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Marx, the High-Tech Workplace, and Overattribution

Marx describes the alienation of the worker. He lists three sources of alienation: of the worker from the object of his labor; of production itself as active alienation; of man from his fellow men, from his species. Whether or not one agrees that private property is the result of alienated man and his estranged labor and his estranged life, everyone who has ever worked in a high-pressure environment run by someone else identifies with Marx' analysis of alienation. 

Current high-technology work environments are a perfect example of this alienation. The software engineer does not own his programs. They are ethereal, knowledge-objects. As soon as they are ready to ship to customers, or close enough, they are taken out of the hands of the programmer. They might be modified in any way (often, the programmer is sure, by less talented programmers) on their way to the iconic box-on-the-shelf. The software engineer does not even own his ideas, his design. As a condition of employment, he has signed away to the corporation all intellectual property rights. He cannot re-use his own programs, let alone his ideas, in his next job. 

Outsourcing seems guaranteed to further the alienation Marx describes. The knowledge worker in China, hired by a subcontractor to a large multinational corporation that might be based in upstate New York but that hires teams of designers in Silicon Valley, has no human connection to any of the people whose designs he implements, whose ideas he furthers and brings to reality. He is hired as pure commodity, simply because his wages are an order of magnitude lower than his peers in California. He has even less control and contact with the object of his labor than the Silicon Valley worker. In all probability, he does not even labor in his native tongue. Leaving aside the human-language-neutral but English-biased forms of programming languages, all design documents and programming manuals that he uses, and documentation that he is expected to produce, are in English. 

Overattribution is a sociological and psychological phenomenon in which responsibility for an action or a situation is overattributed to a person's "innate nature", rather than considering social and behavioral and environmental contexts. In our society, people overattribute the success and fulfillment of a job to the "job itself", rather than considering the social forces that make that form of labor inevitable. As a counter-example, people usually derive greater fulfillment and joy from work performed not for pay (volunteer work, pro bono work, work for which the laborer receives only a token payment). Anecdotes are bolstered by studies carried out with young children. When paid or rewarded in some way for using certain crayons, the children show a marked disinterest in using those crayons. 

Overattribution and alienation together explain some of the increasing disconnect between workers and corporations (even if the term "workers" is replaced by the term "employees" - an interesting shift, since "employees" are even more defined only by their relationship to the corporation). This paper investigates the classical definition of alienation, explores how it is alive and well and thriving and expanding today, and looks at how overattribution hides what is going on. Counter-examples of non-alienated workers show how this situation could be reversed for some workers brave enough to jump ship. 

