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In recent years various trends (such as the globalisation of financial markets, the triumph of the shareholder value approach in management or the economic impact of the internet) have significantly changed the social organisation of labour worldwide. But capitalism has not only changed its face; it has also grown in strength: the Nation-State has lost or withdrawn from many of its regulating capacities, the political and economic power of large corporations has increased, and in many Western countries alternatives to market capitalism (e.g. the welfare state as a major provider for alternative ways of living, or labour unions as an effort of increasing the “voice” of workers) are shrinking. The resent crisis demonstrated this invigorated power of global capitalism, only in an unpleasant way. All of this is well known. Now, one could have expected that these changes would lead to an increase in critical perspectives on modern society, both politically and theoretically. And there are, indeed, new critical voices, as the annual meetings of the World Social Forum demonstrate.
 But compared to the dimensions of change and the resulting economic hardships for so many people, the level of criticism is relatively low, both in size and in its theoretical prominence. In the United States, for example, where the welfare reforms were among the harshest worldwide, they met comparatively little resistance from the population concerned. 

According to Boltanski and Chiapello (2007, 36), who analysed the changes in management semantics in great detail, in order to transform feelings of indignation into an effectual social criticism a theoretical framework is needed. And for them the most important theoretical frameworks for criticism have suffered several defeats in the 1990s. They distinguish two families of criticism: a “social critique”, demanding more equality and mainly driven by the labour movement, and an “artistic critique” (2007, 38), demanding more autonomy and mainly driven by intellectuals and bohemians. Moreover, they diagnose a “neutralisation”-crisis in both families. Though this observation is true, I disagree with the reasons they give. Neither has “artistic” critique become obsolete because of its seeming actualisation in the new spirit of capitalism (as they suggest at times, 2007, 419; or at least as some sympathetic readers interpreted the argument), nor does “social” critique need to be completely overhauled due to fundamental structural changes, as Boltanski/Chiapello indicate at times (2007, 346f., e.g.) – at least not if that implies the replacement of key concepts. I want to claim that even in the face of the enormous changes in the labour world the older vocabulary of the critical tradition does not need to be abandoned. The paper aims to demonstrate this. Once these terms are reinstated the two separate streams of criticism can also be reunited. 

Is the Restructuring of Labour the End for Artistic Criticism? 

What is the argument for the – almost Hegelian – thesis of an 'realization' of the earlier social criticism from the artistic standpoint in modern management approaches?
 This criticism was based on the perfectionist idea of self-realisation, an actualisation of all human potentials; an idea developed in the renaissance and enlightenment (e.g. Rousseau and Condorcet), later found in early Socialist writings (e.g. William Godwin and Charles Fourier) and 19th century Romanticism (e.g. Carlyle, Ruskin and William Morris), and maintained by various generations of avant-garde thereafter. Industrial labor of the 19th century and the typical Fordist job on an assembly line in the early 20th century had very little in common with this idea indeed, so this criticism was very relevant most of the time. Sometimes such ideas even came from a management perspective, as classically described by Reinhard Bendix.
 However, several changes occurred in the nature of jobs and in the organisation of work in recent decades, allowing for more self-realisation within the job. A standard term for this trend is “flexibility” (Sennett 1998), meaning that workers have to be able to constantly adapt to new tasks and situations. In order to make the argument of a institutional 'realisation' of a pre-existing concept, the work-related flexibility found in current conditions needs to sufficiently resemble the former demands for autonomy made by the artistic critical approach. At a closer look, that does not prove to be the case. 

The turn to flexibility implies several things: First, technology has developed. New production technologies involve an increasing amount of computer technology so that, unsurprisingly, some companies shifted towards producing and selling knowledge-related services (the so-called 'knowledge economy'). Jobs in these sectors call for more creativity than the traditional jobs on the assembly line.
 As, secondly, the service sector's share in the economy increased sharply in the 20th century, this trend has become dominant. Even in the industrial sector, we now find a growing demand for more individualistic and creative forms of work, though to a lower degree.
 In addition, the average level of education amongst workers has increased since the 1960s, so that today more people have the ability to work on different parts, and also wish to be more creative on the job.
 This “normative subjectivation” (Baethge 1991) means that employees themselves ask for more responsibility. So we have a shift in sectors, new technologies, a demand for “new labour” and an increased supply of employable persons with higher education. If we add the crisis in profitability since the 1970s (Brenner 2002), which called for an increase in the rate of exploitation, we have mentioned the major conditions that allowed for the 'new' management techniques which became so widespread since the early 1980s, inspired from Japanese lean production models and Silicon Valley philosophies.

The effects were twofold. First, most types of labour are increasingly individualised as modern management techniques appreciate individual talents and workers' 'tacit knowledge' to a much greater extent and therefore try to incorporate them. Workers are involved in broader parts of the production process (this is called process management, management by objectives, empowerment strategies, human capital approach, etc.). In other words, it is no longer only a part of the person that is meant to be employed, but companies are now “employing the whole man” (Drucker 1954, 227ff.), including her/his feelings and an ever larger share of her/his private life. Workers today are asked to take over more responsibility, not only in their jobs, but also outside them, for example by taking precautions for their pension schemes or in case of illness.
 This higher responsibility of every single working unit in turn also leads to a recombination of organisational tools – new, informal forms of co-operation (the 'network') have often taken over the part of the formal organisation. Teams are created that work together for a limited time and which are responsible not only for part(s) of a product, but for a whole product itself, while more than one profit centres work competitively within one company. In this way, personal relations (with team members, customers or superiors) count a lot more than before. Yet another dimension of the worker’s personality, namely her/his ability to socialise, is subsumed under the labour process to a much larger degree than before. These are the first set of changes that motivated the idea of an end of artistic criticism: the incorporation of autonomy, authenticity, creativity -and even emancipation- into the working life seemed to leave pretty little to 'actualise', so this criticism no longer seemed relevant (cf. Honneth 2002). The first question is: can this critique nevertheless be maintained, and if so, how? 

The Hegemony of the Management Discourse in the workplace

Up to now, we have not used any particular social theory; we only described the changes from the perspective of everyday life, without judging them either morally or theoretically. There is a reason for this theoretical abstinence: a lot is lost, in terms of theory, if we move from simple descriptions to the level of theory too quickly. If we look at the explanations and answers that social and economic theory can offer, we no longer find many critical contributions at the theoretical level, for the reason mentioned above. We do find descriptions of these processes, as well as value judgements, i.e. whether somebody approves or disapproves of what is happening. But that alone does not constitute a critical theory of labour market restructuring. Herein lies the persisting weakness of current critical theories from the artistic tradition: many of the old critical concepts (like autonomy) only seem to duplicate in theoretical terms what is happening in practice anyway. New critical concepts are still lacking.
 There are various explanations for this weakness. One is the assumption that in some respects the world is really getting better and that the critical habitus has consequently lost its relevance.
 Even though this may not seem likely in general, there is a kernel of truth in this claim.

Another possibility would be that high gloss management theories are not the best source for judging real-world practices in the workplace itself. Management theory is instrumental from the start. It is not a pure “description”, but it carries a clear interest. Hence the first objection to the actualisation thesis: instrumentalised autonomy is not autonomy proper.
 But what is the interest in this case? Can we ascribe a social function to modern management? From the perspective of the owners of capital, as presupposed in the principal-agent theory, the picture is clear: higher returns on direct investment -be it machines, offices or a multitude of employees- suppose either investing in better equipment, or convincing workers that they should either work for less, work extra shifts or work more intensely. The latter is the easier way, as one cannot bargain with machines – one can only buy or improve them, both for a lot of money. If one therefore chooses to extract more from the hired labour power, one might either provide workers with better resources (be it machines like a computer), a better working environment or more time, all of which is expensive once again. Alternatively, one may try to get all of this without increasing one's own costs. Marx called this the “intensification of labour”.
 How does this work? The improvement of machines necessitates scientists and technicians (and indeed this field is growing, too). For its part, the improvement of working conditions calls for the advice of a psychologist. 

So what is the function of management? What management does in relation to labour is at least twofold: it organizes the hired employees in such a way that in the end they work more efficiently at any given time, and it extracts more labour time out of the individual labour power that is bought. So in order to increase returns on investments, one hires a  management that is able (or at least claims to be able) to do that.
 

Where does this miraculous ability come from? One element of many optimizing strategies is surely to sublimely increase the pressure on workers' performance (the 'stick'). As a last instance, employees must be in fear of the ultimate choice, even if it is not explicit: either you follow, or you are fired. There are many ways to do that, even within fixed contracts – this is what business students actually study. Currently, workers' political rights and legal protections (designed to counterbalance exactly such situations, where their weakness can be exploited) are under attack in many countries, which clearly increases the power of management in the workplace. The higher the unemployment rate, the more serious this threat becomes – and in Europe, for instance, the rate oscillates around 8,5%,
 so the pure threat of being laid off is already a very powerful weapon in the hands of business executives. In fact, executives often executed this threat over the last two decades: many companies laid off labour in enormous numbers. This initiated a fashion amongst professionals (success was sometimes measured in the number of layoffs), even if this fashion was instantly naturalised as 'competitiveness'.
 

The tricky thing with employees is that they are neither things nor machines – this is why the economic term 'human capital' is so cynical: it reifies persons into disposable items. The human capital of a worker is initially considered as being nil, so long as no 'upgrading' measures are taken.
 So management runs the risk of inducing resistance if it downsizes too aggressively. The second dimension management needs to organize, in parallel, results from this risk of scaring the staff too thoroughly: a major task is to manufacture consent (Buroway 1979). Even if, or especially if layoffs are planned, executives need to organise compliance amongst employees and workers. Thus as far as management is not only concerned with technical issues, this implies a large degree of rhetoric (Kieser 1996). Management needs to develop and establish a new world-view (the 'carrot'), according to which workers and politicians may believe that what happens is not only best for their company, let alone owners and shareholders, but is at some point good for the employed, too. In Althusserian terms, management theories function here as an ideological apparatus. This often works in isolated cases of corporations, yet it is also effective on a much broader political scale (Resch 2005). As a famous myth goes, if 'the economy' as a whole needs to recover, in order to serve the nation workers need to discipline themselves and work for less. This has become the dominant view in the media in many countries. Management has won a position of hegemony not only in the workplace, but on a social level too. The exceedingly high management salaries may well be a result of this. 

Of course the new management theory did not create the new situation. The new technologies, the new qualifications and pretensions of the working population and the profit crises obviously were there before. What the new management 'managed' was to find new approaches in the organisation of labour and to win a position of hegemony in political thinking. Following this semantic, nowadays the individuality of a worker is included in the workplace, and the responsibility for shortcomings is also increasingly shifted to the individual. But is this really a 'realization' of the earlier humanism and hippie utopia? Social theory can only interpret the changes if it takes into account the dialectics between ideology and social processes. The social effects of this change in semantics are not as clearly cut. The actualisation thesis may very well capture semantics only, without catching the real social costs. Does this linguistic game not mantle reality? And why does social theory often tend to overlook this gap? A possible answer could be that the social hegemony of the management discourse has also managed to affect social theory. 

The Hegemony of the Management Discourse in Social Theory

Obviously, if –and only if– one takes liberation management (Peters 1992) at face value, a critical semantic relying on the same conceptual sources as these management theories seems prima facie to be useless. Bearing in mind the mentioned crisis of the artistic critical theory, could these semantic changes have had such an impact on social theory? Could this 'buying into' the semantics of management be a reason for the crisis? How are we to understand the mechanisms? 

A first consideration concerns the transfer mechanism. What allows for this transfer from shifts in management semantics to social theory? Basically there are two ways that could permit this transfer of Trojan concepts from management to social theory. One aspect that might explain the missing distance is the career path of some consultants: young sociology researchers of management trends may well end up in the management business themselves, or at least intend doing this, so too much 'distance' (which is the lifeblood of sociology) would clearly send out the wrong signals. Given the possibility of transforming the cultural capital of investigating society's prestigious spheres (management, financial markets, business consultancies, brokers, etc.; see Minssen 2006, 196ff.) into the social capital of networks and eventually into the economic capital of 'getting a job' (to cite Mark Granovetter) in these same prestigious spheres, it is no wonder that a researcher might have little reason to overtly object semantic trends in these spheres. (And of course it becomes more attractive to study the behaviour of bankers in Hongkong than to study workers, say, in India.) This is an argument ad hominem only, yet for a self-reflexive sociology of knowledge in the tradition of Karl Mannheim this factor has to be considered, as it may explain emotional bindings of world-views. 

Another way to explain this transfer of world-views from management to social sciences is a certain poverty of theory when it comes to social structures. Various influential post-Marxist approaches have replaced the seeming objectivism of some Marxist traditions (which, for example, reduced many phenomena to anonymous functions of capital or class struggle) with an inverted approach, which in effect lost sight of objective structures. British cultural studies, for example, concentrated on the media (see Fiske 1987), French post-structuralism often confined itself to analyzing texts or discourses, and German systems theory turned from social structures to “semantics” as the new field of research (Luhmann 1980). What remains unclear in these academic fashions is the relation of changes in semantics to the changes in the real world. It is easy to see why it has become unfashionable to probe in this way – what seems to lurk in the background is an all too simplistic 'objectivism' of base and superstructure that undercuts the cultural turn. But classical Marxism had more in store than reductionist approaches – the theory of ideology, for instance, was intended to explain such tensions between theoretical utopias and real world miseries. When we fail to draw a distinction between discursive and structural changes, the alternative trap is an equally simplistic idealism that confounds theoretical or semantic changes with structural ones. The very possibility of an ideological function of management theory can only be considered if we do not exclude structures from the start, due to preliminary conceptual predefinitions. This does not necessarily lead to an objectivist simplification: on the contrary, it opens up new interpretations of the changes in semantics that Boltanski and Chiapello so saliently described. 

To recapitulate: if social theory basically shares concepts that are applied in business re-engineering, they are likely to have fewer objections to what happens there.
 Critical objections to such a transfer are not based on moral or aesthetic judgements, but on a theoretical consideration. Due to their different guiding interest, management approaches cannot serve as a basis for social theory. Management strategies have a practical intention, located on a particular level: their aim is to lead a business (which in the last instance translates into making money, or, more precisely, to extract more money out of a given process in order to satisfy shareholders) and to find the best “tools” to do this (Peter 2005). Social theory has a different and more contemplative aim: it has to explain how these strategies work, and investigate their conditions and effects – not only (and not primarily) for the business records, but for society in general, which also includes, for example, workers and their families and environments.

Social Effects of the new Management Discourse

In order to assess the social effects of this new semantics, we need to leave the management textbooks and look at the situation of those who are directly affected. The higher degree of 'individuality' in many workplaces means that the employee has to adopt the company's viewpoint as her/his own viewpoint ('corporate identity'). Here management has a direct impact on society, and per implication also on the social sciences as a part of society. Following Marx, every new class has to illustrate its own particular interest as the common interest – this is the core of ideology. But post-modern philosophy has told us that a plurality of interests is not reducible to a common, 'one-size-fits-all' world-view. So what happens here? In the economy especially there is an irreducible plurality of interests. Many people need a job in order to feed their family; this is a matter of necessity. Every concession they make translates into a direct drawback in their lives. The concessions capital sometimes has to make are drawbacks in rates, a fact that often refers to the degree of additional income for the owning classes. Whether this is a necessity is debatable. What we would usually expect here is a bargaining process, and this is what the social organisation of “welfare capitalism” had, in fact, institutionalised. Social democracy, as the term already indicates, was not only about economic redistribution; it was also about participation as an active form of citizenship. Both sides in this bargain had their rights and obligations.

What current management asks for is, at the first glance, only another concession in this bargaining process. The demand, taken to its extreme, ideal-typically is: 

'Work more, work longer, constantly re-educate yourself and drop 
all your rights in the workplace'. 

Usually, one would expect a response like: 


'Wait, what do you have to offer in return?' 

The answer in this case is: 


'Nothing; you just have to', 

and then comes some well-known t.i.n.a.-narrative ('there is no alternative') of competitiveness, market pressures, globalisation, etc. (Henning 2006a). So the concession in this case is a different issue. It really amounts to the accepting not to formulate one’s own interests any more, at least as far as they are different from the company’s interests. This no longer is a case of negotiation, it is the breakdown of communication and co-operation and the beginning of a clear-cut dominance; in other words: an exit from voice.
 In order to avoid the impression of direct force,
 which if applied too openly could lead to political resistance (as during the summer of 2005 when mass demonstrations against the politics of welfare reform were held in many European countries), two things need to be reinterpreted by a new rhetoric: force has to be dressed like a natural necessity ('naturalisation'), and the plurality of interests needs to be levelled into but one national or public economic interest ('harmonisation'). In these hegemonic language games, we are asked to acknowledge but one interest, the interest of the owners and bosses. Miraculously, it is identical to that of the nation, even if the profits are parked in an offshore tax haven. In this narrative, the workers’ interest is not opposed to this, but is basically the same – or it is not there. This is the new management techniques’ functional message, and this is ideology at its best.
 In terms of philosophy, this resembles a metaphysics of identity that falls way behind the post-modern critiques of idealism, let alone modern pluralism. 

One example for this construction of identity runs as follows: we are told that work as we knew it is gone (Rifkin 1995), and that workers today are in fact entrepreneurs.
 An entrepreneur has no use for a union that protects him, at least not in economic theory or in the management discourse (in fact many corporations do have very influential organisations, which Adam Smith already mentioned as a major inequality between capital and labour). An entrepreneur does not have regulated and fixed labour times; instead they are willing to work as long as it takes, without knowing whether they will get a 'return on investment'. They are responsible for what they do; and needs their creativity and individuality in order to be successful. And above all, entrepreneurs have to accumulate their capital. And this is, we are told, what 'new labour' looks like: it is, itself, capital. The value of a worker is their use value for capital and nothing else – they only have to understand themselves in this way; otherwise they are essentially wrong and need to be educated or 'activated'. Interestingly the activation does not come along as an overriding of interests, but as the creation of autonomy – as if there was no such thing as workers’ own interest any longer. In effect this is meant to reduce tensions between capital and labour, which in turn reduces transaction costs for investors.

In the management sphere such a perspective has to be expected. Trying to minimise the other part’s interest translates into maximising one's own interests, which is just the usual way of thinking in business. Some professionals may even believe, or pretend to believe, that this perspective is the only possible one. But to call this a theory of society is going a step too far. Such a statement cannot be the task of management textbooks themselves (no sentence can attribute truth to itself; cf. Wittgenstein 1922, 3.332). It has to be left to an impartial spectator.
 So what do social sciences have to say in this respect? How do they evaluate the impact of management?

My impression is that social theory today rightly pays attention to new management strategies;
 but it endangers its own legitimacy if it takes over management concepts too quickly, even where it rejects them on moral grounds. This happens if the management idiom is read as a description, not as an interpellation driven by certain interests. As it is no longer politically correct to use terms such as ideology, class struggle, property relations, alienation, exploitation or emancipation, new concepts are treated more openly than these old ones. Though at the time this theoretical promiscuity was a positive development against dogmatic petrifactions, today this is an open door through which the management perspective happily influences the social sciences. Let me give an example. Let us take the following sentence: 

'Every worker should understand her/himself as an entrepreneur' 

This sentence openly contains an appellative subtext: because if they obey, they will be more likely to accept the massive cutbacks, and as a useful side effect they will not claim social benefits. Clearly it would be a mistake to translate this normative sentence into the following descriptive sentence that claims to be empirically valid:

 'Today workers are entrepreneurs'.

This would be a normativist fallacy, the reversal of the naturalistic fallacy. If some groups in society claim something should be the case, this does not mean that this is the case, even if the groups in question are very powerful. Even though most sociologists would reject the notion that they convey a management perspective, the lack of critical perspectives might have to do with a certain carelessness in the use of such ambivalent terms. Once such terms are commonly used, it is most likely that the hegemonic perspective will overwhelm any form of resistance in the symbolic struggles about how to interpret it. All that is left from the critical perspective would then be cynicism.

Reviving a Critical Perspective

As we have seen, the struggles for the possibility of a critical perspective start at the conceptual level already. If concepts from a management perspective are used, this has an effect on the theoretical conclusions drawn. Buying into hegemonic sociolects comes at the risk of swallowing a lot of the world-view involved, even if unnoticed or denied. The following lines want to demonstrate that the same phenomena can also be described with traditional theoretical concepts, which keep the door to a critical perspective open without loosing touch with the rapidly changing realities. 

Though many things have changed in society (and will continue to change in the future, especially concerning conventions in the economy), in a Hegelian sense these changes on the labour market and at the workplace are on a particular level. This does not imply that we cannot use the classical formal terms any longer, since they are located on a general level. Production is production, whether one produces needles, cars or semiconductors. Likewise one sells one's labour power, whether one works in a small company, a huge Fordist assembly line, in a post-Fordist team or during the night as a security officer. Such terms may be unpopular, but this aesthetic judgement does not imply that they no longer fit. In other words, intellectual fashions are not arguments. As long as classical terms grasp more than their equivalents, social theory should use them. It may sound dialectical: in order to be able to understand and criticize the present, we need to turn back to some of the classical terminologies. In the following I will give further examples. 

The real-world changes that occurred over the last two decades are obvious: competition has increased on many markets, between companies as well as within companies, and even between nations. The changes on the labour market have a decisive trend. Local labour markets opened up their restrictions and the contract is in the process of being expunged. Labour mobility increased the competition among workers from different countries, within and between countries, i.e. when capital chooses to “exit” and build its plants in other countries (Sassen 1988). Both variants put a pressure on wages that already squeezes the middle classes. I see no reason why this should not be called an increase in the rate of exploitation, as at the same time profits and management revenues are piling up tremendously. For a rising rate of exploitation simply means: profits rise faster than wages. 

As many new jobs (e.g. telework) are highly individualised, so is the organization of labour. As a result in many countries labour unions, which relied on a broad homogeneity of labour, are continuously shrinking, and with them real wages fall further. The new McJobs in the service sector are often low-paid jobs (Ehrenreich 2001). With Marx, we may call this a re-commodification of labour (Candeias 2004, Henning 2007). This economic tendency is accompanied by a politics of retrenchment, a reduced public provision of decommodifying unemployment benefits. The welfare state declines: many areas which were formerly protected (like public transport, health and education), are privatised; they are then taken over by companies which are doomed to "profit or perish", much to the disadvantage of the weakest members of society: the elderly, families, students, the un- or under-employed and cultural or ethnic minorities (Hays 2003). In most countries, the welfare state reforms explicitly intended to “end welfare as we knew it”, in favour of underpaid jobs ('active labour market politics'). The cutbacks of the welfare state force the majority of the population back onto the labour market, willingly or not. In many cases the exit option (which is not really a way out of, but rather into, the ruthlessness of the market) is to commodify oneself as a thing called 'labour power' (or human capital) and try to sell oneself on the market, like any other commodity.

A third and related example is the seemingly outdated term of alienation. According to Boltanski and Chiapello, today it is almost useless to criticize modern capitalism by claiming that work is 'alienating', as the new management techniques mostly allow for self-expression and self-realisation. This comes down to saying that if one demands emancipation today, one must go to work – in other words, the language of authenticity can no longer be used against the economy. I think this argument is wrong (and Boltanski and Chiapello did not want to suggest this), for several reasons. First, there is a class bias involved: jobs requiring a much higher qualification and an ability to motivate and organize oneself (reflexivity)
 are not available for everybody. Higher qualification has its price, especially when universities are privatised. The necessary resources for the forming of soft skills and 'self control' are far from being distributed equally: they can be viewed as a cultural capital mainly of the middle and higher classes, formerly known as 'bourgeoisie'.
 At the same time, whereas many jobs disappear, it is mostly at the very bottom of the ladder that new jobs are created. Low-paid jobs and workfare are meant to fill up the gaps of unemployment. So inequality is clearly rising.
 In lower echelon jobs, one is permanently threatened by a lack of perspectives, as one's very means of existence could be at stake at any moment. I see no theoretical reason why the term “class” should be avoided here. The upward tendencies in but a few areas are built upon a widespread casualisation for a large share of the population. So the actualisation thesis is not an argument against a criticism of alienation for a large share of the jobs offered. 

Jobs in knowledge-related industries (which include marketing, advertising, journalism, all kinds of organizing or consulting services, etc.) might be more rewarding in some cases, but they do not solve the problem on a social level – first, because of the mentioned inequality of resources; secondly, because they cannot provide the same number of jobs as those lost in traditional sectors; and, thirdly, because the lucky employees experience similar trends here. In many of these sectors, there is very little security: contracts are limited, competition is even stiffer, so sometimes one may find oneself working for free – on a prolonged internship – or as a temporary worker on a much lower salary. So in jobs for the higher educated, alienation is not abolished either; rather it is displaced. It is not so much the contradiction between stupid work and a meaningful life on the side that marks the difference here, but a fine line between private self and company self that may induce feelings of alienation. If employees have to sell themselves totally, this can very well lead to an increase in commodification. 

Even if no feelings of alienation from the workplace arise because one is allowed to work more individually, the main argument of the theory of alienation still holds: a main cause for experiences of alienation are property relations. As long as one does not decide what to produce in the first place and one does not own one's products at the end, one might very well feel alienated from one's own activity. Of course, this is not visible in management theories, but that does not mean it is not there. Eventually we have to ask people (see Bourdieu 1993, Schultheis/Schulz 2005). 

If we look at the increase in the total hours worked in the new sectors of the economy, we can even add another point. Many working situations increasingly involve emotional labour. In many cases one needs to co-operate with others at a much closer level: one needs to be in a good mood at almost all times, and one needs to “deep-act” positive vibrations towards customers, colleagues and superiors (Hochschild 1983). Maybe we are no longer alienated that much from our workplace, but from our own lives instead – from our families and partners, including cultural recreation which can only be reproduced outside economic compulsions.
 The result is a growing interdependence of work and free time and a moral devaluation of free time and private life in general. Most likely the demographic problems of our times can be approached from this perspective, too. To recapitulate the point on alienation: it is not by chance that emotional disorders are increasing both at the top and at the bottom. A contemporary theory of alienation has to take into account the pathological tendencies that may follow from too much work – depression, nervous breakdown, burnout, etc. Clearly, working conditions have an impact on mental health.

All of these phenomena constitute systematic limits of fulfilment, quite contrary to the actualisation thesis. It is good to have a more pleasant workplace, yet it would be futile to seek fulfilment in the workplace only. The economy's raison d’être is still that of making money. This is valid under the 'new management', too. So in the case of a conflict between a person and the economic imperative of making money, the person is still very likely to lose.
 Instead, the re-creation of personality depends on satisfying resources of free time and enough money to spend, and the dominant tendency for many in the working population is that both, i.e. free time and disposable money, are shrinking. The changes in semantics need to be dialectically correlated to all this.

Conclusion and Prospects

I have argued that there is no theoretical problem that would cause a crisis in critical theory, neither in the artistic nor in the economic tradition – in fact they can hardly be separated. My examples were the terms exploitation class, inequality alienation, commodification and insecurity, all of which name endogenous social costs of capitalism. The underlying question for the applicability of these terms therefore is: may we still call the present socio-economic condition 'capitalism'? If we assume that the prior condition, which in many Western countries was a social democratic compromise (welfare states with relatively high employment, rising wages and an expanding social security, but also limited financial markets), was already capitalism proper, then we have to find a new name for the new situation. We have to say what precisely is new in the new condition, and we have to formulate theories that can name the driving force behind this change and explain its mechanisms. In other words, theories of historical 'stages' come into play (for example of financial capitalism, post-Fordism, turbo-capitalism, the era of globalisation or the knowledge economy). The problem with these conceptualisations is the implicit assumption that a different logic is at work at each of these stages. The anti-metaphysical intention of modern social theory usually tries to confine itself to mere 'descriptions', without trying to explain everything by a grand narrative. Yet sometimes, maybe unnoticed, these descriptions are taken as explanations – changes in semantics are wrongly interpreted as changes in social structure. Ironically, what happens here is the opposite: these descriptions-turned-explanations carry even more metaphysical baggage concerning the underlying philosophy of history. The theory of stages implies an underlying logic of society which miraculously changes rapidly – if we follow academic fashions, then this happens almost every other year: from the industrial to the post-industrial to the network society, to the information society, to 'post-neo-liberalism' and so on. 

But as I argued, this is not the only way of looking at the situation. One might also claim that after the Second World War, most countries had a 'mixed economy' with a relatively high level of state intervention. Keynesianism dominated for decades and the welfare state did not allow for “real” markets in many fields (education, the health sector, social security, etc.). In other words, we did not have “full” capitalism before. From this perspective, what we experience now is a return of capitalism proper. If that is so, why should we not use the classical vocabulary, which intended a critical theory exactly for conditions like these? 

Despite all the recent spectacular shifts in semantics when it comes to descriptions, I want to suggest that the theoretical and critical concepts we had at hand before, in particular the ones from the tradition of critical theory, are still applicable today. Yet this is possible only if we do not wrongly understand them as 'descriptions', as has often been the case (as if the term 'labour', for example, were only applicable for low-paid industrial workers with a high degree of unionisation). They are meant to be formal terms. If we use them to explain a certain situation, we need to adjust them theoretically and fill them empirically in order to combine theoretical and empirical approaches. This is evident if we look at Hempel and Oppenheim's (1948) definition of explanation: it needs both general laws and antecedent conditions in order to formulate a theoretical explanation. New empirical trends do not have to substitute older theories; they can also be combined with them. This is where I see the future of critical theory.
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�	Reich 1991; Pettinger 2005, or, much earlier, Riesman 1950 and Whyte 1956. For Germany see Schmiede 1996; Konrad/Schumm 1999 or Menez/Töpsch 2003. 


�	See Moldaschl 2003 or, much earlier, Hillmann 1970 and Friedman 1977.
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�	Laclau (2005) re-established the concept of political “demands”: they are essential in the political process; yet labour is increasingly loosing its “voice” (Hirschman 1970). 


�	See the force-based theory of exploitation in Reiman 1987.


�	Following Slavoj Zizek and others, ideologies are best recognized by their claim that they are the only worldview possible and that they therefore hold for everybody. 


�	Cf. the notorious German “Ich-AG” (which means “myself & Co”). See Pinchot 1988; Priddat: 2000; Pongratz/Voss 2003. 
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�	„In advanced industrial economies, work is not designed for the purpose of conveying internal goods. It is designed, of course, for productivity and profit“ (Muirhead 2004, 157).





10


