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The technological changes that have accompanied industrial development during 
the last one hundred years or more have lead to the elimination of a whole range 
of old work skills. It is often argued that this process has meant the polarisation of 
the work force into a shrinking minority of highly trained workers on the one 
hand and an expanding majority who are confined to increasingly unskilled, 
tedious and repetitive tasks on the other. This approach owes much to the work of 
Braverman and it has been very much the prevailing orthodoxy in some quarters. 
This article aims to refute this "deskilling" thesis. 

Shop floor approach 

The deskilling theorists conjure up the picture of a typical shopfloor producing a 
particular product or range of products. Originally work was performed by skilled 
craftpeople. These were replaced by machine operators. And with automation, the 
machine operator is replaced by unskilled machine minders or process workers. A 
similar picture of deskilling is painted for clerical work and retailing. This 
approach has a number of weaknesses. 

You could be excused for thinking that in days gone by every blue collar worker 
was a craftperson or skilled machinist. No mention is made of the navvies who 
built the roads and laid the railway tracks, the coal miners with their pick and 
shovel, the army of illiterate domestic servants or the factory fodder ground down 
by toil in the "satanic mills" of the nineteenth century. 

It may well be that a particular technological change in a factory leads to a skill 
dilution at the point where it is introduced - the elimination of skilled machinists 
being a typical example - but nevertheless the skill level in the sequence of 
production as a whole may still be raised. Also, there have been massive shifts of 
workers into totally new industries, so that what may have happened in older 
industries is far from the whole story. Over the period, jobs in agriculture have 
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shrunk significantly, those in the service sector have expanded dramatically while 
those in manufacturing expanded until the 1960s and are now contracting. 
Furthermore, the jobs eliminated by technological change are by no means 
confined to skilled ones. The word processor has meant the end of a lot of routine 
typing work through its ability to generate standard letters. The new generation of 
computers are eliminating the menial task of key punch operator. Input entry is 
now being performed by a whole range of more skilled staff via their desk top 
terminals. The containerisation of ship cargoes has significantly reduced the 
number of wharf labourers. Road making and excavation machinery has meant 
the end of lot of pick and shovel work. And most important of all, robots are 
currently abolishing most assembly line work. 

Another mistake made by the deskilling theorists is that when looking at recent or 
current technological changes, they assume that the knowledge incorporated in 
the new machinery (or software) is typically the knowledge of the worker. It thus 
appears obvious that the change involves deskilling. However it is only in a very 
early stage of industrial development that this can be considered the general form 
of the process of technological change. Industry has long since generated a 
internal division of labour in which it is no longer primarily the knowledge of 
blue collar workers that governs the process but rather that of technicians and 
engineers. 

Education and general ability 

Comparing skill levels is complicated by the fact that job skills of the past were 
specific to a particular task whereas now they are more likely to take the form of 
general abilities based on a higher level of education. These modern "skills" are 
those necessary for job mobility and for coping with changing production 
processes. 

Deskilling theorists dismiss the increasing level of schooling as "teen-minding" -
a form of disguised unemployment that has nothing to do with work requirements. 
They argue that standards are slipping and that what is taught during this 
extended period of schooling used to be taught in much less time. (Braverman, 
p.439) Maybe now that secondary education is no longer confined to the 
"educated classes" the average standard has temporarily declined. However, the 
fact remains that the average level of education of the population as a whole has 
been raised. 
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There is a tendency to take for granted the abilities acquired by a general 
education. For instance, an average nineteenth century worker would have 
considerable difficulty in filling a modern low-skilled clerical or retailing job. 
These jobs may not be over demanding, however, they cannot be performed by 
someone who is illiterate and dead ignorant. A general education level also means 
people can pick up tasks with far less training. Braverman in derogatory fashion 
refers to the fact that it only takes six months to a year to train a computer 
programmers (Braverman, p.444). Sure, but try turning it into an apprenticeship 
for uneducated 15 year olds, the traditional method of training workers. It would 
become a five year course overnight! 

Even aside from general schooling, technical training has expanded considerably. 
Thirty one percent of the Australian labour force has trade, technical and other 
certificate qualifications and 9.5 percent have degrees. This is a workforce that is 
supposed to have been subjected to over a century of deskilling! 

Braverman suggests that growing signs of dissatisfaction with work are indicative 
of the fact that work is becoming increasingly routine and lacking in skill. 
However, his argument is somewhat weakened by his admission that the 
dissatisfaction is greatest among the better educated (Braverman, pp.34-5 and 
p.441). This would seem to suggest that the increased dissatisfaction is due to 
people's expectations being greater. Modern industry requires a worker with a 
higher level of education and general level of ability. However, at the same time 
it thereby creates someone who is less likely to be reconciled to the hierarchy and 
tedium that management normally still imposes on the labour process. 

Division of labour 

As we have noted, the accepted wisdom claims that technological change is 
leading to an increasingly rigid division between a skilled minority who know 
what is going on and a majority who simply carry out repetitive and mindless 
tasks. In actual fact, the changes taking place are doing the opposite, and the 
elimination of the old skills is an important part of the process. Let us start by 
looking at the effect of the "microprocessor revolution" in the office. Firstly, as 
already mentioned, the wordprocessor is eliminating a lot of the more routine 
typing tasks. Secondly, there are signs that "word originators" will be doing an 
increasing share of their own typing, given that virtually everyone will have a 
terminal on their desk. Once voice recognition comes on the scene the need for 
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typists will be greatly reduced if not completely eliminated. Furthermore, senior 
staff are also finding themselves doing the work of file clerks, as they search for 
information on their desk top terminal. A similar breakdown of the division of 
labour can be found in the newspaper industry. The journalist is increasingly 
taking on the job of the typesetter. Instead of using a typewriter the journalist 
types the story directly onto a computer that formats it for printing. In terms of 
the deskilling debate you could say that the task of file clerk and typist is 
upgraded by being merged with "managerial" work and that the task of typesetter 
is upgraded by being merged with that of journalist. (Of course, there is no 
suggestion that the person filling the original position is necessarily upgraded as 
tasks change. For instance, many typesetters are simply being thrown on the early 
retirement scrap heap. But that is a separate issue.) In manufacturing, automatic 
drafting equipment (ADE), computer aided design (CAD) and computer aided 
manufacturing (CAM) are eliminating our reliance on a "technocratic elite" with 
years of specialised training and experience. Instead these processes will be 
accessible to anyone who is "computer literate" - and within a generation that will 
mean most people. 

Certainly, there is no denying the fact that management practices have had a 
tendency to thwart this erosion of the division of labour and to make work tedious 
and limited for as many people as possible. Adler cites various situations where 
lack of staff development has meant that the potential of new technologies is 
scarcely tapped. In some cases wordprocessors are used simply as fancy 
typewriters, flexible manufacturing systems (FMSs) are used like very inflexible 
conventional automated assembly lines (Adler, p.18) and computer aided design 
systems (CAD) are used as if they are nothing more than electronic pencils 
(Adler, p.16). 

Conclusion 

To conclude, the retention, rather than the elimination, of the old skills is the 
source of hierarchy in production. The time spent learning and applying such 
skills is time not spent learning and applying a broad range of abilities. And it is 
only when the average worker has this broad range of abilities that we will be able 
to dispense with authoritarian management practices. We want a society where 
everybody is engaged in the decision making, research and development side of 
production. Let's leave the manual work to the robots and menial mental tasks to 
the computers. 
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