Assignment Guide for Chapter 18

‘We are all flexible workers now’. Discuss.

This question is one to approach with caution, given its potentially wide-ranging nature. Here are just two methods of dealing with this. One is a straight ‘are we, aren’t we?’ framework, using the material from the sections on ‘Taylorism and Fordism’ starting on page 745 and ‘Post-Fordism’ from page 762. This sets the background by describing some relatively rigid methods of production (Taylorism and Fordism), their inherent weaknesses, subsequent decline and eventual replacement by post-Fordist practices. The text examines four elements of these recent practices: the flexible production model, teamworking, multi-skilling and other aspects of labour flexibility with regard to time and space. It is also worth recalling that the emergence of some of these less bureaucratic forms is also discussed in the chapter on organizations (chapter 16). You could also draw upon the Enrico/Rico vignette that closes this chapter. Wherever you locate your resources, it is important to realize that this is a question that invites an empirical response, and so the use of numerous examples and/or aggregate data about the adoption of such patterns is required.

While this will yield a sensible essay based on the disputed degree of change in the contemporary economy, it is relatively unadventurous and could end up being a little too general. A second option would be to focus less on whether flexibility is novel and how it came to be, and more on the ‘we are all’ element of the quote. Here the emphasis is more on the inequalities within flexible labour markets in the here and now. The advantage of this is that you have more scope to discuss the issues rather than simply run through a familiar narrative. This approach also enables you to broaden your range of material and make links to public policy debates.

For the more confident and ambitious student there are a number of options here. You could open up the normative debate about flexibility – what does it mean for employers and employees, how does it impact differentially on men and women etc. There is some good material on wage differentials and the gendered division of labour, starting on page 758, and a useful textbox focusing on the unpaid activities that constitute ‘housework’ (pages 742–3). There is an interesting angle to be pursued here, drawing out the tensions between homemaking and homeworking. The Doonesbury cartoon on page 761 is a useful bridge between gender inequality in the labour market and the issue of childcare.

Though gender is the primary prism through which chapter 18 views inequality, there is also the opportunity to reintroduce material from the previous chapters on class (9) and poverty (10) to present a more calibrated picture of ‘the working woman’. This would provide an interesting extended commentary on the numbers in figure 18.4, the ‘female forfeit’.

The overriding concern for anyone tackling this question must be the need to unpack thoroughly the concept of flexibility into its constituent elements. And of course, as always in sociology, it is important when making grand claims on behalf of a population to be as specific as possible about who ‘we’ are.

