MODULE 4
THE DEVELOPMENT OF THE PRODUCTIVE FORCES
The Productive Forces and the Development 
Typically when marxists talk about 'the productive forces' they are referring to the elements of the labor process - the worker, the object of production (i.e. the raw-material) and the instruments of labor - and their articulation one with another in that process. The productive forces 'develop' to the extent that workers are able to produce increasing magnitudes of use values within a given period of time: more cars per worker per year, more tons of potatoes per worker per year and so on.

So, and for example: 

· It takes longer for a work team of a given size to produce a ton of iron from iron ore that only has 30% iron content than it does to produce a ton of iron from iron ore that is 60% iron. 

· It takes longer to make a piece of furniture with hand drills and saws than it does with electric powered drill and saws 

· It takes longer for a group of workers to produce one hundred bicycles where each worker is assembling the whole bicycle than where each worker specializes in a particular aspect of assembly. 

· And obviously the right skill has to be matched with the correct instrument of labor: it is no good giving people electric drills to use if they are only trained to use hand drills.

This particular definition of the development of the productive forces, however, emphasizing productivity, suggests that the definition of the productive forces given above is too narrow. In particular it would seem that spatial arrangement is an important aspect of the productive forces. Consider the labor process as divided into different stages, the semi-processed object of labor being passed on from one stage to the next. The time it takes to move it from one workstation to another is 'dead' time, much like the time taken by an unspecialized worker in laying down one instrument of labor and picking up another. To the extent that that time can be reduced, then workers can produce more in a given time period. This has implications for the rational layout of the factory floor as well as for the clustering of suppliers and customer firms. Fewer workers are needed to produce the same number of goods in the same period of time since fewer workers are need to move the semi-processed objects of labor from supplier to customer or from one work station to the next. The history of capitalism is littered with new innovations in this regard: the factory, the industrial district, just-in-time (which allows economies to be made in terms of inventories and the cost of rejects). More recently these have assumed the form of real estate products - the office park, the industrial park - so that some of the increase in profits can be bid away in the form of rents.

The Socialization of the Productive Forces 

Marx argued that under capitalism there was a tendency for the productive forces to become increasingly socialized. This took a number of forms, including the development and exploitation of the advantages of cooperation, of the division of labor and of machinery. For example:

Cooperation: 

· The development of means of production that have to be operated / used in common, and which therefore require the cooperation of many workers and the coordination of their different activities. 

· Economies in the use of those objective conditions of the labor process that are used in common: e.g. factory buildings. 

· The combination of individual labors as in lifting large objects or the transfer of loads (from one person to another as in a chain) so as to create a new, collective, productive power (a collective productive power). 

In these ways workers develop their socially productive powers: they become productive in and through each other. Marx points out, however, that: i) cooperation is only the earliest manifestation of the transformation of the labor process into a social process that occurs under capitalism; ii) it continues as the fundamental form of the capitalist mode of production in new guises, as in the division of labor;

The Division of Labor 
The division of labor is as old as society itself. But what capital does is develop the detail or technical division of labor within the individual workplace. This is the aspect of the development of the productive forces that was emphasized by Adam Smith. Specialization in the form of the division of labor facilitates learning by doing. It fills in the gaps in the workday by eliminating much of the (wasted) time spent putting down one tool and picking up another. It also permits a specialization of tools, like hammers and chisels fashioned for highly particular purposes, and therefore facilitating increased productivity.

Capital and the Development of the Productive Forces 
Under capitalist relations of production, the productive forces are developed to a degree, and at a pace that is historically unprecedented. This is typically explained in terms of the competition between firms: the drive to minimize costs of production that is entailed by the double freedom of labor power, as was explained in Module 2. So the condition for the ferocity of competition experienced under capital, for the spur to innovation in terms of the development of the productive forces, is ultimately a class relation: a relation between those who have to work for a living because they no longer enjoy access to their own means of production; but who are free to go and work for someone else. Capitalists have no alternative but to develop the productive forces:

The fact that workers are free to leave and seek elsewhere (i.e. the fact of a labor market) means that capitalists can't respond to competitive pressures by a unilateral cutting of wages. Workers will simply resist by shifting employers. Likewise capitalists can't retreat into a subsistence economy and say 'to hell with capitalism'. As capital develops, debt finance becomes more and more important and retreat into the so-called 'natural economy' isn't going to keep the bailiffs from the door! The debts have to be paid off, which means developing the productive forces! So the law of value bears down with a brutal insistence compelling capitalists to develop more efficient ways of producing.

I say this because there is a tendency by some Marxists to see competition and class struggle as alternative reasons for the development of the productive forces. There is a view, for example, that the development of the productive forces is, at least in part, a response to worker resistance not in the form of flight in search of higher wages elsewhere but resistance through the monopolization of a specialized knowledge and an unwillingness to share it with management for fear that it will be turned against them by a redesign of the labor process that might be able to dispense with their labors. The development of the detail division of labor within the factory is sometimes interpreted in this light, particularly by the 'deskilling' school. According to this view deskilling is undertaken in order to allow cheaper labor to be substituted for that of the more skilled workers. The answer to this is that capital is not interested in cheaper wages per se. What it is interested in is maximizing profits. This might be achieved through lowering wages but there is no necessity that it should. Likewise the development of the productive forces might, as a side-effect, result in a decline in the wage bill that capital as a whole faces. But the development of the productive forces may, in fact, call for an increase in the skill of workers and an increase in the wage bill. That increase is irrelevant so long as the new technology enhances productivity to a degree that the prices of competitors can be undercut and profits subsequently enlarged.
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