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INTRODUCTION The Problem with Work

Though women do not complain of the power of husbands,
each complains of her own husband, or of the husbands of
her friends. It is the same in all other cases of servitude, at
least in the commencement of the emancipatory movement.
The serfs did not at first complain of the power of their lords,
but only of their tyranny.

JOHN STUART MILL, THE SUBJECTION OF WOMEN

One type of work, or one particular job, is contrasted with
another type, experienced or imagined, within the present
world of work; judgments are rarely made about the world
of work as presently organized as against some other way
of organizing it.

C. WRIGHT MILLS, WHITE COLLAR

Why do we work so long and so hard? The mystery here is not that we are
required to work or that we are expected to devote so much time and
energy to its pursuit, but rather that there is not more active resistance to
this state of affairs. The problems with work today—my focus will be on
the United States—have to do with both its quantity and its quality and
are not limited to the travails of any one group. Those problems include
the low wages in most sectors of the economy; the unemployment,
underemployment, and precarious employment suffered by many work-
ers; and the overwork that often characterizes even the most privileged
forms of employment—after all, even the best job is a problem when it
monopolizes so much oflife. To be sure, if we were only resigned to such



conditions, there would be no puzzle. What is perplexing is less the
acceptance of the present reality that one must work to live than the
willingness to live for work. By the same token, it is easy to appreciate
why work is held in such high esteem, but considerably less obvious why
it seems to be valued more than other pastimes and practices.

That these questions are rarely posed within the field of political
theory is also surprising. The lack of interest in representing the daily
grind of work routines in various forms of popular culture is perhaps
understandable,! as is the tendency among cultural critics to focus on the
animation and meaningfulness of commodities rather than the eclipse of
laboring activity that Marx identifies as the source of their fetishization
(Marx 1976, 164—65). The preference for a level of abstraction that tends
not to register either the qualitative dimensions or the hierarchical rela-
tions of work can also account for its relative neglect in the field of
mainstream economics. But the lack of attention to the lived experience
and political textures of work within political theory would seem to be
another matter.? Indeed, political theorists tend to be more interested in
our lives as citizens and noncitizens, legal subjects and bearers of rights,
consumers and spectators, religious devotees and family members, than
in our daily lives as workers.> And yet, to take a simple example, the
amount of time alone that the average citizen is expected to devote to
work—particularly when we include the time spent training, searching,
and preparing for work, not to mention recovering from it—would sug-
gest that the experience warrants more consideration. Work is crucial not
only to those whose lives are centered around it, but also, in a society that
expects people to work for wages, to those who are expelled or excluded
from work and marginalized in relation to it. Perhaps more significantly,
places of employment and spaces of work would seem to be supremely
relevant to the very bread and butter of political science: as sites of
decision making, they are structured by relations of power and authority;
as hierarchical organizations, they raise issues of consent and obedience;
as spaces of exclusion, they pose questions about membership and obli-
gation. Although impersonal forces may compel us into work, once we
enter the workplace we inevitably find ourselves enmeshed in the direct
and personal relations of rulers and ruled. Indeed, the work site is where
we often experience the most immediate, unambiguous, and tangible
relations of power that most of us will encounter on a daily basis. As a
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fully political rather than a simply economic phenomenon, work would
thus seem to be an especially rich object of inquiry.

There are at least two reasons for the inattention to work within
political theory that bear mentioning. The first of these is what I will call
the privatization of work. As the pair of epigraphs above suggest, we
seem to have a hard time grasping the power relations of both work and
family systematically; we often experience and imagine the employment
relation—like the marriage relation—not as a social institution but as
a unique relationship. Certainly this can be explained in part by the
institution of private property that secures the privacy of the employ-
ment relation alongside the marriage relation. However, it should also be
noted that this mode of privatizing work is not easily maintained: work
has long occupied a somewhat vexed position in the private-public econ-
omy of liberalism. Thus, even though John Locke could establish the
private character of work through both the natural right to property and
its integration into the economy of the household, the state’s role in
defending property rights (and, since Locke’s day, increasingly regulating
and planning on property’s behalf) threatens the status of work as a
private relationship, exposing it, by the logic of Locke’s scheme, to the
purview of properly political power.* Work’s place within the private-
public division becomes even more troubled with the advent of industri-
alization; as work becomes identified with waged work and separated
from the household, it could more easily seem—by comparison to that
exemplary private sphere—relatively public. But there are additional
mechanisms that secure what I am calling work’s privatization. One is its
reification: the fact that at present one must work to “earn a living” is
taken as part of the natural order rather than as a social convention.
Consequently, as C. Wright Mills observes (in one of the epigraphs
above), we tend to focus more on the problems with this or that job, or
on their absence, than on work as a requirement, work as a system, work
as a way of life. Like the serfs who, as John Stuart Mill claims in the other
epigraph, “did not at first complain of the power of their lords, but only
of their tyranny” (1988, 84), we are better at attending to the problems
with this or that boss than to the system that grants them such power.
The effective privatization of work is also a function of the way the labor
market individualizes work—never more so than today, with the enor-
mous variety of tasks and schedules that characterize the contemporary

THE PROBLEM WITH WORK 3



employment relation. The workplace, like the household, is typically
figured as a private space, the product of a series of individual contracts
rather than a social structure, the province of human need and sphere of
individual choice rather than a site for the exercise of political power.
And because of this tethering of work to the figure of the individual, it is
difficult to mount a critique of work that is not received as something
wholly different: a criticism of workers. As a result of work’s subordina-
tion to property rights, its reification, and its individualization, thinking
about work as a social system—even with its arguably more tenuous
private status—strangely becomes as difficult as it is for many to conceive
marriage and the family in structural terms.

The second reason for the marginalization of work within political
theory’s configuration of the political could be attributed to the decline
of work-based activism in the United States. In the absence of a worker’s
party, and with the fickle and sometimes conflicting class alignments
within and between the two major parties, electoral politics has rarely
served as an adequate vehicle for work-centered activism. The power of
union-based politics has also been curtailed by the sharp decline of
union membership in the period since the Second World War. Many
activists today seem to assume that, besides party-line voting and institu-
tionalized collective bargaining, our best chance for exerting collective
power lies in our purchasing power. Ethical buying and the consumer
boycott as ways to effect corporate decision making thus rise to the
forefront of the political-economic imaginary. Of course, the logic that
informs these models of consumer politics is the same one that enables
corporations to make the case that low prices for ever more worthy
consumer goods is an adequate trade-off for low wages, outsourcing,
union busting, and government make-work programs. To the extent that
unionization and consumer organizing continue to represent not only
two obviously important means, but often the only avenues for imagin-
ing a politics of work, we are left with few possibilities for marshaling
antiwork activism and inventing postwork alternatives.

What amounts in all these instances to a depoliticization of work is
precisely what I want to think through and challenge in this contribution
to the political theory of work. The brief chapter summaries at the end of
this introduction will outline the book’s specific points of focus and lines
of argument. But first, I want to concentrate on presenting the project’s
major theoretical lineages and dominant conceptual frames, not to pre-
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view the analyses to come so much as to account for their inspiration and
explain the kinds of claims and assumptions they presuppose. In terms
of theoretical resources, although Max Weber, Jean Baudrillard, and
Friedrich Nietzsche will each have a critical role to play at some point in
the analysis, the project draws most heavily, albeit selectively, on the
fields of feminist theory and Marxist theory, as this introductory discus-
sion will illustrate. I should note, however, that it is not only political
theory’s disregard for the politics of work that poses obstacles for this
endeavor; as we will see, both feminism’s and Marxism’s productivist
tendencies—their sometimes explicit, sometimes tacit pro-work supposi-
tions and commitments—present problems as well. There are, nonethe-
less, a number of exceptional cases or even whole subtraditions within
each of these fields that have much to offer antiwork critiques and post-
work imaginaries. But rather than organize this introductory discussion
around a rehearsal of the project’s more specific theoretical debts, I want
to structure it instead in relation to a selection of its key concepts. The
analysis begins with two concepts that orient the undertaking and give it
direction: the work society and the work ethic. It then proceeds to a
series of conceptual pairings—including work and labor, work and class,
and freedom and equality—through which I hope to flesh out the text’s
central themes and further clarify my concerns and intentions. Let me
start by articulating some of the reasons why I find the topic of work so
theoretically interesting and politically pressing. The concept of the work
society is my point of entry into that discussion.

THE WORK SOCIETY

The shift in perspective that I would like to see more political theorists
pursue—from state and government to political economy, from cultural
products to the sites and relations of their production, from public
spaces and marketplaces to workplaces—is reminiscent of something
Marx proposed in an oft-cited passage at the end of part two of the first
volume of Capital. As a way to describe the buying and selling of that
very “peculiar” commodity labor power, Marx presents the story of two
free, self-interested individuals, each an owner of property and both
equal under the law, who enter into an exchange of equivalents: one
consents to give the use of his or her labor power for a limited period of
time, and in return, the other agrees to pay the first a specific amount
of money. But to see what happens after the employment contract is
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signed, the analysis must then move to a different location, the site where
this special commodity will be “consumed” by putting the seller of it to
work. “Let us therefore,” Marx proposes,

in company with the owner of money and the owner of labour-power,
leave this noisy sphere, where everything takes place on the surface
and in full view of everyone, and follow them into the hidden abode
of production, on whose threshold there hangs the notice “No admit-
tance except on business.” Here we shall see, not only how capital
produces, but how capital is itself produced. (1976, 279—80)

By altering the focus of the study in this way, Marx promises, “the secret
of profit-making” will be exposed (280). By changing the site of the
analysis from a market-based exchange to wage-based production, the
labor-process itself—that is, the activity of labor and the social relations
that shape, direct, and manage it—will be revealed as the locus of capital-
ist valorization.

So what are the benefits of this vantage point? What do we see when
we shift our angle of vision from the market sphere of exchange to the
privatized sphere of production? As the language about revealing secrets
suggests, part of what Marx seeks to accomplish by descending into this
“hidden abode” is to publicize the world of waged work, to expose it as
neither natural precursor nor peripheral byproduct of capitalist pro-
duction, but rather as its central mechanism (the wage) and lifeblood
(work). With this shift in perspective, Marxian political economy recog-
nizes waged labor as central to the capitalist mode of production and
claims it as the standpoint from which capitalism’s mysteries can be
uncovered and its logics laid bare. This recognition of the significance of
work remains, I argue, as relevant now as it was when Marx wrote, and it
is this observation that my deployment of the category of the work
society is intended, in part, to underscore.

Waged work remains today the centerpiece of late capitalist economic
systems; it is, of course, the way most people acquire access to the neces-
sities of food, clothing, and shelter. It is not only the primary mechanism
by which income is distributed, it is also the basic means by which status
is allocated, and by which most people gain access to healthcare and
retirement. After the family, waged work is often the most important, if
not sole, source of sociality for millions. Raising children with attributes
that will secure them forms of employment that can match if not surpass
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the class standing of their parents is the gold standard of parenting. In
addition, “making people capable of working is,” as Nona Glazer notes,
“the central goal of schooling, a criterion of successful medical and
psychiatric treatment, and an ostensible goal of most welfare policies and
unemployment compensation programs” (1993, 33). Helping to make
people “work ready” and moving them into jobs are central objectives of
social work (Macarov 1980, 12), a common rationale for the prison sys-
tem, and an important inducement to perform military service. Indeed,
enforcing work, as the other side of defending property rights, is a key
function of the state (Seidman 1991, 315), and a particular preoccupation
of the postwelfare, neoliberal state.

But making public the foundational role of work is only part of what
Marx achieves with this change in venue. In descending from the sphere
of the market—which he satirized as “a very Eden” of equal rights, indi-
vidual freedom, and social harmony (1976, 280)—into the privatized
spaces of work, Marx seeks not only to publicize but also to politicize the
world of work. That is to say, the focus on the consumption of labor
seeks to expose the social role of work and, at the same time, to pose it as
a political problem. Despite Marx’s insistence that waged work for those
without other options is a system of “forced labor” (1964, 111), it remains
for the most part an abstract mode of domination. In general, it is not
the police or the threat of violence that force us to work, but rather a
social system that ensures that working is the only way that most of us
can meet our basic needs. In this way, as Moishe Postone notes, the
specific mechanism by which goods and services are distributed in a
capitalist society appears to be grounded not in social convention and
political power but in human need (1996, 161). The social role of waged
work has been so naturalized as to seem necessary and inevitable, some-
thing that might be tinkered with but never escaped. Thus Marx seeks
both to clarify the economic, social, and political functions of work
under capitalism and to problematize the specific ways in which such
world-building practices are corralled into industrial forms and capital-
ist relations of work. This effort to make work at once public and politi-
cal is, then, one way to counter the forces that would naturalize, privat-
ize, individualize, ontologize, and also, thereby, depoliticize it.

Work is, thus, not just an economic practice. Indeed, that every indi-
vidual is required to work, that most are expected to work for wages or
be supported by someone who does, is a social convention and disciplin-
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ary apparatus rather than an economic necessity. That every individual
must not only do some work but more often a lifetime of work, that
individuals must not only work but become workers, is not necessary to
the production of social wealth. The fact is that this wealth is collectively
not individually produced, despite the persistence of an older economic
imaginary that links individual production directly to consumption.®
Indeed, as Postone observes, “on a deep, systemic level, production is not
for the sake of consumption” (1996, 184). The relationship may appear
direct and incontrovertible, but it is in fact highly mediated: the goal of
neither party in the work relation is consumption; one seeks surplus
value, and the other income. The normative expectation of waged work
as an individual responsibility has more to do with the socially mediat-
ing role of work than its strictly productive function (150). Work is the
primary means by which individuals are integrated not only into the
economic system, but also into social, political, and familial modes of
cooperation. That individuals should work is fundamental to the basic
social contract; indeed, working is part of what is supposed to transform
subjects into the independent individuals of the liberal imaginary, and
for that reason, is treated as a basic obligation of citizenship. (The fact
that the economy’s health is dependent on a permanent margin of un-
employment is only one of the more notorious problems with this con-
vention.) Dreams of individual accomplishment and desires to contrib-
ute to the common good become firmly attached to waged work, where
they can be hijacked to rather different ends: to produce neither individ-
ual riches nor social wealth, but privately appropriated surplus value.
The category of the work society is meant to signify not only the cen-
trality of work, but also its broad field of social relevance (see, for exam-
ple, Beck 2000).

GENDER AT WORK

Another way to get at the extra-economic role of wark that the concept
of the work society is intended to evoke is through a further consider-
ation of work’s subjectification function, alluded to above. Work pro-
duces not just economic goods and services but also social and political
subjects. In other words, the wage relation generates not just income and
capital, but disciplined individuals, governable subjects, worthy citizens,
and responsible family members. Indeed, given its centrality both to
individuals’ lives and to the social imaginary, work constitutes a par-
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ticularly important site of interpellation into a range of subjectivities. It
is, for example, a key site of becoming classed; the workplace is where, as
Marx describes it, the seller of labor power who we are invited to fol-
low into the hidden abode of production “becomes in actuality what
previously he only was potentially, namely labour-power in action, a
worker” (1976, 283). Class identities and relations are made and remade
as some people are excluded from and others conscripted into work, by
means of educational tracks and workplace training regimens, through
the organization of labor processes and the interactions they structure,
via the setting of wage levels, and in relation to judgments about occupa-
tional status. This process of subjectification is perhaps best understood
in terms of a model not of passive construction but of active recruitment,
often less a matter of command and obedience than one of inducement
and attraction (West and Zimmerman 1991, 27—29). Along these lines,
one can observe that some of the attractions of different forms of work
are about joining a relatively advantaged class: becoming a member of
the working class rather than the underclass, a middle-class rather than a
working-class person, a salaried versus an hourly worker, a professional
with a career as opposed to a working stiff and job holder. As a way to
build on these logics a little further, let us turn to another dimension of
this process of subject making and doing and consider work as a site of
gendering.

To say that work is organized by gender is to observe that it is a site
where, at a minimum, we can find gender enforced, performed, and re-
created. Workplaces are often structured in relation to gendered norms
and expectations. Waged work and unwaged work alike continue to be
structured by the productivity of gender-differentiated labor, including
the gender division of both household roles and waged occupations. But
the gendering of work is not just a matter of these institutionalized
tendencies to distinguish various forms of men’s work and women’s
work, but a consequence of the ways that workers are often expected to
do gender at work. Gender is put to work when, for example, workers
draw upon gendered codes and scripts as a way to negotiate relationships
with bosses and co-workers, to personalize impersonal interactions, or
to communicate courtesy, care, professionalism, or authority to clients,
students, patients, or customers. And this is, of course, not limited to
waged forms of work. As Sarah Fenstermaker Berk argues, unwaged do-
mestic work too should be recognized for producing not just goods and
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services, but gender as well (1985, 201). As a result of these activities, work
plays a significant role in both the production and reproduction of gen-
dered identities and hierarchies: gender is re-created along with value.

As in the example of class identities noted earlier, gender identities are
coordinated with work identities in ways that can sometimes alienate
workers from their job and other times bind them more tightly to it.
Whether it is the women informatics workers whose pink-collar status
and dress code is, Carla Freeman argues, at once a disciplinary mecha-
nism and a source of individual expression (2000, 2), or the specific
model of blue-collar masculinity that made industrial work attractive to
the working-class boys of Paul Willis’s famous study (1977, 150), this
gendering of labor—doing men’s work or women’s work, doing mas-
culinity or femininity as part of doing the job—can also be a source of
pleasure in work and serve to promote workers’ identification with and
investments in the job. This can extend to unwaged forms of labor too;
consider, for example, the ways in which conforming to a gender divi-
sion of household labor might be for some people welcome confirma-
tions of gender and sexual identities and relations. “What is produced
and reproduced,” in the case of one such example, is thus “not merely the
activity and artifact of domestic life, but the material embodiment of
wifely and husbandly roles and, derivatively, of womanly and manly
conduct” (West and Zimmerman 1991, 30). Sometimes doing gender
might be treated as part of doing the job; at other times doing the job is
part of what it means to do gender. As Robin Leidner observes in her
study of routinized interactive service work, the “degree to which work-
ers accept the identity implied by a job is therefore determined in part by
the degree to which they can interpret the job as expressing their gender
in a satisfying way” (1993, 194).

But there is more to this story. For an employee, it is not merely a
matter of bringing one’s gendered self to work but of becoming gendered
in and through work. For an employer, it is not just a matter of hiring
masculine and feminine workers and putting them to work, but of ac-
tively managing workers’ gendered identities and relationships. Exploit-
able subjects are not just found; they are, as Michael Burawoy famously
argues, made at the point of production (1979). Even at the level of
specific workplaces, individual managers can to some degree fashion the
exploitable subjects, including the specific kind of feminized or mas-
culinized subjects they imagine that they have already hired (Salzinger
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2003, 20—21). Of course, it is difficult to predict whether various jobs will
be segregated by gender in this way, whether they will be considered
suitable men’s work or women’s work, and which particular models of
gender such workers will be expected to conform to. In the fast-food
franchise that Leidner studied, cooking was understood by managers
and workers alike as men’s work when it could have just as easily been
coded as a feminized activity. Though it is not always easy to foresee if
jobs will become gendered—or, if so, which jobs will be treated as more
or less appropriate for which specific ideal of gendered comportment—
the occupational segregation that is part and parcel of the gender divi-
sion of labor stands nonetheless as supposed empirical proof of the
necessity of gender difference and hierarchy. Thus, as Leidner notes, “the
considerable flexibility of notions of proper gender enactment does not
undermine the appearance of inevitability and naturalness that con-
tinues to support the division of labor by gender” (1993, 196). In her
study of gendered labor in the maquiladoras, Leslie Salzinger argues that
it is precisely the combination of rigid gender categories with the mal-
leability and variability of their enactments and meaning that explains
the resilience of gender as a principle of human differentiation (2003,
25). In this sense, ironically, the tremendous plasticity of gender rein-
forces rather than undermines its naturalization.

WORK VALUES

The category of the work society refers not just to the socially mediating
and subjectively constitutive roles of work but to the dominance of its
values. Challenging the present organization of work requires not only
that we confront its reification and depoliticization but also its nor-
mativity and moralization. Work is not just defended on grounds of
economic necessity and social duty; it is widely understood as an indi-
vidual moral practice and collective ethical obligation. Traditional work
values—those that preach the moral value and dignity of waged work
and privilege such work as an essential source of individual growth, self-
fulfillment, social recognition, and status—continue to be effective in
encouraging and rationalizing the long hours US workers are supposed
to dedicate to waged work and the identities they are expected to invest
there. This normalizing and moralizing ethic of work should be very
familiar to most of us; it is, after all, routinely espoused in managerial
discourse, defended in the popular media, and enshrined in public poli-
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cies. The ethic’s productivist values are promoted on both the political
Right and Left, from employers seeking the most able and tractable
workers, and politicians intent on moving women from welfare to waged
work, to parents and educators eager to prepare their children or stu-
dents to embrace the values that might best ensure their future economic
security and social achievement. |

Let me be clear: to call these traditional work values into question is
not to claim that work is without value. It is not to deny the necessity of
productive activity or to dismiss the likelihood that, as William Morris
describes it, there might be for all living things “a pleasure in the exercise
of their energies” (1999, 129). It is, rather, to insist that there are other
ways to organize and distribute that activity and to remind us that it is
also possible to be creative outside the boundaries of work. It is to
suggest that there might be a variety of ways to experience the pleasure
that we may now find in work, as well as other pleasures that we may
wish to discover, cultivate, and enjoy. And it is to remind us that the
willingness to live for and through work renders subjects supremely
functional for capitalist purposes. But before the work society can be
publicized and raised as a political problem, we need to understand the
forces—including the work ethic—that promote our acceptance of and
powerful identification with work and help to make it such a potent
object of desire and privileged field of aspiration.

Feminism has its own tendencies toward the mystification and moral-
ization of work and has reproduced its own version of this famed ethic.
Consider two of the dominant feminist remedies for the gender divisions
and hierarchies of waged and unwaged work. One strategy, popular with
at least some feminists of both the first and second waves, is to more or
less accept the lesser value accorded to unwaged domestic labor and seek
to secure women’s equal access to waged work. Waged work would be
women’s ticket out of culturally mandated domesticity. While recogniz-
ing the importance of the ongoing struggle to secure equal employment
opportunities for women, I want to argue that subjecting feminism’s
own idealization of waged work to critical scrutiny remains an impor-
tant task as well. Confronting the present organization of waged labor
and its values is especially urgent in the wake of the 1996 welfare reform
debate and resulting legislation. Certainly the attack on poor women
that was perpetrated in the name of the work ethic should inspire the

12 INTRODUCTION



reconsideration and reinvention of feminist perspectives on waged work
—its ever-shifting realities and its long-standing values.

A second feminist strategy concentrates on efforts to revalue unwaged
forms of household-based labor, from housework to caring work. Cer-
tainly making this socially necessary labor visible, valued, and equitably
distributed remains a vital feminist project as well. The problem with
both of these strategies—one focused on gaining women’s entry into all
forms of waged work and the other committed to gaining social recogni-
tion of, and men’s equal responsibility for, unwaged domestic work—is
their failure to challenge the dominant legitimating discourse of work.
On the contrary, each approach tends to draw upon the language and
sentiments of the traditional work ethic to win support for its claims
about the essential dignity and special value of women’s waged or un-
waged labor.® How might feminism contest the marginalization and
underestimation of unwaged forms of reproductive labor, without trad-
ing on the work ethic’s mythologies of work? Feminists, I suggest, should
focus on the demands not simply or exclusively for more work and better
work, but also for less work; we should focus not only on revaluing
feminized forms of unwaged labor but also challenge the sanctification
of such work that can accompany or be enabled by these efforts.

The question is, then, how to struggle against both labor’s misrecog-
nition and devaluation on the one hand, and its metaphysics and moral-
ism on the other hand. The refusal of work, a concept drawn from the
autonomous Marxist tradition, will help to focus the analysis on the
question of work’s meaning and value. In contrast to some other types of
Marxism that confine their critique of capitalism to the exploitation and
alienation of work without attending to its overvaluation, this tradition
offers a more expansive model of critique that seeks to interrogate at
once capitalist production and capitalist (as well as socialist) productiv-
ism. From the perspective of the refusal of work, the problem with work
cannot be reduced to the extraction of surplus value or the degradation
of skill, but extends to the ways that work dominates our lives. The
struggle against work is a matter of securing not only better work, but
also the time and money necessary to have a life outside work. Although
there are a number of important analyses of the most exploited forms of
waged and unwaged work performed by workers both in the United
States and beyond its borders, the larger systems of labor and especially
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the values that help sustain them are often insufficiently theorized, leav-
ing one to conclude that all of our work-related goals would be met
and the dominant work values justified if only such work were to resem-
ble more closely the employment conditions at the middle and upper
reaches of the labor hierarchy. The theory and practice of the refusal of
work insists that the problem is not just that work cannot live up to the
ethic’s idealized image, that it neither exhibits the virtues nor delivers the
meaning that the ethic promises us in exchange for a lifetime of work,
but perhaps also the ideal itself.

WORK AND LABOR

Earlier I noted the difference between thinking systematically about
work and thinking about this or that job. As a way to further clarify my
concerns and intentions, I turn here to another distinction—the first of
three additional conceptual pairs that I want to explore—that between
work and labor. Although the division that I want to register between
these categories is not a terminological one, I want to begin the discus-
sion with a brief clarification about my use of the first term. In this book,
the label “work” will refer to productive cooperation organized around,
but not necessarily confined to, the privileged model of waged labor.
What counts as work, which forms of productive activity will be in-
cluded and how each will be valued, are a matter of historical dispute.
Certainly the questions of whether or not various forms of productive
activity—including some unwaged forms—will be recognized as work
and at what rate they will be compensated have long been at the forefront
of class, race, and gender struggles in and beyond the United States.
Which brings me to the relationship between work and labor: for the
purposes of this project, I will use the terms interchangeably, thereby
running roughshod over a distinction that is frequently, though incon-
sistently and variably, posed. For Hannah Arendt, to cite one notable
theorist, the distinction between labor as the activity that reproduces
biological life and work as the creation of an object world serves, among
other things, to establish by way of comparison the singularity of a third
category, action, as the definitively political activity of being in common
(1958). Within the Marxist tradition, by contrast, it is perhaps more
often labor—or, specifically, living labor—that figures as the more ex-
pansive category and valued practice. Conceived as a collective and cre-
ative human capacity harnessed by capital to the production of surplus
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value, living labor can yield both a critical standpoint from which the
alienating and exploitative conditions of modern work can be critically
interrogated and a utopian potential that can inform speculations about
the revolutionary transformation of those conditions. By this account,
the human capacity for labor may be hobbled by the organization of
waged work, but as a collective creative potential, can also exceed them.

As far as the classic Arendtian approach to the categories is con-
cerned, the distance it places between both labor and work on the one
hand, and the legitimate business of the political on the other hand,
renders it less useful for my purposes. As for the example from the
Marxist tradition, while I recognize the power of the distinction it poses,
I find it ill-suited to a critique that takes aim at both the structures of
work and its dominant values. The trouble with the category of living
labor deployed in this way as an alternative to work is, as [ see it, that it is
haunted by the very same essentialized conception of work and inflated
notion of its meaning that should be called into question. To the extent
that it is imbued in this way with the productivist values I want to
problematize, it can neither provide the critical leverage necessary to
interrogate the dominant ethic of work nor generate an alternative mode
of valuation—a vision of the work society not perfected but overcome.”
Consistent in this respect with Postone’s antiproductivist Marxism, the
ensuing analysis intends not to advance a “critique of capitalism from the
standpoint of labor,” but to pursue a “critique of labor in capitalism”
(1996, 5). My refusal to distinguish between work and labor is thus a
wager of sorts: by blocking access to a vision of unalienated and unex-
ploited work in the guise of living labor, one that could live up to the
work ethic’s ideals about labor’s necessity and virtues and would be
worthy of the extravagant praise the ethic bestows, I hope to concentrate
and amplify the critique of work as well as to inspire what I hope will be a
more radical imagination of postwork futures.

In place of the opposition between labor and work, I will employ a
number of other distinctions over the course of the argument to se-
cure some critical insight into particular dimensions of work and to
imagine other possibilities. These will include the distinction between
work time and non-work time, between work and life, between time
for what we are obligated to do and time for “what we will,” or—to
mark differences at yet another level of abstraction—between the cate-
gory of antiwork used to signal the deconstructive moment of this cri-
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tique of the work society, and the concept of postwork offered as a place
holder for something yet to come.

WORK AND CLASS

Whereas the distinction between work and labor will be suspended for
the purposes of this analysis, the relationship between work and class is a
link I want to maintain, if only obliquely. Class is, of course, a central
category of Marxist political economy, as Marx makes clear in what
follows the passage from Capital cited above. Consider the first thing
we see when we accompany the two owners of property—in one case,
money; in the other, labor power—as they descend from the Eden of
market exchange where they meet to trade equivalents into the hidden
abode of production where one party is set to work. “When we leave this
sphere of simple circulation or the exchange of commodities,” Marx
writes, “a certain change takes place, or so it appears, in the physiog-
nomy of our dramatis personae. He who was previously the money-
owner now strides out in front as a capitalist; the possessor of labour-
power follows as his worker” (1976, 280). Where we had observed two
equal individuals, each in possession of a commodity, who agree to make
an exchange for the benefit of each, now we witness the inequality that
separates the one who steps in front from the one who follows behind;
with this shift of the locus of perception from the marketplace to the
workplace, the existence of a social hierarchy based on class comes into
sharp focus.

Despite the centrality of class in traditional Marxist analysis, work
remains my privileged object of study and preferred terrain of political
struggle. So let me say something about the relationship between work
and class and what might be at stake in different formulations of its
terms. There are at least two ways to approach the relationship be-
tween the categories: one draws a rather sharp distinction between them,
whereas the other finds overlapping concerns. I will start with the first.
The difference between the concepts is perhaps most starkly posed when
work understood as a process is compared to class conceived in terms of
an outcome—that is, as a category (whether explained by reference to
ownership, wealth, income, occupation, or forms of belonging) designed
to map patterns of economic inequality. To the extent that class is de-
fined and measured in this way, as an outcome rather than an activity,
then its utility for my purposes will be limited.
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I am, of course, not the first to raise such concerns about this ap-
proach to the category of class. For example, the potential shortcomings
of the concept have long been debated within Marxist feminism. The
original “woman question” was, after all, generated by the disjuncture
between the categories of gender and class, and the question this posed
for the relationship between feminism and class struggle. But the trouble
with class for second-wave feminists was not just that it might be inade-
quate to broader, extra-economic fields of analysis; the problem was that
to the extent that class was conceived—as it typically was—as a gender-
and race-blind category, its ability to register the contours of even nar-
rowly economic hierarchies was limited as well. For some of the same
reasons that I want to foreground the category of work over that of class,
Iris Young once argued in favor of substituting the Marxist category of
division of labor for class as a primary analytic of Marxist feminism. In
this classic contribution to second-wave Marxist feminism, Young de-
scribes at least two advantages of this methodological shift. First, the
division of labor has at once a broader reach than class and allows a more
differentiated application. Not only can it be used to register multiple
divisions of labor by class as well as by gender, race, and nation, but it
can, as Young explains, also expose “specific cleavages and contradictions
within a class” (1981, 51; emphasis added)—not just along the lines of
gender, race, and nation, but also, potentially, of occupation and income.
Thus the category of the gender division of labor, for example, enables a
focus on gendered patterns of work “without assuming that all women
in general or all women in a particular society have a common and
unified situation” (55). Like the division of labor, the category of work
seems to me at once more capacious and more finely tuned than the
category of class. After all, work, including its absence, is both important
to and differently experienced within and across lines of class, gender,
race, and nation. In this sense, the politics of and against work has
the potential to expand the terrain of class struggle to include actors
well beyond that classic figure of traditional class politics, the industrial
proletariat.

Consider too the second advantage noted by Young: “The category of
division of labor can not only refer to a set of phenomena broader than
that of class, but also more concrete.” Unlike class, by her account, the
division of labor “refers specifically to the activity of labor itself, and the
specific social and institutional relations of that activity;,” proceeding
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thus “at the more concrete level of particular relations of interaction and
interdependence in a society” (s1). By this measure, whereas class ad-
dresses the outcome of laboring activity, the division of labor points
toward the activity itself. Here too there are similarities between Young’s
interest in the category of division of labor and my focus on work: after
all, work, including the dearth of it, is the way that capitalist valorization
bears most directly and most intensively on more and more people’s
lives. This politics of work could be conceived as a way to link the
everyday and sometimes every-night experiences of work—its spaces,
relations and temporalities; its physical, affective, and cognitive prac-
tices; its pains and pleasures—to the political problematic of their pres-
ent modes and codes of organization and relations of rule.® Although the
category of class remains analytically powerful, I would argue that its
political utility is more negligible. The problem is that while the opposi-
tional class category of the industrial period—the “working class”—may
accurately describe most people’s relation to waged labor even in a post-
industrial economy, it is increasingly less likely to match their self-
descriptions. The category of the middle class has absorbed so many of
our subjective investments that it is difficult to see how the working class
can serve as a viable rallying point in the United States today. A politics of
work, on the other hand, takes aim at an activity rather than an identity,
and a central component of daily life rather than an outcome. Once
again, the struggle over work in this respect has the potential to open
a more expansive terrain than that of traditional class politics, inso-
far as the problem of work carries the potential to resonate, albeit in
very different ways, across a number of income, occupational, and iden-
tity groups.

The advantages of work over class extend beyond its breadth and
tangibility. Crucial for Marx in his own privileging of labor as the point
of entry into the materi