that all three
theoretical approaches described earlier in the chapter contributed
to the explanations in each category of industrial values. In
practice, therefore, they provided complementary explanations of
labour market diversity (see also Garnsey et al., 1985).

The question of which explanation applies is, of course, always
an empirical one, but this chapter has tended to suggest that when
empirical labour market research identifies the appropriate theory
for a particular case it may do so by finding out who has been able
to make their construction of the labour market stick. For
example, Norris (1978c) explains how the maintenance of
paternalism may depend not simply on the size of enterprise
concerned (it cannot be too big), but also on the extent to which
the employer can dominate a local labour market, and on the
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limitation of accessto employment opportunities outside the local
labour market.

People organise themselves and conceive of themselves in
different ways - as members of firms, as members of occupationa
groups, as capitalists or proletarians — in consequence of their
roles in the economic division of labour. When they do this they
establish different relationships to, and conceptions of, the labour
market: industrial values, for example, vary between socia
groups. The task of research is to find out how these values vary
and, most importantly, which values have the most influence on
action. This can rarely be a smple question of finding out who has
the power to make their values matter, however (Maurice et al.,
1986). We will return to these methodological problems in
Chapter 6, but the present chapter has solved some other
problems in a more satisfactory way.

In the preceding chapter we considered three categories of socid
values (people values, work values and market values) and then
described three associated theories of the way in which labour
markets work: discrimination, selection and matching. In the
present chapter we have discussed industriad values (technicd,
organisational and economic) but we have not mentioned any
associated theories of the way in which labour markeis work. We
have not been able to do this because discrimination, selection and
matching describe the way in which industrial values as well as
socia values are put into effect as social processes. Since hiring
and firing are aways social processes the study of labour markets
(or rather the sociology of labour markets) does not require
further theories of the way in which labour markets work,
athough it does of course require some more-or-less prosaic
distinctions, for example the distinction between formal and
informal methods of recruitment, internal and external labour
markets and so on.

Consder the following example. If you are the manager of a
paternalist firm, you will have a particular idea about the sort of
workers you want and even about how they should be hired. You
may want them, for example, to fit in with the family of the firm
and even the process of hiring (an EILM) can reflect this wish.
Here the labour market is shaped by your organisational values,
but how do you actually make your choice of recruits? Thereis no
other basis for you to make this choice than discrimination,
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selection or matching. For example, you may consider that using
people values will allow you to find the workers who fit your
requirements (which are derived from your organisational values).
In this case you discriminate in order to make the decisions which
are necessary in order to achieve the goals set by industrial values.
'‘Discrimination’ describes the way in which the labour market
works when, in this example, the labour market reflects
organisational values arising from the economic division of
labour.

This is, of course, only a hypothetical example, and there is
certainly no oneto-one correspondence between particular in-
dustrial values and particular ways of describing the way in which
labour markets work: organisational values do not always lead to
discrimination. Thus an employer who values rationalisation and
bureaucracy may be more likely to prefer market values above
people values and so will engage in processes of matching rather
discrimination. Similarly, readers should not assume that em-
ployers who consider technical values important will always opt
for selection, that is, for hiring and firing’ based on work values.

Finally, this discussion alows us to conclude the account of
discrimination given in the previous chapter. Readers will recall
Banton's distinction between categorical and statistical discrimina-
tion. This was, indeed, as much an example of conceptual
inflation as the usage of 'discrimination’ which Banton sought to
criticise, but here the concept that was being inflated was not
discrimination but selection. In truth, what Banton means by
'statistical discrimination' is those actions of employers who are
influenced by (industrial) technical values (not - social - work
values), but the socia process that he describes is nevertheless
discrimination in the (non-inflated) sense described in Chapter 3.
What makes it different (according to Banton, what makes it more
‘rational' - a description we are now in a better position to
dispute) is that it is discrimination informed by technical rather
than by economic or organisational values. Similarly, the version
of discrimination described by Jenkins (for example, 1983 and
1984) turns out to be discrimination informed by organisational
values.

If they do nothing else, such distinctions serve to remind us of
how catholic our studies must be if they are to bear fruit. If we
limit sociological study to society we run the risk of errors,
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including conceptud inflation. For this reason we must also attend
to economy and, in the following chapter, to polity.

NOTES

1 At this point conceptua inflation would lead us to argue that
specialisation, including the special case of structural differentiation, is
good for everyone because it is more efficient and it proceeds because
it ismore efficient (Rueschemeyer, 1986). It is more efficient to have
the family specialising in the production of labour rather than the
production of other commodities and it is more efficient to have
companies specialising in the various production functions created in a
complex division of labour. The 'proof that thisis better and more
efficient can be found in the positive relationship between such
specialisation and industrial development and in the presence of
‘transitional’ forms (domestic industry, for example, where the'family
has not yet abandoned its production function) in less advanced
industrial societies.

2. The latter is the process which leads to exploitation: it turns raw
materials, technology and |abour into commaodities and, hopefully, the
capitalist's profit. Once exploitation actually occurs, and 'surplus’
value is extracted from the labourers, it becomes a process of
valorisation. But for any of this to happen the other (labour) processis
also necessary. In the labour process, raw materials, technology and
labour are combined to actually produce something.

3. Each of the subsections below will mention research on the demand
side of the labour market and research on the supply side. In both
cases we will consider work which addresses a variety of different
levels of explanation, for example the level of industry and the level of
the firm in discussions of labour demand. Readers should not confuse
theidea of level with asocial group, however. For example, we can
say something important at the level of the firm even when we are not
talking about the firm as an important social group.

4. Until very recent times much sociological interest in work and
technology has been focused on male workers in manufacturing
industry. Although thisbiasis no longer as noticeable, the legacy of
the limitations of earlier work remains. In particular, critics of the
focus on male manufacturing work argue that the legacy contributesto
mistakesin sociologists' conception of skill.

5. A Marxist approach, however, might point out that multinational and
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transnational corporations are so big that they can move production
around the world to take advantage of cheaper labour wherever it is
available. In this view (which relies on both organisational and
economic values) the question of whether monopoly capital will take
advantage of cheaper labour is not relevant. The point is that itcan.

. The impact of organisational valueson technology receives little

attention in the literature. Nevertheless, it is through work organisa
tion and technology that organisational values affect |abour markets.

. In practice, employersin this position often leave the job of deciding

who is to be made redundant to trade unions or, in the case of
voluntary redundancy, to the workforce (see, for example, Harriset

al., 1987). Readers might like to note that, in terms of the distinctions
explained in Chapter 3, voluntary redundancy amountsto a matching

process for separation from employment. Relatedly, the principle of
last-in-first-out leads to a process of selection (on the basis of ajob

value: the length of timein post) while seniority principles which refer

to age rather than length of service lead to discrimination.



5. LABOUR MARKETS
AND THE STATE

Ideally this chapter would have been concerned with labour
markets and polity as a whole, rather than with labour markets
and the state. In the previous chapter analysis of socia groups,
institutions and relations was frequently reduced to analysis of the
effects of the actions of (dominant) employers - and to their
institutions, and their relations with others - but the present
chapter is even more one-dimensional. To date, analysis of aspects
of polity other than the state have been, for the most part,
neglected in the large literature on the subject. While making every
effort to refer to wider aspects of polity whenever this is possible,
we have therefore no option but to concentrate our attention on
labour markets and the state.

For the purposes of this book, however, we do not have to take
into account all sociological writing on labour markets and the
state. No attempt is made below to do justice to the large volume
of literature which is, of course, valuable in other ways even if it
does not address the narrower concerns of the sociology of labour
markets as defined in this book. But, as before, it is the definition
of the sociology of labour markets employed here that provides
the criteria of relevance.

Firstly, we will not attend to political differences in name only.
For example, where labour markets differ between countries
which share the same form of government, and administrations of
the same political leanings, then labour market differences do not
arise from differences in polity but from factors already
considered under the headings of society and economy. We are
interested in the content rather than the form of political
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difference, and political boundaries are not significant in them-
sves.

Secondly, we will not refer to cases where there may be genuine
political differences which coincide with labour market dif-
ferences, but the real cause of labour market difference lies
elsewhere (in society and economy). Thirdly, we will not discuss
political differences which are indirect causes of labour market
difference. That is, we will try to avoid referring to cases where
polity causes differences in society and economy which then cause
labour market differences.

The distinction between direct and indirect political effects on
labour markets is always difficult to draw. In what follows the
indirect effects of broad economic policy and policy on trade and
industry are excluded along with more obviously indirect
influences like housing policy. Of course these aspects of
government policy can affect labour markets, but this influence is
judged indirect when compared, for example, with the more direct
influence of government policy in the fields of education and
training on labour markets. Nevertheless, many readers may feel
that the exclusion of indirect influences could be carried too far,
and the criteria of relevance will be ignored in one important case
in order to include the strictly indirect influence on labour markets
of state (and state agencies) acting as employers.

The question of public sector employment might have arisen in
the previous chapter and, indeed, readers have already been
introduced to some of the thinking that lies behind analyses of the
effect of public sector employment on labour markets. Never-
theless, it makes sense to investigate public sector employment in
the present chapter because it is in the labour market effects of
this type of employment that we might expect to find evidence
that the state deserves attention in its own right. If there were
nothing of interest to the sociology of labour markets in public
sector employment in itself, we would still be wise to discuss it
because it is likely that we will discover the influence of the state
(and perhaps even of other aspects of polity) here.

We have now suggested that there are two ways in which the
state can have a relevant influence on labour markets: through the
effects of government policy (as enforced by state organisations
and through legislation) and through public sector employment.
Simply in order to avoid repetition, examples of the former will
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provide the bulk of the illustrative material in the second half of
the chapter, while public sector employment will receive more
atention in the first half.

It is appropriate to describe the chapter as falling into two
'halves because this chapter is designed to answer two questions.
In the first half of the chapter we ask if there is any evidence that
the state has an independent and important effect on labour
markets. In order to answer this question, we deal firstly with
some (general) empirica evidence and then with some theoretical
materia of akind which has become familiar in earlier chapters.
In the second haf of the chapter we ask whether we need any new
explanations (explanations which are noticeably different from
those used in Chapters 3 and 4) to account for this independent
effect.

THE STATE AND THE WORKINGS OF LABOUR MARKETS

We begin by considering empirical evidence which suggests that
the state does have an independent and important effect. Before
we consider the effects of states on the workings of labour
markets, we will briefly consider the role of statesin the making of
modern labour markets and in the structure of labour markets.

We have dready seen in Chapter 4 how, in the early history of
industrialisation, for example in Europe, labour markets had an
apparently difficult birth. In some cases these problems were
resolved with caesarean sections performed by those who had a
monopoly of legal violence. The biggest problem was the
reluctance of the potential free labourers to sell their labour, and a
combination of physical and legal compulsion by the state helped
to bring modern labour markets into being because it created the
missing (or reluctant) supply side of the labour market (see also
Miles, 1987).

Varieties of forced labour had, of course, been around for a
long time, but in the cases that concern us here unfree labour was
a substitute for inadequate free labour. Where unfree labour
(slaves, indentured labourers, debt-peons, pauper apprentices and
so on) was used in the private sector, it required the legislative
connivance of the state and sometimes relied, in addition, on the
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state's monopoly of legitimate physical force. On occasion, this
unfree labour (of prisoners and of paupers for example) was the
property of the state (Melossi and Pavarini, 1981).

An examination of the political debates about slavery or child
labour might tell us rather more about the relationship between
broader aspects of polity and the making of labour markets, but at
least we can draw the simple conclusion that - through its
monopoly of legitimate physical force - the state has helped to
create modern labour markets. We now turn to labour market
structure.

Some jobs and organisations, and even whole occupations and
industries, would not exist if it were not for the addition to the
division of labour of public sector employment. For example,
there would certainly be less social workers employed in the
United States and the United Kingdom if there were none
employed by the public sector. As far as industries are concerned,
consider the accelerated decline of some branches of primary and
manufacturing industry in the United Kingdom and in some
countries in Eastern Europe beginning in the 1980s. Some of these
industries almost disappeared when they ceased to be part of the
public sector (or even when this was merely threatened),
suggesting that they owed their very existence to forms of state
ownership. In similar fashion we might also consider the changes
in numbers of personnel in the armed forces (and employees in
defence industries) planned by many countries at the end of the
1980s.

While it is true to say that some jobs, occupations and even
industries would not exist were they not included in the public
sector, it can also be suggested that some jobs, occupations and
industries might exist were it not for the state. Prohibition in the
United States, for example, affected the structure of American
labour markets. Radical thinkers of the 'new right' in Britain (also
see Bacon and Eltis, 1976) have made this point in a more general
way: government 'interference’ in the economy - including public
ownership - prevents job creation by the private sector.

Variations in labour market structure are clearly related to
differences in the extent of public sector employment. Differences
in the extent of public sector employment between countries were
obvious for most of the second half of the twentieth century when
Eastern European states, in particular, had almost all production
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under their control. But such differences also existed within
countries. In the United Kingdom for example, every 'local labour
market' contains within it some public sector jobs (teachers, police
officers and so on), but the proportion of public sector jobs will
also vary between local labour markets. For example, some local
labour markets are (or were) dominated by a single public sector
employer (see, for example, Fevre, 1989b).

Clearly the effect of public sector employment on the structure
of labour markets can help to explain labour market change as
well as internationa or regional variations. We have already noted
the decline of certain industries in Eastern Europe and the United
Kingdom for example. In very general terms, the twentieth century
has (so far) seen an increase in state sector employment in
centralised economies and in some mixed economies (both in
Europe and elsewhere) followed by rapid — but not yet universal —
decline (especially in Europe).

Differences in the nature and extent of public sector employ-
ment over time and space produce differences at the level of social
groups and relations. In the United Kingdom, there are trade
unions (e.g. the National Association of Local Government
Officers, the Civil and Public Servants Association), professional
associations (e.g the National Association of Probation Officers,
The British Association of Socia Workers) and qudifications (e.g
Civil Service entry examinations or the Certificate of Qualification
in Social Work) which owe their existence to public sector
employment. But does this really matter - we have some new
names but what could really be different about public sector
employment as far as labour markets are concerned? For example,
there may be more service-sector jobs in the labour market than
there would have been without state employment; there may be
more clerical workers too (with their own unions, qualifications
and so on); but does this mean we need to employ anything more
than the existing society and economy anaysis when trying to
understand these things? What is to prevent us from using the
analysis aready applied to the (private) service sector, to private
sector clerical workers and so on?

According to most writers we cannot rely on society and
economy analyses because the effect of public sector employment
on labour markets cannot be fully explained in terms of the
theories and explanations offered in earlier chapters: state
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industries and organisations do not necessarily have the same
effects on labour markets as non-state industries and firms. In
other words, the state makes a difference to the way in which
labour markets work.

Differences in the way labour markets work may be associated
with political differences, of which the most obvious examples are
differences between forms of government and between administra-
tions of different political persuasions. In the latter case, the
political differences may even be minor party-political ones
between local administrative regions of the same state. In the
former case, for example, one sort of labour market may be
concentrated in states with a particular form of government such
as sngle-party rule, while most labour markets of another sort are
located in states which espouse multiparty democracies. Ashton
(1986) describes the less extreme case of political difference
between the United States and the United Kingdom which is none
the less of considerable significance for the workings of labour
markets (for further comparative material see Fulcher, 1987 who
provides details on Sweden).

Ashton notes the more collectivist and comprehensive traditions
of policy in the United Kingdom and the larger, and more
decentralised, nature of the US state which together produce
differences in policy-making and policy-implementation in the two
countries (also see Ashton, 1988b for a comparison of the United
Kingdom and Canada). He finds that, aong with differencesin the
role of labour unions in the United Kingdom and the United
Sates, differences in policy help to explain differences in the way
labour markets work on either side of the Atlantic.

A history of greater regulation in the United Kingdom has
created 'base-line' conditions for hiring and firing which do not
exigt in the United States although, in consequence of some
deregulation and of structural change, a growing number of
workers in the United Kingdom do not benefit from this
regulation of hiring and firing (for an alternative view of the
United Kingdom see Craig et al., 1985; for further European
material see the collection of papersin Labour and Society, 1987).
As a result, hiring and firing practices for permanent full-time
workers in the United Kingdom are broadly similar, and the mgjor
labour market division lies between permanent full-time em-
ployees, who receive protection from trade unions and the state,
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and temporary and part-time workers who receive much less
protection.

According to Ashton, labour markets in the United States
exhibit many more divisions than those in the United Kingdom as
a result, in part, of decentralised institutional regulation. In
consequence, a larger proportion of workers in the United States
are likely to experience some unemployment:

the cost of that greater security for those in work in Britain is that those
in the more insecure jobs share a greater burden of unemployment and
find it more difficult to re-enter work once they are unemployed. The
result is that a higher proportion are confined to the ranks of the
unemployed. In the USA the evidence suggests that that insecurity is
shouldered by alarger section of the labour force, who find it easier to re-
enter work but for whom the insecurity of the labour market is a more
seriousthreat than it isin Britain.

(Ashton, 1986, p. 104)

Ashton's explanation of the differences between labour markets in
the United States and the United Kingdom in terms of the role of
the state does not refer simply to differences in state regulation of
hiring and firing, however. Ashton aso refers to the characteristics
of public sector employment in the United States and the United
Kingdom because the workings of labour markets are affected by
differences in (for example, the extent of) public sector employ-
ment as well as by differences in regulatory policy.

In common with many other writers, Ashton contrasts the
security of public sector employment with the insecurity of
employment in the private sector. If, unlike Ashton, we over-
simplify this point of view, we can make a distinction between
public and private employment which assumes that workers in the
public sector are better off and get more of what they want. This
state of affairs exists because lack of competition is assumed to
make workers more powerful and managers less worried about
conceding to their demands. As a result, workers in the public
sector may get higher wages, but they will certainly have much
more job security. They will probably have an internal labour
market (ILM) which provides prospects of advancement and
perhaps even the employment tenure which is still believed to exist
in the United Kingdom Civil Service.

In the United Kingdom, at least, public sector ILMs certainly do
appear to differ (at least in kind) from those in the private sector.
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Blackburn and Mann describe private-sector ILMs as neither
uniform nor predictable: 'Most promotion practices are unclear
and so the entering worker can rarely be in a position to predict
his "career" within the firm' (Blackburn and Mann, 1979, p. 279).
By way of contrast, public sector ILMs tend to have (very few)
ports of entry which give access to a variety of different jobs and
occupations, and to sometimes apparently limitless possibilities for
advancement. As far as job security is concerned, Ashton
concludes — as do severa other writers — that public sector
employment is a source of 'labour market shelters: public sector
employees benefit from the fact that their employer is not engaged
in competition, but they are themselves protected from the stiff
winds of competition in the labour market.

Ashton (1986) does not, however, recommend that we see all
public sector employees as the beneficiaries of labour market
shelters or gilt-edged ILMs. Such a conclusion would, indeed,
make little sense to the many unemployed workers who were once
public sector employees in the United Kingdom or in the countries
of Eastern Europe. In similar vein, there is a great deal of evidence
to suggest that even those who manage to keep their jobs in the
public sector are not always better off than workers in the private
sector.

For example, Brooks (1975) described the recruitment (from the
1950s) of workers from the Caribbean to work in public sector
transport in the United Kingdom, because there were so many
unfilled vacancies in this part of the public sector. While these jobs
were secure and sometimes offered access to ILMs, the level of
wages was too low to attract indigenous workers. A similar
pattern emerged elsewhere in the UK public sector, notably in the
National Health Service. More recently, public sector workers in
the United Kingdom have largely failed to achieve wage increases
which match those won by workers in the private sector, and in
some categories d public sector employment the problem of
unfilled vacancies (caused by low wages) reappeared in the late
1980s even though unemployment remained high. Thus over 5 per
cent of teaching posts in the old inner-London boroughs were
vacant in 1990.

According to the simple theory of the labour market effects of
public sector employment explained above, this sort of thing
should not happen. The funding from tax revenue which some



126 The Sociology of Labour Markets

state organisations enjoy means that profits need not enter into the
deliberations of these organisations, and decisions (including those
which affect labour markets) have some other basis than the one
which is (arguably) the most familiar to private sector employers.
It is argued that the state sector is insulated from competitive
pressures and therefore the labour markets it affects look, and
work, in a different way to those which depend on private sector
jobs. That there is evidence (ILMs and so on) for this theory is not
in dispute; but there is dispute about whether this is all the
evidence and (especially) whether the evidence is being understood
in the only possible way. In the simple absence-of-competition
theory it is assumed that the state does not have to resist workers
pressure to insulate themselves from the labour market in a variety
of ways. The state can afford to give in to workers' demands to be
sheltered from competition because the state as employer is itself
sheltered from competition.

We have already seen, however, that as far as some public
sector jobs are concerned, the state sector is not so much outside
competition, but below it. Such jobs might still be technically
classed as labour market shelters, if they remain a part of ILMs
for example, but wages are so low that most workers appear to
reject them. The workers who occupy them have 'sheltered' from
competition with other workers by taking the jobs nobody else
wants! Thus, we found examples of public sector jobs that were
less attractive than jobs in the private sector, and, indeed, we
found evidence of unfilled public sector vacancies.

There is a fundamental problem with a theory which refers to
differences in labour market competition which are caused by the
state's own peculiar relationship to economic competition. Take
the bus drivers, nurses and teachers mentioned above: we might
have expected pressure by these workers to make their jobs better
— there is no obvious reason why British bus drivers in the 1950s,
or teachers in the 1990s, should exert less pressure on their
employers - so why were their efforts unrewarded? Perhaps there
is more going on in the public sector than the state (as employer)
giving in to workers because it is, itself, insulated from
competitive pressures? Indeed, are we even correct to explain the
existence of more attractive public sector jobs in these terms?

Even if we agree that there are labour market shelters, or
something like them, in the public sector, and that public sector
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jobs are in some respects better than others, such characteristics
are not necessarily simply the result of worker pressure, A more
satisfactory explanation can be found in work which derives from
the theories of Thurrow (see p. 104 above) and which is to be
found in many of the chapters in Berg (1981), but also see
Schervish (1983) and the commentary in Ashton (1986).

In this view, the existence of 'good' jobs in the public sector
(gilt-edged ILMs and so on) indicates that the state does not use
wages in the way it is supposed to. Public sector employers do not
force workers to compete by offering to work for lower wages but
make them compete, for example by lining up in queues, for
vacancies. Workers cannot jump a queue for a gilt-edged ILM by
offering to work for a lower wage.

The theory of wage versus vacancy competition (and its more
sophisticated variants) also explains the anomalous evidence. If
labour market shelters are not the result of workers' pressure (to
which public sector employers succumb merely because they have
no compelling reasons to resist), then we are no longer surprised
to find that such shelters offer little protection to some workers,
for example those ex-public employees who find themselves out of
work. The theory of wage versus vacancy competition also
explains the unattractive nature of some of the jobs that remain in
the public sector.

Just as the state (as employer) does not respond to workers
economic signals in the form of wage rates, so the state does not
use these wage signals itself. A private sector firm might be more
likely to increase wages if it had unfilled vacancies, but the public
sector employer simply puts up with these vacancies. Similarly,
public sector employers will not use wage signals (alone, or even
at all) when they want to dispense with workers. Here workers are
forced to engage in a process of job competition in order to stay in
work. In sum, public sector employment is not sheltered from
competition altogether. There is, instead, a different kind of
competition: vacancy or job competition co-exists with, and
perhaps even dominates, wage competition.

Finally, we turn to some related work on states and labour
markets in Eastern Europe, in particular to work on the Eastern
European country which was reforming at a greater pace than the
others in the 1980s: Hungary. This work derives, in large part,
from Kornai's analysis of the 'shortage economies' of Eastern
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Europe (Kornai, 1980; also see Burawoy and Lukacs, 1989) and
from Kornai's later discussion of the shift from bureaucratic to
market mechanisms in these economies (for a discussion of this
work see Neumann, 1989). Kornai's ideas provide the theoretica
basis for Stark's study of ILMs in Hungarian state-owned
enterprises. Stark concludes that these ILMs exist to create market
mechanisms which alow Hungarian enterprises to cope with the
bureaucratic uncertainty which is endemic in a shortage economy
(Stark, 1986).

Neumann (1989) finds that Stark overplays the narket
character of Hungarian ILMs. Neumann prefers, instead, to
emphasise 'the socia character of the bargaining parties informal
system of rules (Neumann, 1989, p. 85). Nevertheless, there is
much in Stark's analysis which is interesting and useful. Stark
contends that ILMs are established in conditions of uncertainty. In
a capitalist economy ILMs establish bureaucratic rules which
allow firms to cope with market uncertainty. In a socialist
economy ILMs establish market mechanisms which allow firms to
cope with bureaucratic uncertainty. In order to cope with
unexpected demands (for increased production) made by the
bureaucracy, the socialist firm holds on to labour and provides
ILMs for its most valued workers. These ILMs do not work to the
advantage of Hungarian enterprises because they provide shelters
from competition for the valued workers, but because they offer
them the (rare) opportunity of limited participation in the market
(Stark, 1986, p. 496). Stark concludes that:

To mitigate the effects of supply bottlenecks or to circumvent the
obstacles of centrally imposed wage regulations, neither workers nor
managers have an interest in the routinization of internal systems of
classification. On the contrary, the strategy of an internal labor market, in
this case, is to create some space relatively insulated from the bureaucratic
principlesthat govern the planned economy.

(Stark, 1986, p. 503)

We began this discussion of the state and labour markets with
a simple theory which suggested that state employment was
different because the state was not subject to competitive
pressures; state employment was therefore less competitive. We
then considered a more complex theory which referred to a
different kind of competition in public sector employment. We
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have concluded the discussion with an account of research which
suggests that in countries where most employment is in the public
sector, the bureaucratic uncertainty engendered by the state can
produce market responses from individual enterprises. Indeed, it
has even been suggested that ILMs in these countries are more
competitive than those in the private sector in countries with
comparatively little public sector employment (but see Neumann,
1989). This is certainly a long way from the simple absence of-
competition theory but it nevertheless provides dramatic confirma-
tion that states can have an important and independent effect on
the way in which labour markets work.

SOCIOLOGICAL THEORIES OF THE STATE

We now turn from empirical evidence of an independent role for
the state which is of significance in the sociology of labour
markets, to complementary theoretical evidence of the sgnificance
of the state. We know from earlier chapters that basic consensus
of opinion - for example, on the importance of the social division
of labour or socia hierarchy, on the importance of exchange or
the economic division of labour — is characteristic of labour
market sociology. We aso know that this consensus comes under
threat as soon as we ask what important social groups,
ingtitutions and relations arise on the basis of that part of the
anaysis that is agreed. The diversity of opinion which this
question produces is, to repest, vitally necessary to labour market
sociology. We must therefore try to follow the mode of earlier
chapters - basic consensus followed by theoretical diversity - in
the present one.

In this chapter, politics might play a smilar (methodological)
role to that played by exchange in the previous chapter.
Sociologists are generally agreed that polity brings to our attention
new groups, reations and ingtitutions (without polity we have no
governments, political parties, or lobbying for example). In this
case, polity is not just influencing labour markets by providing
new conduits for other influences already discussed. Thereis more
to palitical parties than social class, for example (Weber, 1948).

We do not, however, have the opportunity to produce the
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theoretical diversity we need in this way, because, as noted above,
sociologists have concentrated their attention on the state. We
cannot ask about theoretical divergence on the basis of different
opinions about what important social groups, institutions and
relations arise on the lasis of that part (the politics part) of the
analysis that is agreed, because there is little divergence of
sociological opinion about what is important about politics (as far
as labour markets are concerned). There is, instead, general
agreement that the important thing about politics is the state.

There is, therefore, little point in including a section on socia
groups, relations and institutions (the method followed in
Chapters 3 and 4) and we must make do with a discussion of
sociological theories of the state instead. Differences of socio-
logical opinion will give us at least a semblance of the theoretical
diversity which we will need to explain complex modern labour
markets. These differences closely resemble those discussed in the
previous chapter and readers will soon recognise the continuity of
theoretical traditions between the discussions below and those on
pp. 85-96 above. In each of these discussions, we consider varying
sociological attempts to explain why the state comes about and,
therefore, to explain what the state is about. Explanations which
refer to each of the three different approaches described here will
be discussed in the second half of this chapter (when we consider
polity values).

We begin with a view which is very often adopted by
governments - in the guise of 'corporatism' - as well as by social
scientists (see, for example, Maclnnes, 1987; cf. Fulcher, 1987).
According to this view the state is able to take a more rational,
longer-term approach to problems of economic development than
those who are involved directly in industry and commerce. While
taking the interests of both workers and employers into account,
and to some extent being guided by them, the state alone can
engage in longterm planning for a country's economy and, in
partnership with the representatives of workers and employers,
can develop policies to achieve these long-term aims. Since the
state can do more than respond to short-term economic pressures,
the effects of its policies may well be less cruel, and (in the longer
term) more efficient, than the effects of the somewhat anarchic
actions of workers and employers who cannot plan beyond the
short term and are buffeted by economic pressures.
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In this view, the creation of ILMs and assurances of job security
in public sector employment may well make good sense in the
longer term; they can be seen, for example, as ways of finding the
best workers for the jobs on offer, or as ways of ensuring
cooperation from those workers who are recruited. But the
economic policies of the state do not always address such narrow
concerns. Thus, if future economic prosperity depends upon the
social effect of current economic policy, the state may wish to take
the social effects of this policy into account. This thinking is a
major part of the rationale behind the 'Social Charter' proposed
for the member countries of the European Community. Two other
examples follow.

Firstly, when planning public employment, states are able to
take into account the social effects of industrial location decisions.
They also do this when subsidising or directing employment in the
private sector too, of course. In either case the state can ensure
that jobs are created where they are most needed and therefore
ease the path of economic and industrial change. By the same
token, states can do something to ameliorate the uneven regional
effects of reductions in employment brought about by economic
and industrial change (in either the public or private sectors) by
providing financial aid to the supernumerary workers, retraining
and relocation subsidies.

The United Kingdom is not usually considered as corporatist as
many other European countries, even though it is often seen as
more corporatist than the United States (compare Ashton, 1986 to
Maclnnes, 1987 who thinks the United Kingdom is not cor-
poratist enough). But even in the United Kingdom the state has
been historically responsible for creating large numbers of secure
(and highly paid) jobs for men in regions with high unemploy-
ment; for creating jobs for women in regions where women had
very few employment opportunities at all; and (with help from the
European Community) for high levels of public expenditure in
areas which have been adversely affected by economic and
industrial change (Fevre, 1987).

The second example concerns equal opportunities in the public
sector. Since the 1960s, there has been growing emphasis in
federal policy in the United States on the regulation of labour
markets in order to promote equal opportunities. For example,
contract compliance policies which force government contractors
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to follow equal opportunities guidelines have been far more
rigorously enforced in the United States than in the United
Kingdom (which is supposedly more corporatist). This different
way of running labour markets is thought to get the best workers
for the job but is nevertheless seen as socialy responsible too
(although it is, of course, the result of politics: DiPrete and
Grusky, 1990).

If the first approach can be summarised by saying that
industrialism will go better if the state is both involved and has an
independent role, the second approach says that capitalism will go
better if the state isinvolved but has a dependent role. Thereare,
of course, a variety of (more-or-less sophisticated) Marxist
theories of the state, but the basic idea is that the state is a tool of
the capitalist class.

For example, it can be argued that when most Western
European countries encouraged the immigration of large numbers
of workers from less developed countries in the second haf of the
twentieth century, they did so because the governments in each of
the receiving countries could see that large numbers of poor
migrant workers, members of the 'reserve army of labour', would
help capitaists to increase the genera level of exploitation. Some
of these migrants (including the majority of workers who migrated
to the United Kingdom from the Caribbean, East Africa and the
Indian subcontinent) were, or became, citizens of the countries to
which they migrated, but very few of them benefited from equa
opportunities policies. According to a particular Marxist view,
equal opportunities were not extended to the migrants because
this would make their labour more expensive (they would no
longer be members of the reserve army of labour in fact - see
pp. 90—2 above) and this would not serve the interests of
capitalists (see, for example, Castles and Kosack 1973; Sivanan+
dan, 1982).

Finally, we turn to the concerns of Weberian theory: the
legitimation of authority and bureaucratic forms of organisation.
To continue with the example of equal opportunities policies,
Weberian theory will clearly see such policies as the outcome of
attempts to extend bureaucratic organisation and, particularly, to
extend rationallegal-universal authority. If the state steps in to
enforce equal opportunities in the labour market, it does it to
make the market more effective in meeting the criteria that make
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markets acceptable ways of distributing people and jobs (see
pp. 93—6 above: markets are accepted because they are believed
to be rationa—Ilegal—universa mechaniams).

In this view, equa opportunity policies are an attempt to make
markets work as they are supposed to and so to maintain their
legitimacy. They will be mogt rigoroudy enforced in the public
sector since the state is conspicuously more bureaucratic, and
more concerned with questions of rational—lega—universa author -
ity, than private sector employers can be. It is for this reason, we
might conclude, that public sector employment has afforded
proportionately more jobs to black workers in the United
Kingdom for example (cf. p. 125 above where we discussed the
difficulties of filling public sector vacancies, for example in
transport and health). Furthermore, DiPrete and Grusky (1990)
conclude that, while bureaucratic personnel policies in genera
have helped to bring about equal opportunities in the United
States, the actions of governments have had a proportionately
greater effect.

Dworkin (1980) and Glazer (1980) have debated the extent to
which equal opportunities policies in United States have impeded
or created 'efficiency’ and 'fairness. According to one interpreta-
tion of Weberian theory this is beside the point. We cannot hope
to say whether rationa—legal—universd mechanisms produce red
efficiency or real fairness, but only to explain that it isin pursuit
of these aims that such mechanisms are adopted. Thus Civil
Service recruitment procedures may be generally thought more
likely to operate according to rationa—lega—universa principles
but there may be no general agreement on whether these
procedures are either fair or efficient.

A similar point can be made in respect of the corporatist
approach to economic management discussed above. Some
sociologists appear to believe that a state which favours
corporatism has simply discovered the truth of the matter: it
operates in the way that a state in an established industrial society
is supposed to. From a Weberian viewpoint (for example,
Goldthorpe, 1984), it is not the truth that the corporatist state has
discovered but a mode of operation that is acceptable for political
authority in a socia democracy (cf. Fulcher, 1987; see dso Offe,
1985).

The same conclusion can be reached by a different route if we



134 The Sociology of Labour Markets

consider recent shiftsin policy in the United Kingdom and similar,
but much bigger, changes in the countries of Eastern Europe (in
some cases directly modedled on the UK experience in the 1980s).
After the collapse of centralised planning in these countries,
governments were bent on reducing the size of the public sector
(through reductions in employment as well as through pri-
vatisation) and on changing the nature of public sector employ-
ment. To a greater or lesser extent (depending on the country in
question) there followed a reduction in job security and in the
coverage of ILMs in the public sector.*

These labour market effects followed a change in political
ideology (also see Therborn, 1985, and Goldthorpe, 1984). As
long as sociologists do not assume that one particular political
ideology is superior (more fair, more efficient) to al others we are
left to conclude that the behaviour of the state is contingent upon
ideologicd influences as well as, or instead of, reflecting a hidden
(but sensible) agenda for all states in established industrial
societies or reflecting the needs of capitaigts. But if we accept this
conclusion we are immediately faced with another problem: what
is the mechanism whereby political ideology influences labour
markets? The answer to this guestion (amongst others) can be
found in what remains of this chapter since it is through polity
values that political ideology affects labour markets.

POLITY VALUES

We have found that, on theoretical as well as empirical grounds,
the state 'matters' as far as labour markets are concerned. We
have also discovered the basis of the different types of sociologica
theory we will need to explain the labour market effects of the
state, but to what should these theories be applied?

Let us consider the question of public sector employment. Asin
the previous chapter, we have discovered that the actions of
employers are informed by something else, something more, than
economic vaues. For example, it was implicit in the conclusion to
the discussion of public sector employment that employers in the
public sector were 0 little influenced by economic values that they
could, on the one hand, bear excessive wages and/or workers
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tenure of jobs, and, on the other hand, could put up with unfilled
vacancies.

It is not impossible to retain a place for economic values in the
face of such evidence. We might argue, for example, that
differences in the funding of employment in the public sector lead
employers to take a longer-term view. Thus the different signals
used by public sector employers (ILMs instead of higher pay)
follow from their more secure, but less generous, funding. Yet
explanations of this kind seem to be secondary, and almost
spurious (as far as our present purposes are concerned), when we
remember that public sector jobs appear to change with changes
in polity (for example, in forms of government or even just
administrations). Jobs which were once more attractive than most
can become much less desirable as a result of this political change.
Political change can even lead to the abolition of ILMs in public
sector jobs.

Clearly, the technical and organisational values discussed in the
previous chapter can be used to supplement an explanation of the
effect of public sector employment on labour markets in terms of
economic values, but even this would not be sufficient to explain
the unique contribution of the public sector. A comprehensive
explanation requires that we also consider polity values.

We now consider three categories of polity values which are
relevant to labour markets (there are lots of other polity values
too, of course). That these really are polity values will become
clear below. We are not considering 'state values' but values
which are first introduced into the political realm before the state
can use them as a guide to action. We will look, in each case, at
how these values influence the state as employer and (mostly) the
state as authority and legislator. We will not, however, be able to
ignore other sorts of values altogether and there will be some brief
‘interdisciplinary’ discussion of the type encountered in Chapter 4
(for example, under the heading of unemployment | will mention
Marxist theories of economic as well as polity values).

The independent focus of polity - something which is not a
focus, does not come into the analysis of values in our earlier
discussions of society and economy — is on unemployment,
employment, and education and training. For the state (and for
wider polity) unemployment in the polity, employment in the
polity, and education and training in the polity become values



136 The Sociology of Labour Markets

which then affect labour markets in a way that they never could
through society and economy. In consequence, these could never
be the ends (in themselves) of socia actions considered in the
society and economy analyses above, whereas they can be with
analysis at the level of polity.? It is not, for instance, the workers
(or employers?) fear of redundancy, or fear of not getting a job,
but unemployment in the whole country (or supranational region
in the case of political organisations above the level of the staie)
that we wish to bring into our explanation. When we refer to
unemployment, employment, and education and training values,
we mean that these ideas are sources of decisions (state decisions
in mogt of the examples below) which affect labour markets: for
instance, the state brings them to hiring and firing either through
its role as an employer or as the political authority.?

Readers will probably anticipate that the polity values con-
sidered below frequently come to attention as social problems.
They will shortly see that in several cases unemployment has come
to the attention of the state as a social problem. Similarly, aspects
of employment and of education and training have often been
considered socia problems. There is, however, no hard and fast
rule here. In the United Kingdom education and training remained
active polity values even before the explosion of public concern
about education and training in the late 1980s which put them in
the category of socia problem.

One final point to be made before beginning the discussion of
polity values concerns the organisation of the three subsections
below. To avoid repetition, each subsection will perform a
different function. The discussion of unemployment isintended to
demonstrate how polity values become asocietal concern, and
latterly a state concern, and then (briefly) to show how such
values can change. This subsection will say little about the
mechanisms whereby labour markets are affected by polity values,
or about the effects themsalves, since these are exemplified in the
other subsections.

The subsection on employment will illustrate the mechanisms
which affect (through the resulting behaviour of workers and
employers) labour markets, and includes a detailed discussion of
examples of employment values in practice. Finally, the discussion
of education and training will give confirmation of the effect of
polity values on labour markets by showing how this conclusion
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can be reached from a variety of theoretical perspectives.
[llustrations will be drawn from each of the sociological theories
of the state discussed earlier in this chapter. This fina subsection
concludes by reiterating the point (also made in the previous
chapter) that we have been discussing the labour market effects of
values and not of facts or circumstances.

Unemployment

Accounts of state involvement in the creation of the idea of
unemployment and of how unemployment came to be seen as the
state's concern are available for the United States (Ashton, 1986;
Keyssar, 1986; and see also Piore, 1987), France (Salais et al.,
1986) and the United Kingdom (Ashton, 1986; Keane and Owens,
1986). Keane and Owens' account of the idea of unemployment in
the United Kingdom, for example, tells how unemployment came
to be seen as a socia problem when peoples ways of making ends
meet outside the labour market began to disappear during
industrialisation, and when employers realised that such alterna
tives might be discouraged anyway since they threatened industrial
discipline. Keane and Owens aso describe the process whereby
compulsory education and the exclusion of women from the
Factory System led to most households having only one or two
'‘bread-winners: if one of these members lost employment the
consequences for the household were serious.

As far as the state was concerned, the British Treasury had
always said there was nothing the state could or should do about
unemployment but this stance was modified in the 1840s and,
later, in the 1850s and 1860s, when 'public works were funded to
relieve destitution resulting from a variety of causes such as the
Irish famine. According to Keane and Owens, the state was also
affected by increased public attention and sympathy for the
'deserving unemployed' and by trade union involvement from the
1880s which increased the fear of the (social and) political
conseguences of unemployment.

Unemployment was on the agenda of the UK government by the
first half of the twentieth century but it was still supposed that
state interference would make matters worse. The Liberal
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Government at the start of the century was only interested in
alleviating, and not in curing, the problem, but the Second World
War showed that full employment could be achieved through state
intervention. During the war the state was engaged in full-scale
regulation and mobilisation; and every market, but especially the
labour market, was subject to state control (including financial
control). The result was full male employment and higher living
standards.

In the United Kingdom unemployment was no longer seen as
inevitable, and Keane and Owens describe the guiding principles
of a new, post-war consensus which were summarised by
Beveridge (1944). First, equality in the distribution of income and
wealth was a government goal. Second, this would be achieved by
way of full employment for men and a system of social security.
Full employment would be achieved by stimulating growth and
hence private sector employment, and also by government
regulation of the economy involving the expansion of the public
sector where necessary.

There is no need to dwell on the unmistakable evidence of
labour market effects which followed the changes described by
Keane and Owens. The behaviour of workers and employers was
affected in fundamental ways by the adoption of unemployment
as a value to guide the actions of the state. The hiring and firing
behaviour of employers, for example, is affected by their view of
the adequacy of state welfare for the unemployed. Similarly, the
labour market literature is full of references to the effect of welfare
policies on the labour market behaviour, for example the job-
search behaviour, of workers, and a number of intriguing concepts
like 'income replacement ratios' (Morris and Dilnot, 1982) and
‘reservation wages' (see, for example, Fallon and Verry, 1988)
have been used to help us to explain these effects.

We have seen how the state - in this case the British state - was
involved in the creation of unemployment values and we have seen
how unemployment came to be seen as the state's concern. We
can conclude this chapter by briefly showing how these values are
reconstructed at times of crisis (see Keyssar, 1986; Piore, 1987;
Salais et al., 1986).

Let us return to the work of Keane and Owens (1986). We |eft
their account with a description of the political consensus which
prevailed in the United Kingdom at the end of the Second World
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War. The consensus they describe lasted for three decades but
broke down in the 1970s when, Keane and Owens say, it became
clear that the full employment welfare state which had been
described by Beveridge entailed a compromise between the
interests of capital and labour. The state had no aternative but to
conclude that the compromise had been struck in favour of labour
and in a way which threatened the economy. The state was
therefore obliged to dismantle aspects of the full employment
welfare state.*

For present purposes, the important point to note about this
change in policy is not historical but theoretical. Keane and
Owens go on to describe what amounts to a reconstruction of the
idea of unemployment in atime of crisis. there were changes in
the way the blame for unemployment was apportioned, in the
levd and adminigtration of welfare benefits, and changes in how
unemployment was counted. Other research, especially the work
of French socid scientists, confirms that this is not a unique
experience and, moreover, that it is one from which we can draw
important conclusions.

Piore (1987) reports the research of Salais et al. (1986) which
shows how, in France, the general system of unemployment
insurance was created as a permanent institution because of two
temporary effects; and how it was created as a particular model of
the unemployment experienced by workers who depended on
large, manufacturing enterprises for work. Workers responded by
gtructuring their employment behaviour on the large enterprise
model. Similarly, in the late twentieth century, another crisis
brought about a reconstruction of unemployment in several
countries. Unemployment welfare in the United States and
Western Europe was meant to be sdf-financing but unemployment
in the 1980s was outside the normal distribution (with which the
system could cope) (Piore, 1987, p. 1848). The recongtruction that
followed is well-illustrated by changes in the methods of
compiling officia unemployment statistics.

In the United Kingdom governments made thirty changesin the
officia methods of counting the unemployed following the return
of mass unemployment at the beginning of the 1980s. As a resuilt,
the officid rate of unemployment ran at a figure 3 per cent lower.
These changes are frequently explained in terms of UK govern:
ments desire to ‘'massage’ the unemployment statistics in order to
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head off public opposition to its economic policies, but Piore
(1987) points out that changes in who counts as unemployed can
be expected at times of crisis and that they are a sign of changein
institutional structures.

In Chapter 1 | made the point that the real labour market was
far too complex and ephemera to present itself for counting and
concluded that some sort of decision to construct it has to be
made in any case. Maurice et al. (1986) conclude that when the
labour market is going through a big change (with or without
state help), changes in methods of counting will follow as part of
the remaking, or reconstructing, that the state is attempting at this
time of crisis.

Empl oyment

The literature reviewed by Piore also demongtrates how employ-
ment comes to be the concern of the state, and so is constructed as
a particular sort of employment, but we have aready reviewed the
basis of this argument in the previous subsection and there is no
need to repedt it here. Instead, the present subsection is intended
to illustrate in more detail the mechanisms by which polity values
come to affect the labour market behaviour of workers and
employers.

We begin by considering the trandation of employment values
into legidation (and policy) on who should be employed and
where (we might have rehearsed these arguments for the
unemployed too, of course). Through legidation, for example, the
state decides who should be employed and who should not. It
distinguishes categories of people who enter employment under
special conditions (or not at all): older workers, different 'races
and ethnic groups, women, children, foreign nationals and people
with adisability for example (Offe, 1985).

The creation of such specia categories frequently involves the
designation, by the state, of particular jobs as appropriate to
particular workers. Such direction took place in a more genera
way in the United Kingdom during the Second World War and in
South Africa for most of the post-war period (Cohen, 1987); and
the direction of workers without citizenship rights has occurred in
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the United States (Piore, 1980) and in Western Europe (Bohning,
1972; Castles and Kosack, 1973). The freedom of labour to move
from place to place has been created, sometimes facilitated, and
often hindered by the state (Miles, 1990). As far as Britain is
concerned, internal migration in the United Kingdom was once
controlled by legidation (Hobsbawm, 1964; Redford, 1926);
workers freedom of movement within those countries which had
made up the British Empire was first sanctioned and then
abolished (Fryer, 1984; Rich, 1986); and freedom of movement
within the European Community is now to be encouraged.
Changes in the state's view on freedom of movement have, if
anything, been even more important in the history of labour
markets in the United States (Piore, 1987). Keyssar (1986), for
example, contributes to a description of the 'casud labour market'
that was created in the United States & a result of large-scde
immigration, and to the description of the process whereby the
proportion of more permanent employment increased when this
immigration was halted.

The state's role in deciding where people can be employed is
not, of course, smply a matter of controls on geographical
movement. UK legidation prohibiting the employment of certain
groups of workers on shift work or night work has been
particularly significant in certain industries. Fevre (1984) describes
changes in technology which produced a change in the hours of
work in the wool textile industry and the subsequent replacement
of women workers, who were disqualified from night work, by
male immigrant workers. Ashton et al. (1990) explain the
significance of legidation prohibiting the employment of youths
on shift-work in preventing their employment in capita-intensive
manufacturing firms. In the United Kingdom, there are further
legidative restrictions on the employment of women down coa
mines, while people with crimind records are disqualified from a
number of jobs, and people without the proper qualifications are
not allowed to practise medicine. In recent times, however, the
state has legidated against the use of union membership as a
proper gualification for employment (in a 'closed shop").

In France, the dtate is involved in a detailed system of job
classification which assigns appropriate jobs to appropriate
workers (Maurice et al., 1986) that has no parald in the United
Kingdom, athough the UK public employment service does tell
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people what vacancies are available and what vacancies are
suitable for them. The public employment service also helps
employers with screening, lay-offs and redundancies. In Sweden
the public employment service does dl these things but to much
greater effect. Lane (1987) describes how, in the Soviet Union,
some white-collar workers are not graded according to the
'market’ or 'cultura’ criteria common in the West, but according
to 'political’ or 'ideological’ criteria (also see Kertes and Sziraczki,
1988).

Finaly, the influence of employment vaues on the behaviour of
the state has led to the definition and sanction of particular forms
of employment contract: from the enforcement of craft indentures
and the legislative approval of the worst excesses of early
industrid capitalism (Hobsbawm, 1964; Thompson, 1974; Cor-
rigan, 1977), to modern definitions of legal contracts of
employment (Cornfield, 1981; De Grazia, 1984). Subsidiary
aspects of employment contracts such as equal opportunities and
the European 'Socia Charter' have dready been discussed in this
chapter, but we must mention legidation on maternity rights here.
In the 1980s, increasing numbers of women in the United
Kingdom exercised their new legd right to return to the same job
after childbirth. In consequence, there was some change in the
pattern described by Dex (1987 - see p. 56 above): propor-
tionately fewer British women changed the industries in which
they worked (and suffered downward sociad mobility as a result)
when they returned to work after childbirth. According to McRae
and Daniel (1991), growing numbers of women went back to the
jobs they had left (and did so more quickly than before), and an
increasing proportion of these women returned as full-timers
rather than part-timers.

We might also mention the state's role in defining the
circumstances under which contracts should end, and, therefore,
the date's role in firing. In the United Kingdom the breach of a
contract of employment by a worker was once considered a
breach of crimina law whereas the employer's breach of contract
was a civil offence. In the second haf of the twentieth century, UK
governments have placed a number of restrictions (some of them
since rescinded) on employers freedom to fire under the rubric of
‘employment protection’ legidation and procedures for short-time
working, temporary lay-offs and redundancies.® French history
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tells how the state changed the nature of the employment contract
by forcing industries to adopt the large enterprise model, for
example by encouraging mergers between firms. The values of the
large enterprise were then adopted by the business world (Sdlais et
al., 1986).

Education and training

The purpose of this final subsection is to give fina confirmation of
the effect of polity values on labour markets by showing how a
variety of sociological perspectives concur on this point. More
specificaly, it will demongrate that each of the three sociologica
theories of the state described earlier in this chapter leads to the
common conclusion that the state facilitates the operation of
labour markets through its control of education and training.
Towards the end of this discussion it will, however, become clear
that this smple conclusion is dightly mideading in that it gives no
proper guide to the sociological contribution to our understanding
of the subject. It is, after al, not the smple facts of education and
training that are of most concern here, but education and training
values, and it is through these values that (by way of the ministry
of the state) labour markets are, in this instance, affected.

We begin with the view which we have identified, in its practical
application, with corporatism: the idea that the state exists to
further the aims of industrialism. In this view, the education and
training system provided by the state should, for example, train
people in the skills required to maintain economic development
and growth. One of the main purposes of education, and the main
purpose of training, is to make the supply side of the labour
market fit the demand side. State education and training exists to
produce appropriate numbers of workers with the right sort of
characteristics (mostly defined in terms of possession of various
sorts of 'skills) for the different sorts of jobs that have to be filled.

The existence of this relationship between education and
training and labour markets is believed to explain why the state
has become involved in both activities. As industriad devel opment
occurs the need for education and training increases (because, for
example, there are more and bigger labour markets then more
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people are needed, and higher skills and a greater variety of skills
are required) so the state takes on a role in education and training
to achieve the aim of making supply fit demand. In support of this
view” we can point to cases where the state has taken on such a
role with the explicit aim of making supply fit demand. Such an
aim is usually treated as axiomatic as far as training is concerned
so we would be better advised to look at education.

The origins of free and compulsory public education in a
variety of countries are most frequently explained in terms of the
state's concern over the relationship between education and
labour markets, for instance, as the product of the state's
discovery that skills such as literacy and numeracy are required of
the labour force in industrial societies. Maurice et al. (1986) also
emphasise the contribution of education to the acquisition of 'tacit
skills' (see p. 109 above, and Williams, 1974). The structure of
public education systems is frequently explained in these terms
too: the partition of such systems is believed to reflect the varying
needs of employers (this much is often said of the UK 'tripartite'
system of education, but also see Maurice et al., 1986 on France
and Germany; and Byrne, 1978; Deem, 1980 on the gender-
partition of education).

Orthodox Marxist theorists might not dispute this analysis but
would, rather, question why the state, and not workers'
organisations, churches, or even employers, should play a leading
role in the provision of education and training. In this view the
state is not a neutral hand-maiden of industrialism and does not
give, for example, the same weight to getting people into jobs
(perhaps even ones they would like) - when providing education
and training - that it does to finding labour for employers. What
the employers want is much more important to the state than
what the people want. The real consumers of (state) education and
training are capitalists, not those who are educated and trained.

The state's involvement in education and training is therefore to
be explained in terms of the state's role as an instrument of the
capitalist class. Through education and training the state provides
capitalists with the numbers and types of workers they need. It
does so at reduced cost (paid for by workers through taxation),
more efficiently (through economies of scale, and because the state
need not worry about poaching), and (in many instances) on a
compulsory basis.
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Once this is said, the problem for Marxists becomes what might
otherwise have been a minor issue: what about the workers who
are not educated or trained? This is not a problem in the sense
that it chalenges the assumed link between education and training
and labour markets. After all, there are (or were) unskilled jobs
for those without education and training to do. Thus the partia
failure of the state to educate or train supports the central
assumption that the state is managing all of education and
training in the interests of capital (see, for example, Bowles and
Gintis, 1976; Willis, 1977).

In addition, a variety of Marxist theories (Althusser, 1971,
Bowles and Gintis, 1976) conclude that a part of the state's brief
from capital (which it follows in the provision of education and
training) is the reproduction of labour power per se and, indeed,
the reproduction of the attitudes which are required of a pliant
proletariat. As we might expect, ostensibly similar points are made
by Weberian theorists who point to the role of public education in
fostering a belief in meritocracy and raional-legal-universal
principles, but here we are more interested in another aspect of
Weberian theory: its capacity to deal with evidence that the types
of theory discussed above cannot cope with, namely evidence of
the apparent inefficiency of education and training (for example in
the United Kingdom, see Leadbeater and Lloyd, 1986). That state
education and training is not always all that it could be is certainly
suggested by evidence of higher wages for scarce skills and by
evidence of labour shortages (let alone of unemployment) which
can be supposed either to impair economic development or to
damage the interests of capitalists.

It seems that (see, for example, Berg, 1971; Illich, 1971) in
some established industrial societies, many people take very little
from state education and training, while others get the wrong sort
of education and training. Moreover, employers do not value
what we might think they should in the state's curriculum and do
not value any of the state's efforts to educate and train very much.
It is possible that what employers really get out of the process is a
supply of workers who are restricted (to the advantage of their
employers) to the particular types of employment appropriate to
'students’ and 'trainees' (also see Schervish, 1983 on the role of
state licensing in creating ILMs in the United States). There is also
the question of screening.
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Employers require labels in order to hire and fire (see the
discussion of matching on pp. 74-5 above), and if rational-legal-
universal certification is required then the state should underwrite
it, not simply through the licensing of particular qualifications but
through the whole public education system. This is particularly
obvious in Japan where Japanese companies have recruiting
agreements with schools. Rosenbaum and Kariya (1989) describe
how, in these schools, direct competition (in the labour market)
for jobs has been translated into academic competition. It was
noted above that it is usually treated as simply axiomatic that the
state's role in training is entirely explicable in terms of the
assumed simple relationship with labour markets, even if (asin the
United Kingdom) it is also assumed that state training is merely a
device to reduce the unemployment figures. But the history of state
trailing can also be read as the story of the state's burgeoning role
in certification rather than in the transmission of skills (even ‘'tacit’
ones). In established industrial societies the history of state
involvement in professional and technical training is long and
detailed and includes examples of state provision of certification
as well as licensing or underwriting certificates provided by others.
In al of these societies the state has provided and/or underwritten
certification in the medical, teaching and socia-welfare profes-
sions; in clerical training and in training for manual workers (see,
for example, Maurice et al., 1986).

The distinction between 'real’ education and training and public
education and training (in the United States) is ably drawn by Berg
(1971), who concludes that there is too much education for some
and too little for others. He sees this as the consequence of
'‘purposeless credential consciousness (Berg, 1971, p. 196) under
which educational requirements are raised without assessment of
need. But it would be a mistake to conclude that we have simply
discovered evidence of the incompetence or mendacity of the state.
It is certainly true that, even when the state apparently does have
the relationship between education and training and labour
markets in its sights, it often seems entirely incapable of doing
anything about it. Many writers have noted the failed and
abandoned attempts at coherent policy in the United Kingdom
and the enormous variations in spending on, coverage of, and type
of education and training in similar societies (and see Ashton,
1988a, 1988b on the differences between the United Kingdom and
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Canada). But what such research suggests is not variations in
competence between different states so much as the invalidity of
the first assumption, the assumption that the smple relationship
between education and training and labour markets is the direct
concern of the state when it formulates policy. Many policies
which seem to reflect this concern have actually come about for
entirely different reasons such as a belief in the virtue of persona
development or as a result of religious and wider mora concerns
(Berg, 1971 aso mentions the self-interest of academia). Indeed,
some state education and training actually gets in the way of the
simple relationship — after al, al off-the-job training and
education reduces the size of the workforce.

The foregoing reminds us that this has redly been a discussion
about education and training values which have an independent
life outside labour markets. A smilar conclusion could be reached
on the basis of the much-praised work of Mauriceet al. (1986) on
the inter-relations between state, education and training and
labour markets in France and Germany (also see Lee, 1989 on the
United Kingdom). Maurice et al. describe, for example, the
process whereby French school-leavers with few or no quali-
fications are much more likdly than their German counterpartsto
seek ajob instead of seeking occupational training (1986, p. 34).
Furthermore, French training seems to occur after a person has
been chosen for ajob (in order to make them capable of the job),
whereas in Germany training occurs before the allocation of
workers to jobs (Maurice et al., 1986, p. 118).

Education and training values are brought (by the state, for
example) to the labour market but they are not created there and
there is not one education and training value (the facilitation of
the labour market) but several. Polity brings these education and
training values to the labour market, but does not, necessarily,
bring 'real’ education and training.

CONCLUSIONS

Since we will shortly conclude the whole book, what is said below
amounts to a postscript rather than a systematic attempt to
conclude this chapter. The first point to note is that, in away, this
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has not been an equal partner to Chapters 3 or 4 because we
could have discussed something other than polity, for example
geography (see, for instance, Danson, 1982, 1986; Martin and
Rowthorn, 1986; Massey and Meagan, 1982) with similar results.
The general aim of this chapter was simply to demonstrate that
society and economy analyses do not exhaust the types of analysis
available to labour market sociology. Polity was chosen because
labour market sociologists have, to date, shown a little more
interest in polity than they have in geography (leading to some
neglect, particularly in the sociology of migration: see Miles,
1990).

The second point concerns what was said at the beginning of
the chapter about over-concentration on the state to the exclusion
of other aspects of polity. We might conclude that, in comparison
with the state, other aspects of polity remain in an underdeveloped
condition because of the narrow socia-policy or political interests
of the writers (left and right) who have concerned themselves with
the subject, but polity, nevertheless, remains the key to our
understanding. Certainly, nothing that was said in general terms
in this chapter about the state could not also apply to other
aspects of polity, and it is to be hoped that these other aspects will
receive more attention in the future.

For example, it B certainly possible for political values to
intrude (for example, amongst employers, job-seekers and trade
unions. compare the United Kingdom or France to Germany, see
Maurice et al., 1986; Windolf and Wood, 1988; see also
Crompton and Sanderson, 1990) where the state does not (even as
legislator). But in this case we should remember that these remain
polity values. There is much research to be done but when it is, we
must be sure it remains under the heading of polity.

To take an extreme example, it may ke the politics of an
employer that makes him or her keen on equal opportunities; and,
in similar vein, we might consider the activities of the Economic
League. This is a British organisation which provides details of
job-seekers to the companies (some of which are known
throughout the world) which subscribe to its service. In practice,
the Economic League keeps a 'blacklist’ of 'potential trouble-
makers with details of political affiliations and past political and
trade union activity. Theory which does not refer to polity
provides no direct explanation of why employers use the services
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of the Economic League as part of the informing process. Any
adequate explanation must also refer, for example, to long-
standing British concerns about 'politically-motivated strikes' and
'mindless militancy'.

NOTES

1 We should not, however, over-estimate the labour market effect of
such policy changesin the United Kingdom which have, perhaps, been
lessimportant than had been hoped in some quarters. Theincreasein
temporary workers has been largely confined to employment in
education, and where casualisation has occurred it has usually been as
a consequence of privatisation (Ascher, 1987; Fevre, 1991; Pollert,
1987). Readers might like to note an extreme example of the
importance of ideology provided by reforming Hungary where the
demand for labour exceeded the supply of labour. Here firms used
ideological argumentsto persuade the state to allow them to compete
for scarce labour, for example by offering higher wages (Kertesi and
Sziraczki, 1988, p. 307).

2. Thiseven appliesin the case of 'corporatist’ employers and trade
unions, for example in Germany. When employers and trade unions
act with national unemployment, employment, or education and
training in mind, they are being influenced by polity values (and
usually must act in concert with the state, of course). Also see Offe
(1985).

3. For all three the problem of relevance arises once more. Here we are
primarily interested in thingsthat are directly relevant to labour
markets — things (structures, rel ationships and so on) that have adirect
effect on the workings of labour markets. Of course, when it comesto
real cases the judgement of direct or indirect is usually a matter of
judging degree, but the key point isthat we should try to keep down
the number of referencesto polity influencesthat are only relevant to
labour markets at several removes because to have any effect they
must be mediated by any number of other things discussed in earlier
chapters. For example, in the sub-section on employment, legislation
on redundancy procedures will be considered directly relevant to the
sociology of labour markets whereas legislation concerning health and
safety at work will not.

4. Theview taken by Maclnnes (1987) recalls that of Keane and Owens
with the crucial difference that Maclnnes sees thisas areversible
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process whereas Keane and Owens are not at al sure that full
employment can be achieved again. Maclnnes, indeed, thinks that the
full-employment welfare state can be rebuilt on stronger foundations
(if only both sides of industry would abandon their commitment to
‘voluntarism').

The severity of these restrictions may of course vary according to the
category of employment, decided by industry, by size, by legal
ownership category (for example, 'self-employed’), by markets (for
example, export), by location (for example, 'enterprise zone' in the
United Kingdom, see also Offe, 1985), and so on.

6. THEORY AND
METHOD

According to Michael Rose, 'sociologists have never managed to
systematize their observations about the operation of labour
markets (Rose, 1988, P. 325). This book has attempted to fill the
gap that Rose identifies, and so this concluding chapter has two
aims. to summarise what readly matters in the sociological
contribution to the study of labour markets; and to describe, in
outline, what seem to be the most likely future developments in
the field. If both of these aims can be achieved we will be in a
position to see what sociology can contribute to the future
interdisciplinary study of labour markets. Although Rose's
comment was a response to sociologists distrust of the ‘schematic'
nature of some labour market economics, an interest in the future
prospects for interdisciplinary study probably lies behind Rose's
terse criticism. It is certainly easy to see that sociology cannot
contribute what it might to interdisciplinary study if it is not
systematised. In other words, how can we expect a discipline to
contribute if we do not know what the contribution is? Similarly,
the effort to systematise the sociology of labour markets should
aso bring dividends for sociology since the subject area might
someday be in a position to pay back what it owes to the
discipline. It will be argued that, in both cases, the most important
contribution of labour market sociology turns out to be something
we might not have expected: its method.

Towards the end of this chapter | will describe what | see asthe
basic outline of the method of the sociology of labour markets,
but this would make little sense if | did not first describe how we
have reached this point. We have reached it through a process
(spanning five chapters) which began with the definition of the
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subject matter, leading to a search for appropriate and useful
theory, and ending in the construction of (in fact, to some extent,
the borrowing of — see below) a method by which we might apply
the theory to the subject matter.

Thus, in Chapter 1, we began the attempt to systematise
sociological work on labour markets by constructing a definition
of our subject matter in the abstract. By (mis)using Thomas Hardy
we were able to construct a five-process model of the labour
market, but we were immediately confronted by a variety of
problems which arose when we tried to put this abstract definition
into practice. Most obviously, we were confronted with the
problem that our abstract model made no reference to the labour
market territories that we encountered in the real world of
modern labour markets.

The remaining chapters investigated the relationship between
the abstract model and the complex reality of modern labour
markets. Each chapter was intended to address the problem of
how the abstract becomes (or does not become) concrete by way
of sociological explanation. In the first instance, we were required
to find a theory, or, rather, to find the many theories which we
would need if we were to understand the diversity and complexity
of modern labour markets.

THE THEORY OF THE SOCIOLOGY OF LABOUR MARKETS

In Chapter 3 we began to look at sociologists explanations of the
origin and nature of labour markets. These explanations amounted
to the two social principles of the social division of labour and
social hierarchy.

The theories of the social division of labour which we
considered were agreed that increasing differentiation between
people and between work occurred with social development. Some
variants suggested that this differentiation occurred on the basis of
‘natural’ differentiation and the obvious advantages of speciaisa
tion, and they offered some explanation of rudimentary inform-
ing, screening and offering processes, but these suggestions were
not wholly persuasive and begged the question of values. They did
not concern themselves with the processes whereby the things
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people do, and the people themselves, are evaluated according to
generd criteria.

Theories which referred to values were discussed in relation to
the second socia principle of socia hierarchy on which the social
division of labour actually depends. Without the principle of
hierarchy there can be no development of the socia division of
labour. The social division of labour calls for rudimentary labour
market processes because if we do not all do the same thing we
have a problem of distributing people to labours and labours to
people, but there is no way of distributing people or things to do
without values. There would be no socia division of labour — the
question simply would not arise — without the principle of
hierarchy: qualitative differences between labours and between
people. Labour market processes are therefore established, and
their fundamental nature decided, by the social division of labour
and by hierarchical solutions to problems of distributing people
and work in this division of labour.

In Chapter 3 we were concerned with the social division of
labour in which not everyone does the same thing (work) and
different people become responsible for different things to do. In
Chapter 4 we found that labour markets require the exchange of
labour power which then produces the economic division of
labour, that is the division of labour between jobs (places for
which labour is bought and sold) and workers (categories of
labour which are bought and sold). Chapter 4 therefore raised the
problem of distributing workers to jobs and not simply people to
work. It made our explanations a great deal more comprehensive
in consequence snce we were no longer concerned with
rudimentary labour market processes, but with proper labour
markets (whose existence and development is of course contingent
on the development of exchange). Nevertheless, the new problem
(of distributing workers to jobs) would not be raised, let alone
solved, without the second socia principle aready discussed in
Chapter 3: the principle of socia hierarchy which allows values to
be attached to workers and jobs.

We discussed three versions of explanations of the basis of
socia hierarchy. Firstly, we discussed hierarchy based on people
values in which workers and jobs are assigned values according to
general criteria derived from the supposed existence of a hierarchy
of people categories. People are the source of the hierarchical
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principle and workers are judged according to who they are, and
the job according to whose job it is.

Secondly, we discussed hierarchy based on work values in
which jobs and workers are assigned vaues according to generd
criteria derived from a supposed hierarchy of jobs, for example a
hierarchy based on the usefulness (to society) of various jobs.
People are judged according to what job they do, or are capable of
doing. The five labour market processes then distribute different
jobs to the appropriate (capable) workers.

Finally, we looked at market values as a basis for hierarchy.
Here we attended to relations between jobs and workers as the
source of values. These relations created both the hierarchies (of
jobs and of workers) and solved the distribution problem: the
market situation of workers and jobs tells us the relationship of
one worker to another and one job to another and decides which
worker gets which job. This was not a question of fitting the best
people to the best jobs, but of fitting one to the other in a
legitimate way. The market is believed to be a way of bringing
about a perfect distribution method, or a good approximation of
it.

The five labour market processes are the concrete expression of
this legitimating process: they decide the market situation of the
person and work and distribute accordingly. The determination of
market Stuation can involve al of the things discussed in other
theories (gender of person/job, capability of person/function of
job) but these are now to be seen as signs. But there is,
nevertheless, atendency to particular sorts of Sgns— rational-lega-
universal signs — as time goes by, dnce it is the increased
acceptance of rational-legal-universal principles that in any case
explains why the market itself (including the labour market)
should be accepted as a legitimate distribution mechanism.

We then turned (in Chapter 3) to the day-to-day workings of
labour markets, the socia interaction through which the five
labour market processes are actually experienced. Chapter 3 gave
us three theories of this interaction. The terms ‘discrimination’,
'selection’ and 'matching’ described the socia processes which
occurred when people vaues, work vaues and market values,
respectively, determined the operation of labour markets.

There would be no discrimination, selection or matching if it
were not for the existence of social groups, relations and
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institutions. The sections on socia groups, relations and institu-
tions in Chapters 3 and 4 showed how the idea of values (of any
kind) being relevant to the problem of distributing workers to jobs
(or jobs to workers) comes into being with groups, relations and
institutions, and how it works through these same groups,
relations and institutions.

In Chapter 3 the relevant sub-section described a variety of
explanations of the way in which the two social principles of
division of labour and hierarchy were put into practice. These
explanations - which referred to the key sociological concepts of
‘culture’ and ‘power’ — included status attainment theory and its
variants, and theories of social closure and domination.

In Chapter 4 the equivalent sub-section described three ways of
looking at the effects of the economic division of labour: in terms
of specialisation and cooperation, exploitation and conflict, and
legitimacy and the market. The difference between these explana
tions lay precisely in differences of opinion about what (impor-
tant) social groups, relations and institutions are created in the
economic division of labour. In the second half of Chapter 4 it
was demonstrated, nevertheless, that each of these theories could
be understood to agree (albeit in very different ways) on the
contribution of economic, technical and organisational values —
collectively termed industrial values — to our understanding of
labour markets. Labour markets may always be social processes
but they will nevertheless be informed (are aways informed in
established industrial societies) by industrial values too.

In Chapter 5 we intended to look at the contribution of polity
studies to labour market sociology. Polity has an influence on
labour markets through political organisations like the state acting
as an employer and through political government. Polity brings
with it formal authority: this means new groups, relations, and
institutions to consider in the shape of political parties, lobbies,
government and so on. But because so much attention had been
paid to the state in the relevant literature, there was no discussion
of 'social groups, relations and institutions' in this chapter, but
only a sub-section on three sociological theories of the state which
arise from different views of what the state is about. Nevertheless
(and just as in Chapter 4), these different theories concurred on
the influence of the state on labour markets as a bearer of polity
values. Thus labour market processes, while always social, can be
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influenced by polity values as well as industrial values. The
examples of polity values given in Chapter 5 were, of course,
unemployment, employment, and education and training.

THE METHOD OF THE SOCIOLOGY OF LABOUR MARKETS

In Chapter 3 we considered the dangers of conceptua inflation in
respect of discrimination, sdlection and matching. If these concepts
were made to mean too much they became usdless to us, and the
search for a 'grand theory' which could tell us everything we
needed to know about Bbour markets was, we concluded, futile
(at least as far as the sociology of labour markets was concerned).
This conclusion was held as axiomatic in later chapters — grand
theory was to be avoided whenever we encountered a new theory
or idea — but we did rot dedl, at any length, with the central
problem which arises when we do not conceptually inflate.

If we have a variety of theories, none of which is meant to
explain everything, how do we ever choose between them? The
answer that has been given throughout is that we decide which
theory applies in any particular (concrete) case on empirical
grounds. Now, while this is essentialy correct, it is not (yet)
saying much. What does 'deciding which theory is correct on
empirical grounds really mean; where do we start? We start with
the accounts of what goes on in labour markets which are offered
by the people involved in them, workers and employers for
example.

We start with lay explanations of what goes on in labour
markets because, once we have eliminated the pssibility of the
existence of general laws for social interaction - and this
possibility is diminated dong with grand theory - we are left with
what displaced them (see pp. 79-81 above): the idea of the socia
construction of social phenomena. So, we, & sociologists, are
interested in labour markets as socia constructions. Making and
explaining are closely related activities in socia construction, so
somewhere in the lay explanations we will find what we want to
know. Let me explain thisin alittle nore detail.

In a socia congtruction like the labour market, the process
whereby people explain what is going on, and the process
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whereby they create the thing, or make things go on, are closely
related. For example, peoples views of how labour markets work
(or should work) can help to make labour markets what they are.
The same point can apply when academic theories become lay
theories, that is when the explaining of academics is related to the
making of labour markets, for example when the state makes use
of a sociologigt's theory. On occasion academic theories become
part of the phenomena we study and in Chapters 1 and 5 we
encountered cases of the state explicitly constructing labour
markets in a particular way. For instance, in Chapter 1 we
referred 1o UK governments attempts to make labour markets
work in the way that they were supposed to according to (some)
economists' theories. In Chapter 5 we noted the connection
between sociological theory and the practice of corporatism.
These examples say nothing about the value (or otherwise) of
social scientific theory as a guide to policy. They are only
mentioned here to illustrate the fact that explaining and making
activities can become very closdly related. If this can happen in the
case of academic theory, it is even more likely to happen asfar as
lay theories are concerned.

Chapter 5 also included a brief discussion of (changes in)
officia methods of counting the numbers of unemployed. This
discussion illustrates the close relationship between explanation
and creation in socia construction. Counting is often (although
most obviously when done by the state) away of making as well
as explaining. UK governments made thirty changesin the way the
unemployed were counted in the 1980s with the declared am of
making the official gtatistics a better representation of the true
picture. Yet each change atered the picture that was being
represented, not least by affecting the behaviour of the un
employed themselves, especially those who were no longer
officially counted as unemployed. Official statistics are an
illustration of the social construction of unemployment and so
statistics are a resource for other reasons than what we learn from
the statistical details: what is compiled and how it is compiled
help us to find out what is going on. Government statistical
methods become a useful object of our study rather than an aid to
It.

Readers who are sociologists will recognise something of the
work of Cicourel (1968) on juvenile crime in the foregoing. The
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method of the sociology of labour markets borrows ideas from a
variety of different places (including systems theory, for example -
see Hodgson, 1988; the work of Bourdieu - see Maurice et al.,
1986, pp. 231-4 and Piore, 1987; and perhaps even the Marxist
method of 'praxis), but the view of method given here owes much
to interactionist, and even ethnomethodological treatments.
Throughout the book there have been attempts to ground
explanations in socid interaction, like hiring and firing, in the way
that interpretative sociology suggests we should. This has been
done in order to fill the space between 'structure’ and 'action’
which we encounter in some sociological methods, and so to avoid
creating further difficulties such as the problem of 'agency’
(Giddens, 1984).

Now this is all very well; the method of the sociology of
labour markets has good sociological credentials, but what does it
do? According to the argument so far, lay explanation of what
goes on in labour markets is a resource for sociologists because
each lay explanation, each interpretation, is potentially a de-
scription of how the thing was made to happen. The opinions of
each lay person may give us a vital clue in our search for the
appropriate sociologica theory. But which opinion is the right one
in any particular situation, which one gives us the 'red’ evidence?
We seem only to have re-stated our initid problem: instead of
wondering how we choose between different academic theories,
we now puzzle over the choice between different lay interpreta-
tions. Different lay perceptions are an essentia resource, perhaps,
but they don't agree!

The empirical evidence will rardly, if ever, lend unambiguous
support to one theory or another. The ambiguous nature of
evidence derives from the availability of adternative interpretations
of what is going on - not the alternative theories propounded by
sociologists but the alternative interpretations offered by lay
people. Consider, for example, the difficulties faced by a
researcher who investigates a case of mass redundancy. The
researcher may well find that the redundancies are interpreted in
one way by managers, in another by trade union officids, and in a
variety of different ways by the redundants themselves and the
workers who remain in employment.

Readers will remember the (mock) dismay with which theory
competition was greeted: having more than one theory to choose
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from seemed to produce an impossible situation. For example, in
the worst case different theories did not simply disagree on the
interpretation of the same evidence, but even on what was to be
explained. We then discovered that this was not a problem at all,
but a resource. We needed a portfolio of different theories because
labour markets were so complex and difficult to explain. The
same might be said of lay theories too, of course, but, on the other
hand, how do we find out which explanation is the one that really
matters?

We have established that modern labour markets are complex
and difficult to explain because they are social constructions; and
it should be no surprise that a social construction will give rise to
equally complex and diverse social interpretation of what is going
on (by the people involved, for example). Since the labour market
is a social construction we would expect there to be more than
one lay view of how the labour market works,” for example, but
how can we decide which explanation matters? First of all, we
need to work out what we really mean by 'the explanation that
matters. We find that there are at least three types of explanation
which we might encounter in empirical research: accounts of what
happened/happens and rationalisations and accounts of intentions.

Personnel managers who recruit people and successful ap-
plicants for vacancies are quite likely to tell researchers (or anyone
else who asks them) that the process of hiring that they have been
engaged in was a process of selection in which the best applicant
was chosen for the job. They will tend to say this even if the hiring
process was discriminatory because there is generally more
cultural — for example, moral — acceptance of selection in
established industrial societies.

Job-seekers will seek to explain what happens in the labour
market in the way that suits them. If you are a successful applicant
for a job you are more likely to think you got it by a process of
selection because you approve of this way of running labour
markets, and know that others approve too. It makes you feel
good to think you got the job because you were the most capable
applicant (judged according to the apparently impersonal and
objective criteria of what the job entailed, which were derived
from the work itself).

The same is true of those who do the recruiting. No matter
what the actual facts of the case are, a personnel manager will be
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inclined to tell you that he or she selects the best people for the
jobs on offer, that he or she hires and fires according to work
values. If personnel managers cannot always say that they selected
in the way they wanted to, for example if they are offering lower
wages than they would ideally like, and believe that the workers
they hire are less capable as a result, then they simply say they are
selecting the best workers that they can under the circumstances.
They are unlikely to say, even in such extreme cases, that the
labour market is matching workers to jobs. For one thing, this
observation makes the recruiting function of personnel
management seem an unnecessary expense which employers can
well do without.

Readers might also like to note that the propensity of al
recruiters to explain their activities in terms of selection makes
hiring appear as a process of inclusion and not exclusion (cf. Offe,
1985). Any exclusion which occurs is simply an unfortunate side-
effect of the hiring process, and this explains the conundrum which
is frequently encountered in labour market sociology: groups of
workers — perhaps black workers, young workers or women — who
are thought to be excluded groups are included (and given jobs)
when there are no alternative workers available. This is explained
by what is said by the personnel manager who has employed black
workers, young workers or women. The personnel manager will
say, as ever, that hiring was a process of selection. The researcher
who hears this concludes that the workers in question were
included, but makes a mistake if they think they have come across
an unusual recruiter. If there is always talk of inclusion after the
fact (of hiring) we will only hear such talk in relation to excluded
groups where they are included, but exactly the same thing could
be said of any other group of workers in the labour market. In all
of these cases we are documenting the rationalisations that occur
after the fact.

Failed applicants who say that there was discrimination in the
recruitment process are alleging that they were excluded (and that
any inclusion would have been a fortunate by-product). If you do
not get a job you are more likely to think that people-based values
(and perhaps even market values) were used in recruitment® You
may well describe the hiring process using pejorative terms like
‘discrimination’ and ‘favouritism’ to convey that the process was
unfair, that it was cheating. Y ou may even have a certain view of
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why people-based values were used. Perhaps you suffered
discrimination because of social closure, or male domination? In
any event, you are engaged in rationalising the outcome of the
recruitment process.

When rationalising some example of social interaction, we are
attempting to put our role in this interaction in the best possible
light. A personnel manager who isin charge of recruitment will
want to make his or her role in the interaction seem blameless in
the same way that failed applicants want to see themselves in the
right. But what makes the process of rationalisation especially
complex, and therefore even more interesting to us, is that one of
the ways in which we seek to rationalise our roles —to make
them seem good to others — is to, firstly, describe our roles as
active ones, and, secondly, to describe the actions that we took
in these roles as intentional. Thus the personnel manager who is
responsible for hiring will not tell the researcher that he or she
took no active part in recruitment and nor will he or she say that
they did not ‘know what they were doing'. Instead, personnel
managers usually tell research that they have policies which are
designed to permit the selection of workers and that they take
actions which are intended to put these policies into effect, and
which actions have the desired (and intended) result.

Not only are rationalisation after the fact unreliable
descriptions of social interaction, but so are descriptions of
intentions. Evidence of intentions is unreliable precisely because
intentional action iswhat is expected, iswhat is supposed to be a
good thing. Furthermore, intentions are not the only causes of
action and still less are they the dominant factors on every
occasion. Existing practices and rules, for example, can be far
more important when we consider what factors have informed a
particular action (see for example, the discussion of custom in
recruitment practices in Windolf and Wood, 1988; see also
Hodgson, 1988; Marsden, 1986). Let us refer to the earlier
discussion of inclusion and exclusion in order to illustrate this
point.

A recruiter might intend to keep black workers in particular
sorts of jobs (for example, the worst jobs) but this intention is
only indirectly related to the actions that actually put blacks in
the worst jobs® People, work or market values are terms which
describe the criteria according to which a personnel manager
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decides whether to accept or reject a candidate. These criteria may
very well be unrelated to personnel managers intentions which
appear to embody one or other of these type of criteria® Thus a
recruiter may be aracist or may want to keep women in the home
but, when hiring, the recruiter may use a different set of people
values entirdly to effect adecisgon. For example, perhaps his or her
company requires the recruitment of younger workers for
positions as trainees. A (not so hypothetical) demographic
imbalance in the local supply of labour means that the vast
majority of applicants for these positions are black, whereas older
applicants for vacancies tend to be white. Despite his or her
intentions, therefore, the recruiter ends up hiring (young) black
workers.

Similarly, a personnel manager who intends to use people vaues
in hiring and firing may even use a different value base atogether
and may not discriminate at al. Thus the personnel manager who
is instructed to make voluntary redundancies might intend to use
this device to reduce the percentage of women in the workforce,
but finds that voluntary redundancy is a matching process in
which, on this occasion, more men than women volunteer. This
may happen because, for example, male employees have longer
service and so are entitled to larger severance payments, or have
better prospects (than women) of finding aternative jobs.

Readers will see that the reverse of this case is dso possible. A
recruiter's intentions may be anti-racist yet their actions take the
form of racia discrimination. Such arecruiter will intend to avoid
the use of people vaues in recruitment because they deplore the
exclusion of black workers from some jobs. They intend,
therefore, to use work or market values in recruitment, but fear
that selection or matching will not produce enough successful
black candidates. They therefore give extra weight to the
candidacies of black applicants and thereby introduce a people
value into the recruitment process.

Something similar might be said of job-seekers. They may
intend to exclude jobs that they do not approve of (divorce
attorney) and to include jobs that they respect (nurse), but a great
many other things must happen before they can avoid being
divorce lawyers and manage to become nurses. For instance, they
may have other intentions, like the intention to earn a lot of
money, which conflict with their intentions to include or exclude
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particular jobs. Similarly, consider the feminist who is determined
that she should have a career which gives the lie to the sterectype
of awoman who works only for ‘pin-money’, and who, in search
of that career, joins a profession (teacher, socid worker) which is
popularly considered feminine. To some degree, she has confirmed
what she intended to deny, namely that women workers are not
interchangeable with men.

Accounts of intentions are unreliable because intentions are
often constructed in retrospect, and intentions are in any case
frequently unconsummated. They are unconsummated because a
person's intentions conflict with each other, or conflict with other
peoples’ intentions, or because any intentions they have are
unrelated to their actions (also see Weber, 1964, 1968). Thus, s0
far as our present purposes are concerned, we require a method of
filtering out the accounts of rationdisations or intentions from lay
explanations since these are unreliable as evidence of what redly
happened, or what is redly going on. We have solved this problem
in practice many times in the foregoing chapters, but now we need
to know the procedure, in other words the method of the
sociology of labour markets must be made explicit. We need to
know the method in order to decide whether it is a good method
and, especially, so that we can find ways of improving it.

Our problem is alternative evidences which derive from
aternative lay understandings. These alternatives exist because
there are at |east three categories of understanding and our task is
to decide which explanations refer to rationalisations, which to
intentions and which remain. The method of the sociology of
labour markets can be termed 'deconstruction’:’ in each enquiry
into labour markets that we undertake, we must deconstruct the
process by which our case became the way it is. At the end of our
decongtruction we will have explained the case, not only how it
happened, but also what is going on now. For example, we will be
able to say whether there is evidence of discrimination, selection,
or matching, or some combination of these processes.

Why is the method deconstruction? The answer to this question
isimplicit in what has been said in this chapter so far, but | will
put it in another way. Without it our sociology of labour markets
is merely a (sophisticated) way of documenting how labour
markets work, for example we find an 'internal labour market' in
afirm or an industry. Ideally we also need a method for
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explaining how this came about. We may discover - on empirica
grounds - that employers are in command in one industry and not
another. We can then continue the analysis to find out how this
situation came about, how it was made, and not simply how it
works. How did these particular employers ¢gt into the position of
having (or not having) power? Instead of Ssmply saying 'things are
different in different labour markets - or, in more academic
terms, referring to the ‘historical specificity of concrete cases - we
can seek some sociological explanation in the fullest sense of the
term. If we are to do more than simply document (the sociological
aspects of) labour markets, if we are, rather, to explain what has
happened and what is going on, we must demonstrate how our
choices between theories, which we make on empirical grounds,
come to be valid in any substantive case. This realy means only
that we must find out how the empirical grounds came to be what
they are, and this activity is synonymous with deconstruction.

It is this method that puts us in the position to do more than
simply document labour markets: to do sociology and explain
why labour markets differ, for instance why a particular labour
market presents the mix of evidence (abit of discrimination, some
influence from technical values and so on) that we can explain
with a particular set of theories. We will now describe and
(smultaneoudy) exemplify the deconstruction method. In very
simple terms, this method suggests that we should aways work
through the stages described above in respect of the whole of the
sociology of labour markets every time we wish to understand a
specific case.

An outline of method

The whole book has in fact been a description of method, but
there follows a short summary of the resulting guidelines which
are used in any particular case (although this is rarely made
explicit, however Maurice et al. 1986, for example, attempt
something similar in their appendix). In the firgt ingtance, we must
discover, on the basis of empirical research, whether our case
should be understood in terms of analysis at the level of society,
economy, polity, or perhaps even geography (thisis not an
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exhaustive list) or some combination of these. We are then able to
decide which theories are, in principle, relevant to our case.
Although we may be able, for example, to rule out polity straight
away (for instance, if the actions of state have no direct influence
on our case), it is unlikely that we will want to rule out too many
theories at this stage.

At the next stage we must establish what social groups,
relations and institutions are relevant, again on the basis of
empirical evidence. For example, are the workers involved also
professionals, are they members of trade unions, is there evidence
that the designation of people by 'race' or gender is relevant to our
case? But the field from which we draw our explanations will not
be appreciably narrowed until we reach the third stage of our
process of deconstruction.

It is in the third stage that we seek to filter out rationalisations
and accounts of intentions and so to establish which accounts are
not merely explanations of our case but constructions of it (they
are 'makings as well as 'explainings — see p. 156 above). In large
part, we do this by investigating questions of power and culture.
In the most simple terms, a social group may be able to make their
account matter because they have the power to do so (also see
Offe, 1985).

It is the researcher's task to establish whether this is indeed
the case: can the group in question compel others to go along?
Consider, for example, the role of some trade unions in
determining the employment patterns of black workers in the
United Kingdom. One common account has it that the unions act
to exclude black workers from better jobs. Research may certainly
establish that such exclusion is intended, but is this why black
workers are under-represented in better jobs? To answer this
guestion research must establish whether or not trade unions have
the power to exclude black workers in this way, and we may then
conclude that the unions' intentions are irrelevant. For example
(see Fevre, 1985), if real power rests with the employers, and
employers will only recruit black workers where white workers
are not available (that is, in the worst jobs), then trade unions play
no active role in determining the employment distribution of black
workers.

Research should not, however, concern itself with questions of
power alone. For example, if it is not to use physical force, a
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social group may have to possess culturally sanctioned power to
play an active role. Indeed, culturad sanction of power may not be
adequate without a cultural mechanism by which one group's
account can become the congtruction of the labour market. Power
may have to be supplemented by sanction (for the construction)
from the common culture to which al the socia groups involved
bdong. It is for this reason that researchers attend to questions of
custom and practice, and tradition, in their investigations.

For example, we saw in Chapter 3 that job-seekers have
different orientations — some prefer outdoor work for example —
but we need to ask whether such orientations are culturally-
sanctioned as important influences on the labour market. It may
be that job-seekers would like to choose jobs which they find
interesting but Blackburn and Mann (1979) report that there is no
mechanism by which these likes and didlikes can have much effect
on the way labour markets work.

In practice, research will rarely be concerned with simple
questions of power or culture but rather with complicated
questions of power and culture. Let us say working class families
bring their children up to believe in work as the source of value
(and that manua work is more useful than nornrmanua work).
Now, there may cultural sanction for this belief, but does this
result in higher pay for manual work? Can members of the
working class change those bits of the labour market which are
run with people or the market as the source of value? Can they
even maintain jobs as the source of value in those parts of the
labour market where this is presently the case? Cultural sanction
may not amount to much unless it is combined with power. For
example, a family may be able to stop you marrying out of a
social group (or into one) but will be less likely to be able to do
something about your labour market experience, unless it also has
economic power (the family owns a firm, or is a trade union
dynasty) or political power.

At the end of the complicated third stage of research, we arein
a position to reach a series of conclusions about the operative
values in our case. To return to an earlier, smple example, trade
unions may well think that the labour market is about jobs for
whites and act as if the labour market could distribute in this way.
They may even try to make it work like this, but their (people)
values are not the operative values for labour markets because
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there is no mechanism to make them operational. By process of
elimination we are able to conclude which values matter, that is,
we can discover the values according to which the labour market
is constructed. When we discover the operative values for the
socia processes of hiring and firing we will be able to conclude
whether this is a process of sdection, discrimination or matching
(or some combination of these three). We can then repeat the
exercise for industrial vaues, polity values, and so on, in order to
discover what other sorts of operative values have informed the
construction of the labour market in the case in question.

Idedlly, this exercise - the identification of operative socid,
industrial and polity values - should be repeated for each of the
five labour market processes described in Chapter 1. For example,
it is quite possible that the screening processesin a particular case
of recruitment (or of separation from employment) amount to
matching, whereas the offer of employment is an act of
discrimination. While investigating each labour market process in
turn, we may even discover why (see Chapter 1) some of these
processes are truncated, extended or even collapsed. Thus a
screening process may be perfunctory because it amounts to
matching whereas discrimination is the dominant socid process in
the case which is being investigated.

Since this complicated method should be followed in every case
we investigate, it is obvious that sociologica research into labour
markets is a dow and painstaking business, a matter of successve
processes of dimination to be patiently exhausted rather than of
insight born of genius. But what other method would we
recommend researchers to follow when the aim is to explan
complex redity?

CONCLUSON

The complexity of social phenomena requires a huge research
effort to reach a reliable conclusion about the smallest and most
confined example. Fortunately, the researcher can often find a
short-cut to some conclusions by way of the established literature
which reports the conclusions reached by other researchers who
have investigated smilar cases. Nevertheless, such research (and
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sociologica research in generd) is sometimes popularly seen as
representing a huge expenditure of effort in order to say very little
at the end of the process, in order, even, to state the obvious. This
popular view is based on a misunderstanding. To the extent that it
investigates phenomena (like labour markets) which are socialy
constructed, sociological research must reach a concluson which
will resonate with at least one lay interpretation. If it does not do
this something is wrong. The difference between sociological

research and popular opinion lies in the fact that the lay
interpretation which resonates with the sociologica conclusion

remains one amongst many whereas, by virtue of dow and

methodical research, the sociologist has established that, in their
case, thisinterpretation is the one that really matters.

The foregoing summarises the contribution of sociology to the
interdisciplinary study of labour markets that was mentioned at
the beginning of this chapter. The contribution is not perhaps as
glamorous as we might have hoped since it depends on
painstaking research in case after case. Certainly we do not have
to research every amall part of the labour market in order to say
something meaningful about the labour market in the United
States or the United Kingdom since we can draw our conclusions
on the basis of a sample, but we are till involved in laborious
(and expensive) research in the cases which constitute our sample.
This point is well-illustrated by the enormous research effort
required in the United Kingdom to meet the aims of the Economic
and Socia Research Council's Social and Economic Life Initiative
(see p. 20 above), and by the extraordinary rigour employed in
American guantitative research within the sociology of labour
markets (see, for example, Kaufman, 1986). There is, however,
one aspect of the sociological contribution to interdisciplinary
study that promises a little more excitement to researchers who
long for flights of fancy rather than disciplined 'legwork'.

Chapter 4 alluded to this less prosaic aspect when economic
values were introduced, and when it was stated that these were the
province of economics, but before we follow up this dlusion, we
must first make clear that nothing that will be said below should
be thought to undermine the vaue of economists contributions to
interdisciplinary study.® Chapter 1 established that economics and
sociology are interested in labour markets for different reasons.
Economists are interested in mechanisms for the distribution of
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resources; sociologists in how people end up in good and bad
jobs. Furthermore, in Chapter 2 it was established that sociology
and economics did not really share the same subject matter. It
should not, therefore, be thought that there are valid grounds for
competition between economics and sociology.

Readers should now be in no doubt that economics is
indispensable to the interdisciplinary study of labour markets, but
might not sociologists have something to say about why
economics is so indispensable? If sociologists are prepared to treat
social values, or polity values, in the way that they do — as
something to be questioned and not to be taken for granted, as
fodder for study - then why not treat economic values in the same
way? Thus sociologists would investigate, using the key ideas of
power and culture, the contribution of social groups, relations and
institutions to economic values.

Weber comes close to doing this at times, and Marx referred to
political economy as the 'bourgeois science'. More recently, the
social anthropologist, Davis, has described the view of the market
propounded by neo-classical economics as the moral goal of one
section of society (Davis, 1985). Some economists (for example,
Hodgson, 1988 and the literature he reviews) appear to be
thinking along similar lines. Is it time for sociologists to ask who
constructs labour markets in terms of economic values and when
and where such constructions matter? The sociology of labour
markets, along with the rest of economic sociology, may well find
out that, in the end, it is the sociology of economics that pays
back the debt that is owed to the discipline of sociology.

NOTES

1 Thisis a'positivist' approach to the extent that | have believed the
subject area necessarily 'brings with it' atheory and a method which is
'waiting to be discovered' and there may, of course, be limitations to
such an approach.

2. And even - just asfor academics - differences of opinion as to what
the labour market is. For example, when | look for a job 'the labour
market' will mean (to me) the available vacancies, perhaps even the
vacancies for a particular job, vacancies for personnel officers for
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representing a huge expenditure of effort in order to say very little
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popular view is based on a misunderstanding. To the extent that it
investigates phenomena (like labour markets) which are socialy
constructed, sociological research must reach a conclusion which
will resonate with at least one lay interpretation. If it does not do
this something is wrong. The difference between sociological
research and popular opinion lies in the fact that the lay
interpretation which resonates with the sociological conclusion
remains one amongst many whereas, by virtue of slow and
methodical research, the sociologist has established that, in their
case, this interpretation is the one that really matters.

The foregoing summarises the contribution of sociology to the
interdisciplinary study of labour markets that was mentioned at
the beginning of this chapter. The contribution is not perhaps as
glamorous as we might have hoped since it depends on
painstaking research in case after case. Certainly we do not have
to research every small part of the labour market in order to say
something meaningful about the labour market in the United
States or the United Kingdom since we can draw our conclusions
on the basis of a sample, but we are still involved in laborious
(and expensive) research in the cases which constitute our sample.
This point is well-illustrated by the enormous research effort
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and Social Research Council's Social and Economic Life Initiative
(see p. 20 above), and by the extraordinary rigour employed in
American quartitative research within the sociology of labour
markets (see, for example, Kaufman, 1986). There is, however,
one aspect of the sociological contribution to interdisciplinary
study that promises a little more excitement to researchers who
long for flights of fancy rather than disciplined 'legwork’.

Chapter 4 alluded to this less prosaic aspect when economic
values were introduced, and when it was stated that these were the
province of economics, but before we follow up this allusion, we
must first make clear that nothing that will be said below should
be thought to undermine the value of economists' contributions to
interdisciplinary study.® Chapter 1 established that economics and
sociology are interested in labour markets for different reasons.
Economists are interested in mechanisms for the distribution of
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resources; sociologists in how people end up in good and bad
jobs. Furthermore, in Chapter 2 it was established that sociology
and economics did not really share the same subject matter. It
should not, therefore, be thought that there are valid grounds for
competition between economics and sociology.

Readers should now be in no doubt that economics is
indispensable to the interdisciplinary study of labour markets, but
might not sociologists have something to say about why
economics is so indispensable? If sociologists are prepared to treat
social values, or polity values, in the way that they do — as
something to be questioned and not to be taken for granted, as
fodder for study - then why not treat economic values in the same
way? Thus sociologists would investigate, using the key ideas of
power and culture, the contribution of social groups, relations and
institutions to economic values.

Weber comes close to doing this at times, and Marx referred to
political economy as the 'bourgeois science'. More recently, the
socia anthropologist, Davis, has described the view of the market
propounded by neo-classical economics as the moral goal of one
section of society (Davis, 1985). Some economists (for example,
Hodgson, 1988 and the literature he reviews) appear to be
thinking along similar lines. Is it time for sociologists to ask who
constructs labour markets in terms of economic values and when
and where such constructions matter? The sociology of labour
markets, along with the rest of economic sociology, may well find
out that, in the end, it is the sociology of economics that pays
back the debt that is owed to the discipline of sociology.

NOTES

This is a 'positivist' approach to the extent that | have believed the
subject area necessarily 'brings with it' a theory and a method which is
'waiting to be discovered' and there may, of course, be limitations to
such an approach.

And even - just as for academics — differences of opinion as to what
the labour market is. For example, when | look for a job 'the labour
market' will mean (to me) the available vacancies, perhaps even the
vacancies for a particular job, vacancies for personnel officers for
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example. If | get the job and end up recruiting people as part of my
personnel duties, 'the labour market' becomes something altogether
different: the volume and character of labour seeking employment in
the sort of work | have to offer.

3. Similarly, personnel managers may claim that they use work-based
values, but if they have to explain why acertain person in their employ
isnot very good at the job they may well say people-based values were
used (by their predecessor!).

4. Notethat if you thought there was no discrimination at all — for
example if you saw the process as one of 'positive discrimination' —
you would think it was not based on people values (colour was a
qualification) or that thisis anecessary corrective (‘affirmative' action)
to make the market work according to job-based val ues.

5. It makes no difference to this argument that intentions are not simply
exclusive, for example we can introduce a rank order of more or less
included jobs. There can even be an intention to absolutely exclude
certain groups, but in this case a lot of other things have to happen
before managers actually leave positions vacant, change the nature of
the problematic jobs, or close down their firms.

6. Intentions are of courseinformed by views of social hierarchy. Both
intentions and rationalisations are socially constructed, for example
arise from identification with a particular social group.

7. Some readers may feel that the method described here also owes
something to the 'archaeological method' employed by Foucault,
1970.

8. Asexemplified, for example, by recent progress in the study of the
‘circulation of labour power' (Purdy, 1988); and in the 'new' theories
reviewed by Fallon and Verry (1988): 'job search theories' (for further
review of theinterdisciplinary use of the 'information goods approach’
see Mauriceet al., 1986), ‘contract theory', 'efficiency wage theory'
and 'bargaining theory'.
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