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chapter 6

The ‘Secret’ of the Restoration: Increased  
Class Exploitation

Maurizio Donato and Roberto Taddeo

Within the capitalist system all methods for raising the social  productivity 
of labour are put into effect at the cost of the individual worker […] All 
means for the development of production undergo a dialectical inver-
sion so that they become a means of domination and exploitation of 
the producers; they distort the worker into a fragment of a man, they de-
grade him to the level of an appendage of a machine, they destroy the 
actual content of his labour by turning it into a torment, they alienate 
from him the intellectual potentialities of the labour process […], they 
transform his life into working-time, and his wife and child beneath the 
wheels of the juggernaut of capital. But all methods of the production 
of  surplus-value are at the same time methods of accumulation, and 
 every extension of accumulation becomes, conversely, a means for the 
development of these methods. It follows therefore that in proportion as 
 capital  accumulates, the situation of the worker be his payment high or 
low must grow worse.

karl marx, Das Kapital: Kritik der politischen Ökonomie (1992, 799)

∵

 Introduction

Following Marxist theory, the mass of surplus value in a given period of time is 
obtained by multiplying the number of workers by the surplus value rate.1 So, 
the total number of workers employed (or the total number of hours worked) 
is the first step we have to take in order to analyze the dynamics of the exploi-
tation of the global working class.

1 Following Marx, we identify the surplus value rate with the level of exploitation of labour 
(Karl Marx, 1993a, 275).
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We place exploitation at the center of our analysis because we believe that 
the increase in surplus value has been the peculiar characteristic, the secret of 
the ‘years of restoration’.2

We will try to show how the new working class3 emerging from three  decades 
of restoration is more numerous, despite rumours concerning the alleged ‘end 
of the working class’, is more ‘global’, with a greater relative weight of the newly 
industrialized countries, and characterized by levels of productivity that was 
not matched by an equivalent upward trend of wages: this means more exploi-
tation, more surplus value as a global mass, and as a rate.

According to International Labour Office data (ilo 2014) in 1991 there were 
2.2bn people globally working and producing value (and surplus value); in 
2014 there were 3.3bn: as a result the global workforce has risen by 1bn in the 
last  23  years. In absolute terms, between 1991 and 2007 global employment 
grew at an annual rate of 1.7%, though since the outbreak of the financial crisis, 
the pace has slowed to 1.2% per annum.

The employment trend is more pronounced in the industrial sector and this 
indicates that, in the global economy, not only are there more employees, but 
more industrial workers, a reconfigured working class. In a dualistic—or at 
least heavily layered—capitalistic mode of production, the increase of exploi-
tation has occurred in different ways both in the dominant countries4 and in 
the countries dominated by imperialism. A figure makes clear the centrality 
and importance of the new geography drawn by the relocation of the transna-
tional chains of value: just over 10% of the global labour force is working in the 
old industrialized countries; as we will see the new working class propels not 
only capital accumulation, but also the trend of global wages.

In the 1990’s the process of industrialization in many countries once pre-
dominantly agricultural has made a big leap forward assuming a size and sig-
nificance of historic proportions. The new international division of labour5 is 
the result of a thirty year dynamic that has disrupted the world market with 
important consequences for the global trend of employment and wages. In the 
old industrialized countries employment and relative wages have fallen, but 
the other side of this enormous process of relocation of international produc-
tion has been—as is inevitable—the creation of a new young section of the 
international working class, mainly in Asia and particularly in China.

2 The reference is to the Historical materialism conference Revolution and Restoration, Rome, 
17-18-19 September 2015.

3 New in terms of its geographical composition as well as the workers’ countries of origin.
4 For a definition of dominant States and States dominated by imperialism, see G. Pala (1999, 63).
5 See on this issue, Donato M. and Pala G. (1999, 70–74).
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A considerable part of the growth of this new labour force has been deter-
mined by the trend toward relocation of many manufacturing activities from 
the mature capitalist countries. This phenomenon in part explains the (rela-
tive) decrease of employment in the industrial sectors of these countries. But it 
did not occur only because of this trend otherwise we would have a compensa-
tion and a zero balance in the number of employed, while globally there was 
an employment growth rate of about 50%. The displacement of entire produc-
tive sectors to emerging countries stimulated the creation of new production, 
both to feed the outsourced factories and government spending, and to meet 
the new local demand caused by the growth of the local working class and of 
the other social classes with their new needs.

In mature capitalist countries, the labour force has radically changed. To-
gether with the transformations in the spatial sense of the value chains, the 
process of production and valorization has involved the technological restruc-
turing and reorganization of work processes. Many activities previously carried 
out within a single company or even in the same plant have been outsourced. 
We are referring not only to stages of industrial production, but also—and, 
perhaps, above all—to service activities, ranging from logistics to general 
 administration, from security to trade. When these activities were carried out 
within companies, they were considered industrial in statistics, while at pres-
ent this does not appear to be the case. If the statistics took account of the 
‘global value chains’, much employment would still be part of ‘industry’. Bear-
ing in mind this observation, we can hypothesize that the reduction of employ-
ment recorded in mature capitalist countries is actually less pronounced than 
might be indicated by official statistics; it is rather more correct to observe that 
the new employment conditions are different from the past in its qualitative 
characteristics, first of all in relation to its insecurity and flexibility.

So, total employment (Figure 6.1) grew globally, but, if we consider instead 
the rates of growth of the employment in the advanced economies, the picture 
is somewhat different: the employment trend is decreasing, and this phenom-
enon is common to the main economic areas, from the ‘80s to the present, 
though with some differences.

 Working Hours, Flexibility and Job Insecurity

Before analyzing some statistics related to the trend of the hours worked, some 
preliminary considerations. When we observe the decline in hours worked, it 
is difficult to determine in advance whether the reduction is due to a crisis 
situation, or—as in the case of many more or less developed countries—to a 
widespread use of part-time work (Figure 6.2).
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Figure 6.1 Employment in advanced economies (average annual growth).
Source: International Labour Organization.
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In general terms, the annual hours worked per worker in all the oecd coun-
tries in the period 1981–2014 are decreasing. There was an initial period of slow 
decline (the 80s), a second—short one—characterized by a more marked 
decline, followed by a period in which—in the presence of a recession—the 
hours worked per worker slightly rose. In the second half of the 1990s the hours 
worked continue to decline, until the outbreak of the great depression, after 
which the trend seems to stabilize. Overall, the hours worked annually per 
worker (Figure 6.3) fell in 33 years by about 7%.

Again, we must underline the difference between the different countries in 
relation to their level of development, their position in the hierarchy of the 
international division of labour and the more or less recent spread of the in-
dustrialization processes. As indicated by the International Labour Office, (ilo 
2011, 7) it is not easy to compare the working hours between countries because 
of different methods of calculation used, but even with this warning it seems 
to us that the data indicates a clear negative difference in hours worked in eco-
nomically weaker countries. This difference is confirmed by the comparison 
with the years preceding and subsequent to 2009 (Figure 6.4).

In the newly industrialized countries, the management of working time is 
usually very elastic and, even in the face of legal schedules which do not differ 
much from those of more developed countries, these can be modified on the 
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Source: Author elaborations on oecd data.
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basis of company agreements and especially through the extensive use of over-
time. In this way, the actual working hours in these countries range between 10 
and 12 hours a day, not counting the additional regulations permitted by local 
legislation.

In the countries with the highest capitalist development there has been 
a long-term trend toward a gradual reduction of working hours, as officially 
prescribed by law and collective labour agreements. The long phase of growth 
following World War ii, the huge productivity gains achieved, the organiza-
tion and solidarity of the working class, reinforced by the fall in unemploy-
ment, have resulted in significant reductions in working time. But with the 
crisis of accumulation, the rise of neo-liberalism and the effects of relocation, 
the strength of the working class has been greatly weakened, so in the period 
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referred to as ‘the years of Restoration’ this historical trend towards the reduc-
tion of working time has weakened and in some cases reversed.

In the years from 1990s to now, various methods have been used to break 
down the rigidities in the use of labour and of working time. The exemption 
of compliance with collective agreements on working hours, the weakening of 
the bodies responsible for collective bargaining and its decentralization, the 
timetable of flexible work that ties the duration and the concentration to pro-
duction needs, the spread of individual contracts through which it is possible 
to impose exceptions to collective bargaining (Hermann 2015, 159).

The result has been a massive transformation in the use of the workforce, 
with unprecedented flexibility and variability: overtime, bank hours, the 
 possibility of exceeding the weekly or monthly schedule with subsequent 
 recovery, reduction of breaks, etc. The main innovation introduced in the 
‘80s and ‘90s to demolish the rigidity of working hours has been the spread of 
night work and work on weekends. If previously this type of performance was 
 required only in those categories in which the emergency services performed 
or the physical demands of production required a continuous cycle activities 
(hospitals, steel industry, chemical), currently it has spread to various fields 
of production and services, without technical reasons and with considerably 
negative impact on workers’ health and psycho-physical equilibrium.

For capitalists, the opportunity to use different shifts even at night has many 
advantages, as it allows them to increase the velocity of circulation of capital 
by amortizing the cost of fixed capital in less time and to use the labour force 
more intensively. In addition to these measures, the more intensive use of the 
labour force has been obtained with various other methods. The introduction 
of new technologies and machinery together with a different organization of 
work, have made workers more dependent on a production process in which 
the machines dictate the timing and intensity of work performance. In this 
way, the command on the labour force has been significantly strengthened, 
but the decrease of idle time also results—as usually happens in a typical capi-
talistic contradiction—in a faster obsolescence of machines.

So, although there has been in previous years a significant reduction of 
working hours, not only has this trend halted, but in the meantime the hours 
worked have become more dense and more functional to the needs of pro-
duction: this means a more intense use of the workforce. As a result, both the 
workers of the least developed countries and those of developed countries 
have seen their conditions worsen and an increase in the amount of surplus 
value extracted.

We agree with the definitions of absolute and relative surplus value pro-
vided by Marx in Capital Volume One, according to which the surplus-value 
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 produced by prolongation of the working day, is called absolute surplus-value 
and the surplus-value arising from the curtailment of the necessary labour-
time, and from the corresponding alteration in the respective lengths of the 
two components of the working day, is called relative surplus-value. In this 
sense, the best way for capitalists to increase surplus value is to focus on relative 
surplus value, because the extraction of absolute surplus value is constrained 
within natural limits. However it is also to be noted in the ‘thirty years of res-
toration’, due to the limits encountered in the extraction/creation of relative 
surplus value, capitalists were also forced to resort to the old but always valid 
weapon of absolute surplus value. With all its limitations, an indirect indicator 
of relative surplus value can be represented by productivity (Table 6.1), while 
an indicator of absolute surplus value can be represented by the hours worked.

In the oecd countries, the (log of) labour productivity, measured at con-
stant prices and in terms of purchasing power, had a generally declining trend, 
albeit with differences between areas and periods (Figure 6.5).

It is worth pointing out that we are not claiming that productivity— 
measured in absolute levels—has fallen; it has actually increased: instead, 

Table. 6.1 Labour productivity trend in oecd countries.

1970–1980 1980–1990 1990–1995 1995–2000 2000–2007 2007–2013

Austria n.d n.d n.d 1,803 1,855 0,672
Belgium 4,235 2,078 2,441 1,513 1,278 −0,063
Denmark 3,361 2,570 2,721 1,321 1,200 0,506
France 3,986 2,985 2,001 2,185 1,432 0,586
Germany 3,778 2,314 2,504 1,952 1,503 0,466
Greece n.d n.d 0,276 3,010 2,504 −0,802
Italy 4,082 1,803 2,092 1,017 0,074 −0,043
Japan 4,264 4,117 2,146 2,004 1,597 0,856
Luxembourg 2,306 3,519 1,696 2,587 0,728 1,288
Netherlands 3,859 1,723 0,901 1,826 1,332 0,000
Portugal 3,583 2,057 2,215 1,643 1,256 0,968
Spain 4,760 2,769 1,936 0,114 0,441 1,753
United Kingdom 2,863 2,155 2,817 2,153 2,216 −0,186
United States 1,523 1,562 1,223 2,389 2,053 1,127

Source: oecd Productivity Statistics, constant prices ppp.
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 despite the increase in terms of levels, its rate of change has decreased. Below 
 (Figure 6.6) we show the dynamics of labour productivity in terms of levels.

Now, the question is: in the same period when the rates of change of labour 
productivity tended to decline, what happened to the hours worked?

The hours worked per employee (Figure 6.7) were decreasing at the begin-
ning of the 1970s. Afterwards, they fell by less, both in eu and in usa. In the 
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Figure 6.5 Labour productivity trends in European Union and United States of America.
Source: oecd.
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mid ‘80s (the beginning of the 30 years of restoration) they start to grow, more 
in the usa than in the eu. In the mid-1990s there is a further reduction but in 
recent years we can observe a new rise. As a general trend, it is a rising trend, 
just the opposite of productivity, again with some differences in cyclical terms.

It is noteworthy that, while in the usa hours worked begin to decline 
 almost as productivity—and thus profitability—were rallying, in Europe the 
hours worked initially stagnate and then continue to grow (after the burst 
of the speculative bubble, this also happens in usa) while productivity—in 
terms of rates of change—continues to decline. We can then argue that hours 
worked and productivity are moving in the opposite directions: when the rate 
of change of productivity is not satisfying, the hours worked increase.

 Wages, Unemployment and the Industrial Reserve Army

A further confirmation of the stratified character of capitalism can be illus-
trated by the official statistics on employment/unemployment. The ilo 
 estimated that the global unemployment rate in 2014 amounted to just un-
der 6% of the total labour force, distinguishing eight areas or regions; the 
one in which the  unemployment rate is the highest (twice the average) is 
the  so-called mena   region (Middle East and North Africa); the group of   
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developed  economies—especially eu countries—has an unemployment rate 
above the average, the same percentage of the countries of Sub—Saharan 
Africa and of Central and South—Eastern Europe; the lower unemployment 
rate is registered in the countries of the South Asian region, a little lower than 
that of the countries of Southeast Asia and Pacific and East Asia, while the 
level of unemployment in Latin America and the Caribbean is slightly above  
average.

When the working conditions worsen, the overall strength of the working 
class is weakened and it becomes relatively more difficult to obtain wage in-
creases and overall improvements in the standard of living mainly because of 
the threat represented by unemployment. Therefore, according to ilo Global 
Wage Reports, one of the most obvious consequences of the growth of the 
 industrial reserve army is the trend towards stagnation of wages. Again keep-
ing in mind the differences between areas, we see that—at least in this last 
 cycle—the growth rate of wages is low worldwide, almost in line with the 
growth rate of world gdp. Keeping in mind the start at lower levels, the leaders 
of this moderate growth are the wages of the workers employed in factories of 
the newly industrialized countries, while the wage of the workers in the ‘cen-
tre’ stagnates or decreases because of the weakening of unions, zero hour and 
minimum wage contracts.

The flat wage trend in a typically imperialist country (Mishel, Goulf and 
Bivens 2015; Mishel and Shierholz 2013) is evidenced by the data on the 
dynamics of the real hourly wages of usa workers between 1933 and 2012 
(Figure 6.8).

After a long period of wage increases, corresponding to the growth stage of 
the accumulation of capital, by the end of the 70s wages had stopped growing. 
Among the explanations offered by the economists for such a flat dynamic, 
some propose the lack of flexibility, in this case the rigidity of wages (Akerlof, 
Dickens and Perry 1996). Wages do not grow enough in the positive phases of 
the cycle because they do not decrease enough during the recessions (Daly and 
Hobijn 2015). A different explanation concerns the changes in the composition 
of employment: the wage—which is assumed to be linked to productivity—
does not increase because of growth in the services sector, characterized by the 
widespread use of precarious work and atypical employment contracts, as well 
as from a low productivity (Chagny and Husson 2014). The explanation that we 
propose, that does not neglect the changes in the employment composition, 
is rooted in the relationship that exists—in the capital accumulation cycle— 
between wages and unemployment.

The trend of capital accumulation—despite the growth in  employment—
also produces an increase of the industrial reserve army, as predicted by 
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Marx in the description of the general law of capitalist accumulation. If 
we analyze the official statistics, we find an unemployment rate relatively 
stable and  before the crisis even decreasing, but we must consider that the 
 official statistics considers employed also those with a very precarious and 
 discontinuous  employment, while not considered unemployed those who 
are discouraged from seeking employment. The neoliberal policies, especially 
in the more  developed countries, have weakened all the residual regulations 
which  guaranteed a relative rigidity of the labour market, causing the growth 
of  employment previously considered ‘atypical’ and a radical challenge to the 
normal and regular job.

Apart from the labour regulations, the industrial reserve army growth is 
mainly the result of rising productivity (in terms of absolute levels, not of 
rates of change) achieved through the use of new technologies and  machinery. 
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The ongoing technological revolution, aimed at reducing the amount of 
work necessary to reproduce the value of labour power, continuously makes 
 unnecessary an increasing proportion of workers. The expansion of produc-
tion certainly creates an additional demand for labour to be employed, but, 
because of the growing productivity and of the higher organic composition 
inevitably linked to it, the demand for new jobs becomes less elastic in rela-
tion to the amount of invested capital. This trend—which is a general feature 
of capitalism—has  increased in these last decades, so much so that even in 
periods of relative  economic recovery, the unemployment rate has failed to 
drop significantly.

In the emergent countries, apart from the consequences of productivity 
which in terms of percentage growth has been higher than that of developed 
countries, we must add the expulsion of huge amounts of peasants from the 
countryside expanding the population in urban slums. This part of the pop-
ulation, violently pushed into poverty and available as a reserve for capital 
accumulation needs, is often used temporarily in the informal sector and in 
 home-working. Its existence, functional to the needs of capitalist production 
during high phases of the cycle, also acts as blackmail toward the industrial 
army of active workers, exerting pressure to keep wages under control.

With regard to wages, the international condition of the working class is 
highly stratified. Despite the wages of the workers living in the developing 
countries increasing in recent years at a higher rate than that of workers of the 
Western countries, the gap is still significant. In 2013, the global average wage 
was roughly equal to us $1,600 (expressed in Purchasing Power Parity, ppp); 
however, it is a value that hides very marked differences, since the average wage 
in the developed economies oscillates around $3,000 us (ppp) compared with a 
level of approximately $1,000 in the emerging countries. Considering the case 
of two particularly significant countries, the average wage in the United States, 
measured in ppp$, is more than triple to the one prevailing in China, although 
this difference seems to be slowly decreasing over time. As for the eu, the unit 
labour costs6 varies from 4 to 40 euro; according to a study by Confindustria 
Balkans (Sanfey, Milatovic and Kresic 2016, 18) in 2012, the average monthly 
wage in Romania is 350 Euros, a bit higher than Albania; the average wage paid 
to workers from Eastern Europe is just over 400 euro, about three times less 
than the prevailing average wage in Italy. Summing up, the wage differentials 
are still relevant in terms of level (Ashenfelter 2012), the overall trend is toward 
convergence, but its pace is slowing (Belser 2011).

6 Unit labour costs (according to oecd, Glossary of Statistical Terms) measure the average cost 
of labour per unit of output and are calculated as the ratio of total labour costs to real output.
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 Productivity, Relative Wage and Labour Share

Attention in recent years to changes in income distribution (Milanovic 2012, 
Picketty 2014, Deaton 2015) can now be framed correctly, that is, considering 
the growing inequalities as a result of the radical changes that have occurred 
in the capitalist mode of production and not as the cause of the crisis. It should 
be noted that, for Marx, the word ‘misery’ does not mean absolute poverty, for 
he stated on a number of occasions that the immiseration of the working class 
would have grown, even with nominal wages growing. From this emerges the 
importance of the concept of ‘relative wage’. Marx introduces this concept in 
‘Wage Labour and Capital’, one of his early lectures on economics dating from 
1847. In Section iv Marx distinguishes three definitions of the wage: first, it is 
the amount of money that the worker receives from his employer which he 
calls ‘nominal wages’ and which we would now call ‘money wages’; second, we 
can consider the actual amount of goods and services which at any time this 
amount of money will buy, i.e. the ‘real wages’; but:

Wages are determined above all by their relations to the gain, the profit, 
of the capitalist. In other words, wages are a proportionate, relative quan-
tity. Real wages express the price of labour-power in relation to the price 
of commodities; relative wages, on the other hand, express the share of 
immediate labour in the value newly created by it, in relation to the share 
of it which falls to accumulated labour, to capital.

marx 1978, 63–64

From this, it follows that relative wages (i.e., the labour share in gdp) can fall 
even though real wages have risen. Most of those who accuse Marx of hav-
ing believed that capitalism would reduce the working class to starvation have 
failed to understand this key distinction, which he took from Ricardo, between 
relative wages and real wages. It is the relative wage that mattes and the rela-
tive wage tends to decline.

All over the world, the labour share has declined globally since the early 
1980s. This decline has been pervasive, from the largest liberal economies of the 
world to all Scandinavian countries, where labour unions and Welfare States 
have been traditionally strong. The labour share declined also, though less, in 
many emerging countries like China, India, and Mexico. As for the size of the 
decline, the ilo/oecd (2015, 3–4) estimates for G20 countries plus Spain are 
in the order of 9 percentage points—from 65 to 56%—departing from the ‘60s. 
For the growth scholars of the University of Groningen, at least in reference to 
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the us economy (Figure 6.9), the decrease of the relative share of wages would 
begin in the early 70s.

Among the hypotheses proposed to explain this decline, Frey and Osborne 
(2015, 3) recognize that:

The economic benefits of recent technological developments are not be-
ing widely shared. Productivity had increased globally but real median 
wages have stagnated in many oecd countries leading to significant de-
clines in labour’s share of gdp.

For Karabarbounis and Neiman (2014) there has been a relative decrease in the 
price of investment goods relative to that of the consumer goods, and this is a 
consequence of technological change. The increase in productivity, achieved 
in particular thanks to the technological innovations incorporated in the ma-
chines system, is associated with an increase of the production obtained in a 
given labour time. But, even if a higher productivity manifested itself through 
an increase of use values obtained with the same working hours, it does not de-
termine any increase in its exchange value per unit; the total value of the mass 
of commodities will be higher, but the amount of value added from labour, 
that is the only source of new value creation, does not increase.

A working day of 8 hours will have the same value before and after the rise 
in productivity, as soon as these hours become the new average of the socially 
necessary labour time in a given productive branch and will have the same 
value of 8 hours worked in an industry with a different organic composition. 
The manufacturing sectors with the most modern machinery and innovative 
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Figure 6.9 Share of labour compensation in gdp at current national prices for United States.
Source:  University of Groningen, University of California, Davis
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technologies, and so with a higher organic composition, appropriates a larger 
amount of value subtracting shares of product and therefore of value to the 
capitalists who have not innovated.

The most important result of the increase in productivity is related to its 
effects on the reduction of labour time needed to produce the commodities 
which thus lower their unit value. The generalized productivity increase has an 
effect on all commodities including those contained in the commodities nec-
essary to the reproduction of the labour force. Therefore, even if the workers 
get the same amount of use values or even a larger share than the one received 
before the increase in productivity, the total working time of these commodi-
ties has decreased and with it their value. In the working day of an employee, 
the labour time required to produce the equivalent of her wage decreases, 
which increases the share of surplus labour and therefore of surplus value that 
the employer can extract. Since the lengthening of the working day is impos-
sible beyond certain physical limits, this mechanism becomes the main instru-
ment under mature capitalism to increase the mass of surplus value and its 
rate. This is the reason why there is an obsessive attention to increasing pro-
ductivity on the part of the capitalist class, not because—as many economists 
and academics claim—this would increase the amount of value added by each 
individual worker.

But the introduction of new machinery, the use of advanced technologies 
generally also allows for increasing the intensity of labour, which is reflected in 
greater tension (work pace), condensation (saturation), less porosity (down-
time) which can be added to the extension of the duration of the working day.7 
The more intensive use of the labour force produces, for the same working 
hours, a greater amount of value and this, without prejudice to the value of 
the labour force, allows it to increase the amount of surplus labour and thus 
of surplus value which capitalists can appropriate. Since the intensification 
of labour also causes an increase in the amount of commodities produced, it 
becomes difficult to distinguish how much of more use values is the result of 
technical innovations and new machinery and how much is the result of more 
intense use of the labour force.

7 In his Foundations of the Critique of Political Economy (Grundrisse, Notebook vii—The 
Chapter on Capital) Marx addresses the problem of the contradiction between the lower 
nominal duration of the working day and its increased real intensity: “surplus population 
( from this standpoint), as well as surplus production, is a condition for this [here the antitheti-
cal form]. the tendency of capital is, of course, to link up absolute with relative surplus capital; 
hence greatest…” https://www.marxists.org/archive/marx/works/1857/grundrisse/ch15.htm.

https://www.marxists.org/archive/marx/works/1857/grundrisse/ch15.htm
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Apart from temporary changes, and keeping in mind the foregoing observa-
tions, the productivity revealed by the statistical data (measured as a ratio of 
value added and hours worked) can give only an indirect indication of the in-
crease in the workers’ exploitation (see Figure 6.10).

 Final Remarks: An Endless Restoration and a Global Working Class

The transformations that occurred in the international economy in recent 
 decades have a precise meaning: a big counter-offensive by capital against the 
international working class, that produced a greater proletarianization of the 
world population with an expansion of the production base but also a growth 
of the industrial reserve army. This is an epochal change that has led to not only 
a globalization of trade but of the same world-scale production. The  expansion 
of the base of capital accumulation has increased the total numbers of workers 
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Figure 6.10 Productivity and wages.
Note: Labour productivity is defined as gdp per employed person and uses gdp 
in constant 2005 ppp$ for all countries. G20 advanced economies include: Aus-
tralia, Canada, France, Germany, Italy, Japan, the Republic of Korea, the United 
Kingdom and the United States. Both indices are based on a weighted average 
of all the countries in the group that takes into account labour productivity and 
the size of paid employment.
Source: ilo staff estimation, using data from the ilo Global 
Employment Trends reports and the ilo Global Wage Database, 
revised and updated.
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in the industrial sectors by 50%, i.e. a mass of 230 million extra workers from 
which to extract surplus value. Even without considering the rate of exploita-
tion of these workers and its influence on the average general rate of profit, we 
can say that the mass of profit was significantly extended by providing a break 
to a gasping economy.

The extension of the labour force has focused mainly on emerging and de-
veloping countries. In these countries, wage conditions, working hours and 
intensity of use of the labour force are worse than those that capitalists are 
able to impose on the workers of the most developed countries. The relocation 
occurred mainly in labour-intensive sectors, or specialized intermediate parts 
of the final product in which, based on current technologies, the labour com-
ponent still constitutes a significant part. The building of new plants has taken 
place using the latest technologies, and the same happened to the organiza-
tional methods of production so that, especially in the factories directly con-
trolled by multinational firms, the working methods were not very different 
from the existing ones in the western countries of the same productive sector.

In Marxian terms, we can say that there was a significant increase in the 
rate of surplus labor and thus of surplus value. Indeed, both the reduction in 
the cost of the workforce as the lengthening of work hours, as well as its more 
intense use, results in an increase of the surplus labor time with respect to that 
necessary to reproduce the value of labor power. In addition, relocation, as 
well as the increasing use of the immigrant labor force in the developed capi-
talist countries, has increased the bargaining power of the capitalists through 
the threat of moving production sites or to use more blackmailed immigrant 
labor, in order to worsen the conditions in terms of wages, working hours and 
other important regulatory aspects.

Thus the attack on workers, starting with the Thatcher governments in the 
uk and Reagan presidency in the us in the 1980s, affected not only the work-
ing conditions and wages, but has gradually scaled back all the assurances won 
with hard struggles: from health care to the pension provisions, from direct 
and indirect tax increases to the cost of education; nothing was overlooked in 
significantly reducing indirect wages which represents a decisive component 
of real wages. Furthermore, the opportunity to import cheap goods from the 
newly industrialized countries led to a reduction in the price of commodities 
necessary for the reproduction of the labor force and therefore to the labor 
time necessary to reproduce its value.

These mechanisms, together with the increase—albeit at a decreasing 
rate—of productivity, have resulted in a reduction of the value of labor power 
and therefore an increase in the surplus labor time and surplus value which 
the capitalists have been able to appropriate. To the capitalist, it is irrelevant 
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that the reduction in the value of the commodities necessary to the reproduc-
tion of labor power is realized through a general increase in productivity or 
because the workers who produce these commodities are paid a minimum 
wage: what matters is achieving the goal, the increase in the exploitation rate 
obtained by the growth of relative surplus value.

With the change in the balance of power between the classes, the capital-
ists have succeeded in putting a stop to the historical trend of the legal reduc-
tion of the working hours in the most developed countries—trends which in 
many cases have been reversed—introducing the criterion of flexibility in the 
workplace, widespread insecurity and employment volatility. We have thus 
witnessed the return to the typical methods for increasing the absolute sur-
plus value, that have increased even more the rate of exploitation, including in 
relation to industrial workers in the more developed countries. The old typical 
methods of extraction of absolute surplus value are not a mere return to the 
past however; rather, they represent the result of the enormous development 
reached by productive forces and productivity. In most developed countries, 
the organic composition of capital in the main productive sectors has reached 
very high levels, beyond which it is difficult to go except with exorbitant costs 
and diminishing returns. A typical capitalistic contradiction anticipated by 
Marx: the more it is reduced to a minimum part of the working day necessary 
to reproduce the value of labor power, the lower the increase of surplus value 
obtained through an increase in productivity. Surplus value increases, though 
not at the same rate as productivity dynamics.8

The new industrial revolution that is shaping through the use of artificial 
intelligence and the massive use of robotics, will not produce an exit from the 
current crisis, but rather an amplification of the contradictions of capitalism.

8 “The larger the surplus value of capital before the increase of productive force, the larger 
the amount of presupposed surplus labour or surplus value of capital; or, the smaller the 
fractional part of the working day which forms the equivalent of the worker, which expresses 
necessary labour, the smaller is the increase in surplus value which capital obtains from the 
increase of productive force. Its surplus value rises, but in an ever smaller relation to the de-
velopment of the productive force. Thus the more developed capital already is, the more sur-
plus labour it has created, the more terribly must it develop the productive force in order to 
realize itself in only smaller proportion, i.e. to add surplus value—because its barrier always 
remains the relation between the fractional part of the day which expresses necessary labour, 
and the entire working day. It can move only within these boundaries. The smaller already 
the fractional part falling to necessary labour, the greater the surplus labour, the less can any 
increase in productive force perceptibly diminish necessary labour; since the denominator 
has grown enormously. The self-realization of capital becomes more difficult to the extent 
that it has already been realized.” (Marx 1993b, 340).
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