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This chapter explores the potential synergies between labour process theory (LPT) and critical realism (CR).  Its purpose is not to suggest that using CR is a substitute for theorising within the LPT tradition. Rather it is to set out the view that CR conceptions of a layered ontology may help to address and resolve some long standing issues about the scope and character of LPT, particularly those associated with the idea of a ‘core’ theory, as discussed below and in several chapters within this volume (see also Edwards 2005). 

In the earlier volume Labour Process Theory (Knights and Willmott, 1990), essays from Littler, Thompson and Paul Edwards sought to develop conceptual commonalities from second wave LPT and research. A number of purposes can be discerned within such efforts.  The main one was to identify a set of core propositions concerning some strong and important tendencies encompassing the capitalist political economy, work and employment relations. These tendencies stem, in part, from empirically consistent features of the capitalist labour process, such as the ‘control imperative’ (see below). In turn, developing such ‘higher order’ statements acted to offset two general criticisms of the field. The first associated LPT with contingent claims, mostly associated with Braverman, such as the deskilling thesis or the dominance of Taylorism as a control system. The second, partly as a reaction to the first, was an accumulation of counter-contingencies, arising from the welter of case study research that of the ‘I studied office x or factory y and I couldn’t find deskilling’ kind.  

The content of a core was outlined most explicitly by Thompson (1989, 1990) and has been developed only incrementally since then, most recently in Thompson and Newsome (2004) and Jaros (2005, see also this volume). The former restate the argument that the core begins from the unique character of labour as a commodity—its indeterminacy—and thus ‘the conversion of labour power (the potential for work) into labour (actual work effort) under conditions which permit capital accumulation’ (Littler, 1990: 48). Four principles flow from this:
	1.	Because the labour process generates the surplus and is a central part of human experience in acting on the world and reproducing the economy, the role of labour and the capital–labour relationship are privileged in our analysis.
	2.	There is a logic of accumulation that compels capital to constantly revolutionize the production of goods and services. This arises from competition between capitalists and between capital and labour. This logic has no determinate effects on any specific feature of the labour process (such as use of skills), but it does place constraints on the willingness and ability of capital to dispense with hierarchical relations, empower employees, and combine conception and execution.
	3.	Because market mechanisms alone cannot regulate the labour process, there is a control imperative as systems of management are utilized to reduce the indeterminacy gap. Again, this imperative specifies nothing about the nature or level of control or the efficacy of particular management strategies and practices, nor does it preclude the influence of control mechanisms that originate from outside the workplace. 
	4.	Given the dynamics of exploitation and control, the social relations between capital and labour in the workplace are of ‘structured antagonism’ (P. Edwards, 1990). At the same time, capital, in order to constantly revolutionize the work process, must seek some level of creativity and cooperation from labour. The result is a continuum of possible situationally driven and overlapping worker responses—from resistance to accommodation, compliance, and consent.
This core has been widely used as a framing device to guide research (e.g. S. Taylor, 1998; P. Taylor and P. Bain, 2004). But it should be understood that this was a deliberately ‘narrow’ formulation of the scope and purposes of LPT.  Paul Edwards (1990) articulated this orientation through the idea of the ‘relative autonomy’ of the labour process and the workplace within capitalism. The most direct consequence was a distinction between the class struggle at work and in the wider society.  Whilst the structured antagonism between labour and capital created potentially divergent interests that are manifest in a continually contested terrain, no wider class struggle or social transformation could be ‘read off’ from such relations.  As the teleological claims of Marxism that the working class became the gravedigger of capitalism by virtue of its location in the social relations of production were rejected, mainstream LPT became a variety of post-Marxist materialism (Elger 2001). 

Observing that at the peak of its influence, LPT was applied to an increasing range of social phenomena (such as housework) and criticised for not having a theory of, for example, the state (Ramsay 1985), it was argued that an expansive theory was mistaken.  Nevertheless, such arguments do reveal a genuine problem about inter-connections of events, structures and the concepts to explain them.  If theorists try to exclude ‘external’ factors from influencing the labour process, as Burawoy (1979) did in his early work when trying to explain the nature of worker subordination, we end up with an incomplete analysis. Thompson’s solution was a ‘transaction’ model in which a ‘narrow’ core theory ‘intersects with analyses and practices deriving from other social relations to provide explanations of given phenomena’ (1990, 112).  Totalising explanations were rejected in favour of ‘theories reflecting the complex and interrelated layering of social experience’ (112-113).  As we shall see later, this is consonant with a critical realist perspective. 

Contesting the core

Predictably, the core has proven contentious and faced challenges from post-structuralists, orthodox Marxists and some friendly critique from within mainstream LPT (see Jaros, 2001; 2005 and this volume).  The first set of challenges focused on two issues. First, the significance and understanding of the subjectivity of labour, initially in the light of Braverman’s omission of such questions. This ‘missing subject’ debate is well trodden territory and footsteps still continue (see Jaros this volume and Thompson and O’Doherty’s ‘debate’, 2009). We will only step in them briefly here. In our view, this is or should be a debate about the agency of labour. All major players in the debate agreed that the hole left by Braverman needed to be filled.  Those in the materialist mainstream tended to think that this explanation gap was at least partly addressed within core understandings of the nature of labour power as a commodity and labour’s creative and resistive responses to it. As the ‘missing subject’ debate rolled on through the 1990s, the post-structuralist wing increasingly spoke in terms of a general theory of subjectivity based on the indeterminacy of human agency, which they defined largely in terms of the general characteristics of human subjects (such as feelings of insecurity and unachievable search for ‘inner coherence’). Any connection to the specific characteristics of labour under capitalism was lost and theoretical resources drawn wholly from outside the labour process tradition, from Foucault and others, came to be dominant. However, there are issues of subjectivity and agency that LPT lacks the theoretical resources on its own to address, notably identity. Willmott and Knights have been fond of quoting Thompson’s  argument that a full theory of the missing subject was (at that time) a key task for LPT, but never mention the subsequent line that, given the available conceptual tools, ‘it cannot be fulfilled by that theory alone’ (1990, 114). We shall return to this issue at various points in this paper. For now, it is sufficient to state that a core was not only rejected by post-structuralists in substance (the theory is about the wrong thing), but in principle – such a project is essentialist and privileges certain voices over others. But a theory must be about something and all resources have a core territory and propositions. It is both disingenuous and difficult to envisage any viable labour process theory that does not have its roots within the conditions of labour power in a capitalist economy. In this light, the missing subject debate could not be resolved because there was insufficient commonality in its empirical objects and theoretical resources.

Turning to the next types of objections, whilst most of the Marxists working within a labour process framework came to accept the relative autonomy argument, at least to the extent that they were willing to explore the contingent connections between the two types of class struggle, others were more hostile (e.g. Spencer 2000; Rowlinson and Hassard, 2001). The relative autonomy argument is seen as giving too much discretion to agents of capital (managers and control strategies) and under-playing the links between the economic laws of capitalism (the law of value/labour theory of value, the tendency of the rate of profit to fall) and workplace outcomes. Spencer also wants to restore a further ‘law of motion’ of capitalist society – the gravedigger thesis – berating Thompson and others for political pessimism and neglecting Braverman’s injunction that the purpose of Marxian critique is to generate a theory of revolution and a tool of combat (2000, 225).

Spencer makes some valid points about ambiguities in the core concerning levels of analysis and hierarchies of concepts, but fails to demonstrate any convincing alternative propositions. Instead we get vague statements about movements from essence to appearance and abstract to concrete, referring to, ‘The categorical progression from value as socially necessary labour time through valorization and surplus value production to realization marks the unifying moment of capitalist production’ (2000, 233). Such arguments are typical of a wider problem that for all that it is used as a stick to beat Thompson, Edwards, Burawoy and others, nowhere do these authors show how value theory or any other ‘law of motion’ actually makes a difference. The link between the ‘value theoretic approach’ and labour processes is simply not demonstrated – indeed there is no real attempt to demonstrate it. It lacks explanatory power and functions more as an article of faith or theoretical fidelity. 

Moving to ‘in-house’ critique, in detailed and closely argued commentaries Elger (2001) and Jaros (2005) offset their defence of much LPT and research by observing that the core is ‘underspecified’ and that insufficient attention has been paid to refining it. Elger (2001, 2) notes that a key issue is how work and the workplace articulate with other loci of social relations, including product markets, the state, inter-corporate relations, the labour market and households. Given the concerns of LPT, particular attention is given to the dynamics of labour markets as work histories increasingly span multiple workplaces.  Connections between labour power and labour markets are also central to Smith’s (2006, this volume) argument that in modern capitalism labour mobility is a second indeterminacy of labour. If, as Jaros (2005) observes, too much (analytical) autonomy was granted to the labour process, it is unsurprising that core theory has to leave room for institutional and other factors to help explain variations in the strategies of  economic actors and labour processes.

Before we discuss how this has and might be done, we need to consider how CR can aid this rethinking of boundary issues. The general lesson from the above discussions is that beyond the immediate core, the labour process does not occur within a vacuum and other levels of causal phenomenon are important both to maintaining capitalism and explaining local outcomes. As such, whilst the phrase ‘core’ implies a centre, this is not meant in to imply ‘spatial’ relationships in which an independent labour process is surrounded by an external capitalist political economy.  External relations are already present in various features of the core, albeit in differential form and influence. This endeavour is also consistent with the call in the chapter by Edwards, elsewhere in this volume, for a multi-levelled explanation that considers how different types of phenomena combine to affect outcomes within specific labour processes. What we are arguing is that the layered ontology offered by CR implies an approach to social inquiry that encourages us to identify the dynamics of these inter-relations, making more meaningful connections between the various layers of the political economy and the forms of social agency situated within specific labour processes. The key question is how can we map these connections and what implications does it have for the core in doing so?
Critical realism and social inquiry
CR developed from Roy Bhaskar’s philosophy of science (1978, 1986; see also Collier 1994), that sees the universe as a naturally multilayered open-system of interrelated parts or entities that interact over time. All entities, whether natural or social, are viewed as really constituted in that they have causal powers – to affect outcomes in specific ways – and susceptibilities – to be affected by the powers of other entities in specific ways. Furthermore, the powers and susceptibilities of entities are irreducible to their constituent parts and are best viewed as a condition of their articulation, or how entities are internally and externally related to one another over time. Thus, in terms of their internal relations, it is the articulation of an entire body and not organs in isolation that reproduces a complex organism and it is the articulation of the production-line and not the effort of workers alone that determines the rate of production. And equally, within these examples external relations within ecosystems, product markets and the like are vital to making accurate explanations of why matters are as they are and not otherwise.  
This position can be contrasted with the social constructionist view that the social worlds is emergent from discursively constructed human subjects. Whilst protagonists of CR do not deny the language-based ‘character of all seeing’ (Deetz 2003: 424), they assert that social formations have powers that are separate from their constituent subjects and that these powers do not need to be recognised within language to be really influential. So, our internal, discursive and transitive theories more or less accurately correspond to and explain the external and intransitive causal powers observed.
In developing theories about ‘the way things are’, natural scientists typically use experimental methods to isolate phenomena in the effort to understand how ‘lower level’ entities (atoms, molecules, etc) are constituted within ‘higher level’ entities (compounds, organisms, etc). Similarly, social analysts consider how local ideologies, subjects and social groups (etc.) are reconstituted within their workplaces, cultures and nations (etc.). In either case, evidence can be used to logically determine the mechanism or collection of powers that explains an empirical regularity observed in the patterns of events. However, social research is not as amenable to experimental methods due to the cognitive, reflexive and social character of its research subject, so social inquiry has a logic of its own. 
Outside of the laboratory the powers of differently layered entities (organisations, subjects, ideologies, etc.) interact and can variously obscure, prevent, encourage and overlay one another as they constitute the mechanism that explains observed regularities. Where mechanisms are particularly complex, our language forms can become a barrier to knowledge development. Experts tend to concentrate and specialise on the powers and susceptibilities of particular types of entity, honing specific methods, theories and frameworks in ways that are useful for exploring a specific class or classes of phenomenon. This analytical specialism results in specific jurisdictions and departments (biology and physics, human resource management and accountancy, for example) that reflect or correspond to the different strata of phenomenon that we investigate (Collier 1994). As a result of specialisation, specific discursive forms (jargon) and vested academic interests are also created. Different academic  discourse can refer to the same or similar phenomenon using different conceptual resources. As a result, theoretical resources are often contested, confused and constrained due to misinterpretations, tunnel vision and academic empire-building. 
This suggests that our inquiries require sensitivity to language’s transitive conceptual schemas and intransitive objective phenomenon – as both influence outcomes within any knowledge domain.  This point can be illustrated by considering the role of feminist narratives about workplace relations. It is impossible to deny that gendered work relations and their associated subjective interests existed before the use of sophisticated concepts that represent these relations and interests, such as patriarchy, institutional discrimination and feminisation, for example. In this regard, gendered work relations are intransitive – they exist outside language and subjects do not need a critical awareness of them to be affected by them. However, as actors have used their agency to explore the reality of women’s economic position and experiences of work, they have developed and created new and critical transitive concepts (patriarchy, etc.) to communicate these intransitive experiences. 
Subsequently, these transitive constructs have causal potentials within social processes. This is because they are ideally real and represent a stratum of antecedent conditioning related to “the received wisdom” that independently affects the evolution of social processes (see Fleetwood 2005). In this case, the articulation of new critical concepts about women’s work has created new conceptual structures (words) in the discursive mechanism (language) used to convey an understanding of the world. So, actors’ effort at discovering and conceptualising their intransitive social world has stimulated new forms of understanding, and these have altered the balance of power within inter-subjective social processes (such as debates about women’s work), informing the social struggles of the feminist movement as they campaign to produce structured counter tendencies to women’s subjugation (such as equality legislation and family-friendly policies). In short, it would seem the interactions between the various strata of phenomenon affect the development of knowledge and society (see Bhaskar, 1998) and that the discursive practices and activities of individuals, agencies (and for that matter critically minded researchers) are both structurally mediated and potentially transformational (Archer, 1995).
Those who apply CR to social inquiry assert that our analytical approach should reflect this structure-agency dualism, with analyses of the powers and susceptibilities of social agents integrated with an appreciation of the antecedent contexts that inform activities. Specifically, ‘(i) that structure [and for that matter culture] necessarily pre-dates action(s) which transform it (…), and; (ii) that structural [and cultural] elaboration necessarily post dates those actions which transform it’ (Archer, 1995: 375; added notes, and see Archer 2006). This suggests a morphogenetic cycle in which agency is limited, constrained and influenced by multifaceted antecedent structural and cultural circumstances. Subsequent to this conditioning, social agents have the independent causal power to shape and change the world in ways that recondition and alter circumstances. As a result, it is important that we understand how individuals and groups tend to react to specific circumstances in order to assess whether relative social stability or change is likely at any level (see Vincent, 2008). 
In workplaces, for example, individuals and groups tend to identify themselves as workers, managers, shareholders, business owners, trade unionists, and so on, at different moments in social processes. As a result of identifying themselves, they also tend associate with a distinctive set of material and symbolic interests (prestige, pay, profits, promotion, skills, business stability, etc), and identify themselves relative to other subjects (colleagues and competitors, ‘us’ and ‘them’). Social agents have to choose which of their distinctive interests they represent in opposition to their other interests and those of other groups. As a result, ‘choices’ do not need to be consistent and tend to be based in individual experiences, preferences and, perhaps most importantly, antecedent possibilities and opportunities. Inconsistencies arise because the material and symbolic interests identifiable in social formations, such as labour processes, are so complex, nested, overlapping and multifaceted that competing tensions about ‘what to do’ and for that matter ‘who I am’ are inevitable (see also Emirbayer and Mische, 1998). This suggests a pluralism of the self and agency in which there is no easy downward fit between locations, interests and normativities.
If actors are indeed searching for ‘inner coherence’, they do this by finding ways to justify their activities and seeing what they do as worthwhile relative to structured situations, with emergent social value systems becoming collectively held within the ‘lay normativity’ of distinctive social groupings (Sayer, 2005). However, getting inside lay normativity is no easy matter because collectively held schemas are often overlapping and contradictory. Their manifestation is also very much dependent on the ‘inner conversations’ of social subjects and how people understand their situatedness and potentials (see Archer 2000). For example, individuals and groups often redefine their structured inequalities as ‘desired’ even when they were not chosen for themselves, because this can be a less alienating way to experience the world than more active defiance to a situation that is beyond their control (Bhaskar, 1986, see also Sen, 1997). Such belief systems often sustain inequalities. Furthermore, as a result of residing in structured locations from which divergent and potentially contradictory interests and values emerge, there will inevitably be moments in which specific interests and values cannot be reconciled, such as when demands for ‘fair pay’ compromise the profitability of the one’s workplace, for example.  In these circumstances, people must either (1) find a way of dealing with inconsistencies through ‘containment strategies’ that suppress one set of values within socio-cultural interactions, and/or (2) engage in more open ideological conflict that results in either the elimination of one set of ideas or the general acceptance of cleavage within one’s world (Archer, 2006: 28-33).  
In this regard, Archer (2000) argues that tensions within interest-based social values systems, such as those inherent to labour processes, can be usefully explored using the heuristic distinction between corporate and primary agency. The former has the material and symbolic resources required to pursue sectional interests whilst the latter often do not. Arguably, all agents within the labour process are to an extent corporate agents in one capacity or another, albeit with many groups lacking a strongly articulated ideological position from which to voice their concerns. In this regard, countervailing forces, restrictive social practices and institutional mechanisms, such as those inherent to labour processes, can result in substantive vested interests (such as increased pay, relative autonomy or promotion) remaining primary for long periods. Also, beyond these structured constraints, interest groups may not be able to articulate their concerns because they lack the conceptual resources and/or moral rationales required, so opportunities exist to develop new conceptualisations of situations that may have beneficial transformative potentials.
Critical realism at work
In our view, this general analytical framework has much appeal. In the following sections CR acts as both an ontological framework and an approach to social inquiry in a (non-exhaustive) exploration of different conceptual tools that, alongside and in combination with LPT, can credibly claim explanatory power with respect to the broader political economy. Our argument is that the apparent empirical (and corresponding theoretical) diversity indicates that the multilayered causal interrelationships which exist across capitalism are simply too complex for any one theoretical tool/resource to claim jurisdiction over the entire territory. In this regard, our principle assertion is that grounding our analyses within CR offers opportunities to develop more fine-grained appreciation of the usefulness of the different theoretical resources available for understanding the labour process under capitalism. 
This argument is extended over the remaining sections of this chapter. In the following section CR is used as an ontological framework in an exploration of various theoretical tools that, alongside and in combination with LPT, help explain influences associated with the different layers of the political economy. Following this, a further section extends the logic of morphogenetic cycles to consider social agency within the labour process, connecting this agency with an appreciation of its structured context. Our general argument is that useful explanations of specific event regularities within the labour process, as well as across the political economy more generally, can be generated by drawing variously on the theoretical resources available, with the particular conceptual mix derived and dependent on the articulation of powers within the specific and empirically bounded focal point of our investigations.
Re-connecting the political economy  
One of the main prerequisites of conforming with CR ontology is the general acceptance that many differently stratified and antecedent causal powers exist and that these interact as they affect the pattern of events at any location. This is broadly consonant with mainstream LPT which has always incorporated empirical sensitivity to the interaction among structural, national, and other institutional dynamics. But despite such forms of connection, supporters of LPT have bemoaned the tendency to lose sight of phases of valorisation or capital accumulation as a key motor of the transformation of work relations (Elger, 1979; Rainnie, 1984; Thompson and Smith; 2001). Existing research utilising workplace-based case studies tended to make use of a variety of kinds of contextual framing. These included sectoral approaches that place transformations of work in the context of industrial restructuring and the conditions of competition that shape the strategies of economic actors (Rainnie, 1984); the elaboration of institutional conditions that influence the actions of firms, particularly of labour markets; and reference to types of capitalism, or stages in capitalist development, from Braverman’s (1974) emphasis on monopoly capitalism to numerous studies utilising concepts of Fordism, neo-Fordism and post-Fordism. 
None of these directions has ultimately provided an independently durable model of the conceptual ‘connective tissue’ between the labour process and the broader political economy. So how then, how should the connectivity gap left by the idea of relative autonomy be filled? One of the earliest attempts critiqued accounts that reduced workplace change to the outcome of labour-capital relations at work, rather than the ‘full circuit of capital’ in a variety of market contexts (Kelly, 1985). Kelly argued that we have to consider the role of competition between capitals, but it is worth noting that it was explicitly confined to industrial capital: (the purchase of) labour, extraction of surplus value in the labour process and realisation of surplus value in product markets (1985, 32-3). Whilst the observation that the dis/articulation of different moments in the circuits of capital shapes firm behaviour is perfectly sensible, it is difficult to see how this is very different from contingency arguments about the fit between firm structure and environment, with added Marxist language. Tellingly, though the circuits concept is often referred to in passing, its application has been extremely limited. One of the few studies to do so was another account of industrial restructuring in the clothing industry (Peck, 1990). Peck rightly argues that LPT needs to ‘look over the factory gates’ to understand the broader dynamics of capitalism. Pressure for structural change in the clothing industry arise from product and labour markets, but the subsequent tightening of profit margins have to be (largely) secured through reducing labour costs in the production process. Whilst such arguments were a useful corrective to the small number of theorists who confined their analysis to what Peck called the ‘internal logic of the labour process’ (such as control and resistance patterns), the most influential studies were already taking into account the broader conditions of competition that influenced workplace relations. (Edwards and Scullion 1982)
Arguably, the most obvious place to look for a broader contextual frame for analyses for specific labour processes was regulation theory (Aglietta, 1979; Liepietz 1986). This perspective was developed largely by French Marxists and utilises a distinctive conceptual language to create a unified account of the basic features of capitalism (such as the wage relation and commodity form), the stages of capitalist development, the specific institutional configurations associated with such stages and the motors of change (such as class struggle) that lead to conjunctural crises and systemic change. Labour power and its reproduction is held to be central to capitalist development, enabling regulationists to place the labour process at the heart of their analyses. The key concept is regime of accumulation, constituted primarily by particular patterns of production, consumption, circulation and distribution such as the Fordist ‘virtuous circle’ of mass production and consumption. However, such structures require ‘guidance’ through modes of regulation, encompassing institutional structures and norms governing intra and inter-firm relations, relations between capitals and between capital and labour (such as industrial relations systems). 
The approach became associated with particular claims about the crisis of Fordism and emergence of post-Fordism or further refinement through neo-Fordism. This may partially account for its limited take up by British labour process researchers, who tended to be sceptical of paradigm break perspectives and particularly critical of claims for the emergence of a more collaborative, high skill variant of capitalist work systems. Such scepticism has proven to be correct and post-Fordist perspectives have largely faded from view. A related problem has arisen from the ‘unified account’ itself. Regulation theory is an extremely ambitious attempt to link phenomena such as macro-economic structures, monetary systems, state formations, political parties, labour markets and processes within the same explanatory framework.  Despite references to particular national ‘modes of growth’ or largely retrospective attempts to distinguish between different objects of regulation at macro and micro levels (Jessop, 1990);  when applied to actual conditions in particular national or sector contexts, the over-determined explanation breaks down or collapses in a  welter of exceptions and variations (for example, see Jessop 1992).  In sum, this kind of framework imposed too many conceptual costs for LPT that operated with assumptions of more loosely-coupled relations between economic, political and workplace spheres.
There is, of course, an ostensibly less restrictive alternative – the varieties of capitalism approach (Hall and Soskice, 2001; Whitley, 1999). This is presented as a form of comparative political economy that makes distinctions between liberal, coordinated and other varieties. The question is, what are such national entities influencing and at which level? The answer, overwhelmingly, is that nation states influence firm market-relations in business systems, labour markets, education and industrial relations institutions, and so on. Whichever is the case, the institutional logics identified are located in ‘stylized typologies of national economies as discrete and internally consistent ‘models’,’  (Deeg and Jackson, 2007; 150), so the independent causal powers of those entities that constitute and transcend nation states appear neglected or of secondary significance.
National institutional logics are important and have been particularly useful in labour process research. However, labour processes – where they are located and how they are organised – are less likely to be so embedded in circumstances where globalising firms can transfer and replicate practices across their networks (Smith, 2005). But institutionalists have been so concerned to counter populist accounts of globalisation with their over-emphasis on convergence that they have been unable to address questions of how capitalist production is constituted increasingly through global networks. Within institutionalist debates, there has been increased recognition of the resultant tendency towards static analysis that is unable to explain change within and across national economies (Crouch; 2007; Deeg and Jackson; 2007). Unfortunately, the preferred corrective is to move to a more actor-centred, micro-level approach or to a greater engagement with national and international politics. In other words, there would be more emphasis on the political than the economy. Whilst that may generate particular insights, it does nothing to address the problem of stronger connections between workplaces and capitalist development.
Beneath more lofty theoretical insights concerning national systems and regimes of accumulation, other theoretical resources can be used to address the ‘too much variety, not enough capitalism’ problem. Specifically, global value chain (GVC) analysis of inter-firm relations and the dynamics of global industries has a long history with a variety of earlier incarnations, such as global commodity chain research (Gereffi; 1994; 1996).  More recent frameworks have developed from a focus on power relations between dominant and subordinate buyers and producers to a fuller account of changing, varied patterns of governance and the associated mechanisms of coordination and control (markets, hierarchies and networks) across the whole chain, from conception of a product or service to its consumption (Gereffi, Humphrey and Sturgeon: 2005). Though this conceptual schema takes in objects of analysis wider than the core concerns of LPT, it should, intuitively, appeal given the emphasis on studying the mechanisms of value creation and capture across the chain.
GVC analysis has received some friendly criticism recently from those seeking to pursue a global production network (GPN) approach, on the grounds that the former focuses too much on linear, inter-firm structures and too little on ‘all relevant sets of actors and relationships’ that may impinge on the nexus of interconnected functions, operations and transactions involved in the production, distribution and consumption of a product and service (Coe, Dicken and Hess: 2008).  Opening out GVC analysis would certainly enable the incorporation of a labour process focus, given that GVC frameworks are currently deficient in focusing almost wholly on capital-capital, rather than capital-labour-capital relations. From our perspective, it would be limited and misleading to analyse mechanisms of value creation and capture without a substantive focus on the labour process, and research sympathetic to LPT are beginning to make links to GVC and GPN perspectives (Flecker et al, 2008; Thompson et al, 2009; Taylor, this volume). 
Where does this leave us with respect to the connective tissue between workplace labour processes and the broader stratified layers of the political economy? The most important observation is that these contextual framings are not necessarily incompatible, but may refer to the specific causal mechanisms influencing conditions of competition. This is not to deny that distinctive theoretical resources underpin the conceptualisations, but the latter are not reducible to the former. The key issue is what the particular analysis is seeking to explain. For example, whatever weaknesses regulation theory may have, the concept of regime of accumulation is potentially useful in addressing macro-level shifts in the political economy and the circuits of capital.  Equally, whilst notwithstanding the intricacies of specific labour processes, research seeking to explain skill utilisation in a nationally-based service industries is more likely to find useful connections with variety of capitalism than GVC perspectives.  But, as Taylor argues in this volume, GVC/GPN concepts are particularly pertinent in developing meso-level accounts of governance mechanisms and value capture within industries. In other words, the logic of our argument is that specific subjects of investigation will have different susceptibilities in relation to the different causal mechanisms we observe within their surrounding context.
Let’s take Thompson’s (2003) disconnected capitalism thesis as a more detailed illustration. Within the categories we have discussed, this would correspond most closely to the idea of a regime of accumulation. Briefly, the argument is that shifts in the dynamic of capital accumulation have produced a new regime that we can designate as financialised capitalism, whose drivers are focused more on enhanced returns in capital markets than competition in product markets. Using previous terminology, we might say that this represents a shift in powers from industrial to financial circuits of capital, involving new focal agents including investment banks, private equity firms and global consultancies. Growth strategies for firms are directed to a simultaneous squeezing of labour and more active management of corporate assets, manifested in delayering, disaggregation, downsizing and divestment. Empirically, the argument depends on the assertion of a number of observations about actual and potential event regularities concerning the adverse impact of shareholder value ‘regimes’ on the sustainability of progressive work and employment relations at workplace level. However, Thompsons’ paper was careful to note that such tendencies do not equally apply across all economies, introducing variety of (national) capitalism arguments into the picture. Drawing on our other categories, it might also be observed that the tendencies might not apply equally or in the same way across industries, thus opening up links to a GVC analysis.
In sum, whilst the labour process remains a key focus for new forms of accumulation, its dynamics are not necessarily the driver of them. The ‘credit crunch’ illustrates that the first systemic crisis of financialised capitalism originated largely outside the industrial circuit of capital, but has profound consequences for it. The task of LPT is to develop an account of the potential causal powers of new structures and their varied effects in differentially embedded workplaces. As we indicated earlier, this needs to reveal the particular dis/articulation of causal powers, but rests on an ordering of specific explanations, rather than a totalising framework such as regulation theory. 

Reconnecting the agent within the politics of production
In the previous section we made a case for connecting LPT to wider theoretical resources for a fuller picture of the political economy. Deciding what the equivalent is at a more micro level depends on identifying the problem. We noted at the beginning of the chapter that post-structuralist participants in earlier LP debates focused on the ‘missing subject’. However, assertions that this dimension of agency is the primary explanation for the reproduction of capitalist (or other) social relations fails to understand that intransitive social structures have independent causal powers that cannot be reduced to the identities and subjectivities of the actors who constitute them. As Armstrong (2008, 3) notes in his critique of Willmott’s arguments about existential character of managerial agency in reproducing capitalism: 
…if the social structures of capitalism are so pliable that they can be transformed by the micro processes of interaction… one’s first impulse is to question whether they are social structures at all, and to wonder what they might consist. Certainly Willmott cannot be referring to the ownership by capital of the means of production nor to the exchange of labour power against capital.
Contra CR, post-structuralism does not deal adequately with the causal powers of collective agency and ‘lay normativity’ inside and acting on the workplace.  If we consider, for example, agency issues arising from discussion in the previous section, focal actors and their agential projects would include transnational firms (GVC/GPN); fractions of capital (accumulation regimes); and, business associations and labour movements (varieties of capitalism).  Consideration of such issues would constitute part of developing a broad account of the politics of production within which workplaces are influenced and influence (Burawoy, 1985). 
Most of the attention to agency issues within recent labour process debates has been on labour agency.  Reflecting this, we focus our attention on this sphere, using the logic of morphogenetic cycles to consider how social agents are connected to the broader antecedent structures of the political economy. The labouring subjects conceived within mainstream LPT are attributed potential causal powers, as can be seen in classic accounts of the dialectical relations between control and resistance (R. Edwards, 1979; P.K. Edwards and Scullion, 1982) and misbehaviour and managerial regimes (Ackroyd and Thompson, 1999).  Worker self-organisation is conceptualised at both formal and informal levels, and labour as socially diverse sets of actors rather than homogenous class warriors. Furthermore, agency is not confined to recalcitrant behaviour, evidenced in Burawoy (1979) and other accounts of workplace consent. This is not to say that theorisations of labour agency are without problems. As spelt out in other chapters from Edwards and Bélanger and Thuderoz, existing analyses need to do more to expand the repertoire of employee oppositional practices and more systematically explain their logics, conditions and consequences.
Returning to the theme of connectivity, there are analytical challenges in making links between workplace action (the distinctive sphere of competence of LPT) and broader structures and practices where a variety of interest groups (such as unions, professional and occupational associations) are part of that action. The International Labour Process Conference regularly debates papers on union organising, but there has been limited attempt to integrate those studies with traditional concerns about labour agency. Part of the problem is changes to real structures, with a gradual disconnect between the kind of informal job controls and union organisation that underpinned key aspects of worker power, but there are also analytical disconnects. The most obvious source for making such connections is mobilisation theory (Kelly, 1998), which seeks to outline the structural and agential conditions that enable grievances that begin in work relations to become collectively directed towards asserting wider labour interests.  
However, this is not the end of the story. The subjectivity of labour cannot be contained within the workplace and we suggested in an earlier section that CR insights into social enquiry and social agents as purposeful if constrained actors can add explanatory power. With this in mind, the labour process can be viewed as an antecedent structure within which various agents are located, but the various interests and identities ‘in play’ are also shaped by extra-organisational influences (class, gender, ethnicity, etc.) that require broader conceptualisations. Post-structuralists are right that the agential properties of the subject are (in part) generic and that we can address some questions through concepts of the self and identity. A detailed consideration of these issues are beyond our scope, though see the chapter from Marks and Thompson. What we want to suggest is that, whilst social constructionists of various types have made some significant contributions  that usefully illustrate how the search for ‘inner coherence’ affects choices(see Erickson, 1995; Knights 2001), other theoretical resources to be found in critical realist social inquiry are needed to make more meaningful connections with the broader political economy.  
More specifically, whilst CR social inquiry offers a set of general propositions for analysing social agency across different empirical locations, it says little about specific social formations, such as labour processes. In contrast, whilst the core theory is both open to the possibility of multiple influences, it is more specifically concerned with intransitive conditions of wage labour and the structural/agential tendencies that result from these conditions. The salient point of connectivity is that social inquiry informed by CR encourages researchers to consider how labour processes are affected by the transitive (the conditions of ‘knowing’ and ‘being’) and the intransitive (external conditions, including any interactions between structured mechanisms beyond the labour process). For example, broader institutional imperatives have been observed to affect aggregate levels of trust at a societal level (see Lane and Bachmann 1998), and employment relations are no exception to this rule But this does not prevent trust-based niches developing in ostensibly distrusting institutional environments and vice versa (see Marchington and Vincent; 2004). Outcomes will be very much dependant on a combination of actors’ ‘feel for the game’ and the latent or realised potentials of regulatory mechanisms that condition actors’ behaviour. In short, structure-agency dualisms are ongoing, whether or not actors are aware of their own influences or the influence and conditions of the structures that surround them.
Reflecting on the (re)connections
In our view, the different conceptual schemas posited above correspond to different constellations of entities and causal forces, all of which may be seen to interact according to the logic of interdependent, spatially and temporally sequenced morphogenetic cycles. In Figure One these theoretical resources are synthesised in relation to the levels of the political economy they represent and around a core concern with labour processes. This sketch offers a stylised map of capitalist political economy that helps theoretically locate the various strata of phenomenon that significantly affect labour processes. For expediency, we have crudely divided the map into five generally recognised and used categories or levels of entities. In this regard, we are not offering an exhaustive exploration of theoretically interesting matters (specific discourses, cultures, ethnicities, genders, geographies, etc.) that also have causal implications for specific labour processes, but instead have the goal of beginning to articulate a more systemic conception of the multiple embeddedness of labour processes. 
Insert Figure One about here
‘Above’ labour processes, regimes of accumulation, the positions of firms within value chains and the antecedent structure of workplace social relationships all impact on agential projective tendencies by conditioning actor and workplace orientations and strategies. ‘Within’ labour processes the negotiation of plural interests result in a variable mixture of accommodation, compliance, resistance and consent; with the collective outcome of these relations necessarily conforming with expectations about profitability and performance in lieu of real possibility of organisational dissolutions and restructuring. Each of the layers identified signifies an independent strata of causal conditioning within the political economy. So, it is the distinctive articulations of different regimes of accumulation as a whole that results in them competing in different ways for relative prosperity within the international division of labour. Likewise, the articulations of supply-chains, firms and inter-relations therein affects how they compete with one another for market share within and across markets and regimes of accumulation. Similarly, it is the articulation of interest groups within and between firms that affects how they vie for the symbolic and material resources required to extend their separable and often competing interests.
It is also useful to view each level as linked to the others via specific temporally emergent processes. So for example, extending from regimes of accumulation, institutional processes ensure the long-term stability of the economic order by enabling competing capitals to restructure their investments – institutionalising the extraction of value within an ‘iron cage’ that perpetuates cycles of capital. Yet other institutional processes recondition company laws, industrial relations mechanisms and impose sanctions and penalties on those who digress from normally ‘acceptable’ practice. Similar constraints are imposed by value chains that inform workplace boundary processes, workplaces that inform the labour processes and vested interest groups that inform habitual processes. Finally, plural agents respond to these broader conditions, with responses dependent on the real and imagined potentials of these various causal forces. And ultimately, the activities of plural agents combine through the entities they relate to, resulting in specific forms of articulation that condition broader processes of social reproduction and transformation.
Final comment: The core revisited
This chapter has placed the core theory under critical scrutiny to consider both its contribution and limitations. In our view, the core theory will remain an important reference point. It offers a significant contribution to the development of LPT in terms of a materialist framework for considering the dynamics and development of workplace social relations. It connects significant antecedents inherent to capitalism – specifically, the indeterminacy of labour and broader competitive conditions – to specific agential tendencies at the level of the workplace – specifically, the necessity of reorganisation, the need for control and ‘structured tension’. But the tightness of controls, the degree of reorganisation and the level of tension are left relatively unspecified due to the implicit recognition that broader conditions elsewhere in the political economy also affect the labour process, as do the understandings and actions of the people who constitute them. 
Given this conclusion, we have argued that there is much potential for fruitful dialogue between the core theory and other theoretical resources, albeit one framed within a broadly CR ontology. For example, if we can accept that there is something about social structures that cannot be reduced to subjectivity alone, the insights about identity and subjectivity developed by post-structuralist and mainstream labour process writers can inform and trade with each other in a more productive and less debunking way. Thus, beyond the boundary of the core theory, we have sought to highlighted how other modes of theorising are essential (1) to explain the other antecedent conditions that affect the evolution of specific labour processes, and (2) to explain the general and specific conditions of the agency of capital and labour. Whilst existing conceptualisations of the core could and probably should be revisited to examine whether they adequately express the requisite structural tendencies, the discussion in this chapter is generally supportive of the idea of a ‘narrow’ interpretation. Indeed, by filling in some of the connective conceptual tissue, the idea of relative autonomy is rendered more defensible because we have identified theoretical resources that help to answer the question, relative to what? 
As labour processes are constantly evolving, it is important that our theories and conceptualisations of them are systematically scrutinised and interrogated, preferably via inter-disciplinary and collaborative investigations, in order to clarify those mechanisms that are explained by any given theoretical resource and, more importantly, for limits to jurisdictions. Ultimately, as theoretical schemas and models are confirmed by event regularities within specific domains social scientists can be more confident about their representation within that domain and move on to consider the relations between one domain and another – the movement being towards better conceptions of ‘the systems’ we study. In this regard, whilst we acknowledge the need to proceed with cautious reflexivity, we should not deny our potential to develop more accurate and revealing explanations of the features of emergent labour processes, and we should acknowledge that our insights can make a positive difference to purposive political activities, as the previous example of feminist research arguably demonstrates.
As a result, continuity in the tradition of detailed qualitative, longitudinal and comparative research would seem to be essential to discover more about the evolving antecedents of the labour process and its multiple forms of embeddedness. In this regard, we promote a form of labour processes analyses that appreciates the independent causal powers of (1) the stratified political economy (2) discourses/normative systems within workplace relations (thus connecting workplace relation to broader societal narratives, such as those connected with ethnicity, neo-liberalism or consumerism, for example), and (3) the fallibilities/susceptibilities of human subjects. Such contributions are timely, since the potential coherence and influence of labour process analyses and its capacity for long-term theory building (Thompson and Harley, 2007) has been muted by the debate about what is and what is not ‘proper’ LPT. This lack of unity has only slowed progress and lessened the impact of important analyses which seek to connect a critique of the capitalist modes of production to the specific policies and practices that affect work.



Figure One: The political economy of capitalism as a series of stratified entities
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