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A Theory of Service and Productive Labor (1)

The ‘service controversy’ has been under way since the 1950s in Japanese academia,
wherein some very fundamental questions have been fiercely debated, such as ‘What is
service? and ‘Is service labor productive? The present paper critically reviews the
controversy and constructs the conceptual backbone for the analysis of the contemporary
globalization of services in trade and investment.

The second part of the paper intends to answer the two questions: firstly, is service
labor productive? Service labor, as concrete useful labor, embodies itself in useful effects of
physical materials as the object of labor, although the object of service labor is other
human beings’ body and/or mind, rather than some objective materials. In this sense,
service labor is as productive as material-producing labor, such as agricultural and
manufacturing labor, is; and it is categorized into bodily service labor and mental service
labor.

Secondly, in what sense is service labor productive? It is productive in the trans-
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historical sense that it transforms human beings’ internal, rather than external, nature
with some useful effects on it. It can be productive in the historical sense in capitalism,
however, as long as it produces surplus value or profits for its capitalist employer.
Financial labor, for example, is not productive service labor in the first sense, but
productive ‘service’ labor in the second sense. (To be continued.)

(ITAKI, Masahiko, Professor, College of International Relations, Ritsumeikan Unversity)
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