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Abstract 

 

This dissertation addresses contemporary concern over transformations of work. First, it 

develops a perspective on work to help us interpret its contemporary transformations and assess 

their normative salience. Second, it presents a novel approach for how to confront these 

transformations. This dissertation argues that time has come to abandon the imperatives of 

work. Work-society has failed. Indeed, it was never able to live up to its promises. In short, a 

critique of work-society is developed here in two parts. In part one, I provide an account of 

work and of work-society. In part two, I develop and defend an alternative. 

I approach work as a tripartite social institution. Work unites: (a) the practice through which 

we understand ourselves to perform a certain kind of necessary social function, with being (b) 

the only properly legitimate means to an income, and (c) a significant source of meaning. Part 

one is an attempt at the same time to unpack the meaning of this institution and to unsettle what 

I describe as work-society’s functionalist common sense, according to which work is a 

distinctively necessary institution. Against its naturalising tendencies, I provide a social 

constructivist model of work. By unpacking the institution, I present a perspective on our 

society as work-society; at the same time, I show how the material structures, social imaginary, 

and ideology of work-society is related to each part of the institution as its grounds. On the one 

hand, work-society emerges as a society where the institution of work operates as an organising 

principle. On the other hand, the institution of work is produced and put together by work-

society itself. 

Based on this denaturalised account of the institution of work, I then in part two develop an 

argument for its abolition. On the social constructivist model, abolishing work involves asking 

how, when freed from thinking of them necessarily fused in work, we should try to realise each 
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end the institution serves independently. Justifying this “disassembling” of work in turn means 

showing how new institutions could take better care of each aspect now understood to 

constitute work; abolishing work requires constructing post-“work-society”. 
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Introduction: On work and work-society 

 

 

“There’s something ‘bout that work, work, work, work, work, work.” 

Robyn Rihanna Fenty 

 

We live in work-society. Democratic politics in welfare capitalism is dominated by the 

imperative to create enough work for everyone.1 As Franklin D. Roosevelt announced in his 

First Inaugural Address in 1933, “Our greatest primary task is to put people to work.”2 

Finishing his first 100 days in the White House, almost a whole century after FDR took office, 

Joe Biden assured the American people that his “laser focus is on growing the nation’s 

economy and creating jobs”.3 Living in the midst of a pandemic, we know that extreme 

circumstances might arise, forcefully shifting our priorities for a moment. We also know how 

short-lived those moments ordinarily are. Besides a pandemic, it might only be during war that 

other political priorities measure up to the importance of creating work. In non-exceptional 

circumstances, FDR’s mantra echoes through the election cycles of all modern, (post-

)industrialised democracies: “our greatest primary task is to put people to work.”4 

 
1 The term “welfare capitalism” is from Gøsta Esping-Andersen, The Three Worlds of 

Welfare Capitalism (Princeton, N.J: Princeton University Press, 1990). Its meaning and my 

adoption of it will be further discussed in chapter two.  
2 ‘FDR’s First Inaugural Address Declaring “War” on the Great Depression’, National 

Archives, 15 August 2016, https://www.archives.gov/education/lessons/fdr-inaugural. 
3 ‘Remarks by President Biden on the April Jobs Report’, The White House, 7 May 2021, 

https://www.whitehouse.gov/briefing-room/speeches-remarks/2021/05/07/remarks-by-

president-biden-on-the-april-jobs-report/. 
4 This is not meant as a challenge to Hobbesian sensibilities. As suggested by the exceptions, 

plausibly, it is because the basic security of the homeland under ordinary circumstances can 

be taken for granted that work gets to dominate our politics.  
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The imperative to create work becomes especially acute when a country falls into the dark 

depths of an economic recession. When a large number of citizens lose their main source of 

income, it is understandable that governments should focus on re-creating for all the 

opportunity to make a living. Yet even the above presidents, who have both ruled in distinctly 

hard times, found it important to emphasise that work is more than an economic institution. As 

Joe Biden expressed it when he was still a vice-president fighting the Great Recession, “a job 

is about a lot more than a paycheck. It's about (…) your dignity. (…) It's about respect. It's 

about your place in the community.”5 Franklin D. Roosevelt for his part, denouncing the “mad 

chase of evanescent profits”, implored a nation gripped by the Great Depression not to forget 

the “joy and moral stimulation of work”. “Happiness lies not in the mere possession of money”, 

he declared, “it lies in the joy of achievement, in the thrill of creative effort.”6  

The salience of work’s non-economic, i.e., social and personal significance, is brought to 

light with particular clarity during periods of rapid technological development. When the fear 

spreads that we will become unable to create new work to replace that which is supplanted by 

machine, these swiftly become a source of dystopian dread. At stake, when gripped by this 

peculiar fear for the disappearance of work, is not only our earnings, but our self-respect, our 

dignity, our place in the community, our happiness.  

Today, against the backdrop of debates about automation and AI, androids and algorithms, 

anxiety about an “end of work” is resurfacing.7 This anxiety, however, is only one component 

 
5 Quoted in James A. Chamberlain, Undoing Work, Rethinking Community: A Critique of the 

Social Function of Work (Ithaca: Cornell University Press, 2020), 18. 
6 ‘FDR’s First Inaugural Address Declaring “War” on the Great Depression’. 
7 For a sample of recent works that articulate this anxiety as well as theorise its grounds, see 

Erik Brynjolfsson and Andrew McAfee, Race Against The Machine: How the Digital 

Revolution Is Accelerating Innovation, Driving Productivity, and Irreversibly Transforming 

Employment and the Economy (Lexington, Mass: Digital Frontier Press, 2011); Martin Ford, 

Rise of the Robots: Technology and the Threat of a Jobless Future, Illustrated Edition (New 

York: Basic Books, 2016); Erik Brynjolfsson and Andrew McAfee, The Second Machine 

Age: Work, Progress, and Prosperity in a Time of Brilliant Technologies, Reprint Edition 

(New York: W. W. Norton & Company, 2016); Ryan Avent, The Wealth of Humans: Work 
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of our culture and politics’ increasingly worried preoccupation with work. First off, even many 

who deny that artificial intelligence will make humans redundant share the view that “AI 

technologies and intelligent systems will make huge advances in the next two decades (…); 

transforming jobs and markets”.8 They question whether governments are up for the task of 

steering this development.  

Second, most economists accept that the economic conditions of workers are worsening. In 

most if not all (post-)industrialised countries, labour demand has declined, labour shares of 

income have been falling, and real wages are stagnant.9 Whilst accelerating automation is 

offered as one explanation, according to their critics, “automation theorists” misattribute these 

trends to runaway technological development and surging productivity rates. Other theorists 

explain the situation instead as a consequence of neoliberal globalisation. A global labour 

supply and cheap transportation costs created incentives for firms in rich countries to outsource 

as many of their operations as possible to cheaper locations, and the rules of a financialised 

global economy were re-written to enable them to do so.10 A third diagnosis suggests that the 

 

and Its Absence in the Twenty-First Century (London: Penguin UK, 2016); Andres 

Oppenheimer, The Robots Are Coming! The Future of Jobs in the Age of Automation, trans. 

Ezra E. Fitz (New York: Vintage, 2019); Carl Benedikt Frey, The Technology Trap: Capital, 

Labor, and Power in the Age of Automation (Princeton, NJ: Princeton University Press, 

2019); Daniel Susskind, A World Without Work: Technology, Automation and How We 

Should Respond (London: Penguin UK, 2020). It seems anxiety about automation 

accompanies us in one form or the other as the perpetual shadow of our imperative to put 

people to work. Theorists have dug up articles in the New York Times from almost every 

decade between 1920 and today engaging with the threat of technological unemployment. 

Susskind, 23. The threat was brought front and centre in the public discourse by Andrew 

Yang’s bid for the American presidency. Andrew Yang, The War on Normal People: The 

Truth About America’s Disappearing Jobs and Why Universal Basic Income Is Our Future 

(New York: Hachette Books, 2018).  
8 Daron Acemoglu, ‘AI’s Future Doesn’t Have to Be Dystopian’, Forum, Boston Review, 18 

May 2021, https://bostonreview.net/forum/science-nature/daron-acemoglu-redesigning-ai. 
9 Thomas Piketty, Capital in the Twenty-First Century (Cambridge, MA: Harvard University 

Press, 2014); Branko Milanovic, Global Inequality: A New Approach for the Age of 

Globalization (Cambridge, Massachusetts: The Belknap Press of Harvard University Press, 

2016). 
10 David Harvey, A Brief History of Neoliberalism (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2007); 

Peter B. Evans and William H. Sewell, Jr., ‘Neoliberalism: Policy Regimes, International 
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situation is a result of waves of deindustrialisation caused by global manufacturing 

overcapacity and an accompanying economy-wide stagnation.11 According to these two latter 

views, the ultimate threat is not soaring unemployment and our challenge not a job-less future; 

the problem is chronic underemployment and our prospects a “good job-less future”.12  

Third, whatever the truth is regarding the economic fundamentals, most commentators agree 

that there is already something rotten in the world of work. A brief survey of the literature 

reveals a set of alarming tendencies. These include deregulation, the disappearance of unions, 

and with them, the collective power of workers to influence the character and organisation of 

their work13; the spread of “flexible” work and the rise of the “gig-economy”, in some cases 

leading to the disintegration of the workplace itself14; the sharpening division in the labour-

market between a highly educated and highly protected upper echelon and a less educated much 

 

Regimes, and Social Effects’, in Social Resilience in the Neoliberal Era, ed. Peter A. Hall 

and Michèle Lamont (Cambridge University Press, 2013), 35–68; Dean Baker, Rigged: How 

Globalization and the Rules of the Modern Economy Were Structured to Make the Rich 

Richer (Washington, DC: Center for Economic and Policy Research, 2016). 
11 Aaron Benanav, Automation and the Future of Work (London; New York: Verso Books, 

2020). Benanav’s analysis is predominantly inspired by the work of Robert Brenner. Robert 

Brenner, The Economics of Global Turbulence: The Advanced Capitalist Economies from 

Long Boom to Long Downturn, 1945-2005 (London; New York: Verso, 2006). See also 

Robert Rowthorn and Ramana Ramaswamy, ‘Deindustrialization: Causes and Implications’, 

IMF Working Paper 1997, no. 42 (1 April 1997): 5–22; Dani Rodrik, ‘Premature 

Deindustrialization’, Journal of Economic Growth 21, no. 1 (March 2016): 1–33. For an 

analysis that explains the movement of labour away from the “progressive” sector of the 

economy and into the more “stagnant” sector often talked about as the “service” sector as an 

effect of automation in manufacturing, see Jason E. Smith, Smart Machines and Service 

Work: Automation in an Age of Stagnation (London, UK: Reaktion Books, 2020). 
12 Benanav, Automation and the Future of Work, 46. 
13 Patrick Emmenegger, The Power to Dismiss: Trade Unions and the Regulation of Job 

Security in Western Europe (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2014); Jake Rosenfeld, What 

Unions No Longer Do (Cambridge, Massachusetts: Harvard University Press, 2014); Lucio 

Baccaro and Chris Howell, Trajectories of Neoliberal Transformation (Cambridge: 

Cambridge University Press, 2017). 
14 Bennett Harrison, Lean and Mean: The Changing Landscape of Corporate Power in the 

Age of Flexibility (New York: Basic Books, 1994); Paul Lyndon Davies and Mark Robert 

Freedland, Towards a Flexible Labour Market: Labour Legislation and Regulation Since the 

1990s (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2007); Colin Crouch, Will the Gig Economy 

Prevail? (Cambridge, UK; Medford, MA: Polity Press, 2019). 
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more precarious lower order, a process economists call “dualisation” or “labour market 

polarisation”15; and the rise of new forms of alienation, including the increasingly intensely felt 

challenge to “contain” work within its appropriate temporal, spatial, and mental confines.16 

Finally, liberal democracies worldwide are under stress, challenged both ideologically and 

practically in ways that would have been hard to imagine only a decade or two ago.17 The 

suspicious synchronicity of the trends putting democratic institutions under pressure has 

stimulated a profusion of attempts to account for them by relating them to broader 

transformations of the cultural and economic environment of post-industrial societies. 

According to a range of theorists, we cannot hope to understand the political turbulence of the 

last decade if we don’t see it in relation to its economic roots.18 The manifold pathologies of 

 
15 David H. Autor, Frank Levy, and Richard J. Murnane, ‘The Skill Content of Recent 

Technological Change: An Empirical Exploration’, The Quarterly Journal of Economics 118, 

no. 4 (1 November 2003): 1279–1333; Maarten Goos and Alan Manning, ‘Lousy and Lovely 

Jobs: The Rising Polarization of Work in Britain’, Review of Economics and Statistics 89, no. 

1 (February 2007): 118–33; Arne L. Kalleberg, Good Jobs, Bad Jobs: The Rise of Polarized 

and Precarious Employment Systems in the United States, 1970s-2000s (New York: Russell 

Sage Foundation, 2011); Patrick Emmenegger et al., eds., The Age of Dualization: The 

Changing Face of Inequality in Deindustrializing Societies (Oxford; New York: Oxford 

University Press, 2012).  
16 Richard Sennett, The Corrosion of Character: The Personal Consequences of Work in the 

New Capitalism (New York: W. W. Norton, 1998); Melissa Gregg, Work’s Intimacy 

(Cambridge, UK; Malden, MA: Polity Press, 2011). 
17 Steven Levitsky and Daniel Ziblatt, How Democracies Die: What History Reveals About 

Our Future (New York: Crown Publishing, 2018); David Runciman, How Democracy Ends 

(London: Profile Books, 2018); Adam Przeworski, Crises of Democracy (Cambridge: 

Cambridge University Press, 2019). 
18 These theorists in turn divide into those who explain anti-democratic developments as a 

consequence of automation and those who foreground the effects of globalisation. Carles 

Boix, Democratic Capitalism at the Crossroads: Technological Change and the Future of 

Politics (Princeton, NJ: Princeton University Press, 2019); Dani Rodrik, The Globalization 

Paradox: Democracy and the Future of the World Economy (New York: W. W. Norton & 

Company, 2011); Dani Rodrik, ‘Populism and the Economics of Globalization’, Journal of 

International Business Policy 1, no. 1–2 (June 2018): 12–33. Predictably, there are papers 

purporting to account for Donald Trump’s victory in 2016 by references to both. Carl 

Benedikt Frey, Thor Berger, and Chinchih Chen, ‘Political Machinery: Did Robots Swing the 

2016 US Presidential Election?’, Oxford Review of Economic Policy 34, no. 3 (2 July 2018): 

418–42; David Autor et al., ‘Importing Political Polarization? The Electoral Consequences of 

Rising Trade Exposure’, American Economic Review 110, no. 10 (1 October 2020): 3139–83. 
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work and the anxiety about the potential effects of automation pull at the social fabric of post-

industrial societies. They have put mounting pressure on democratic systems.  

To sum up, we live in a work-society that is not doing very well. About that, theorists of all 

stripes agree. But try to ask about the causes of its distress and there is mostly disagreement. 

Theorists do not even agree about the meaning of work-society. What is work? How has it 

become so important? Given the widespread consensus as regards its rotten state, the lack of 

agreement on the meaning and significance of work is striking. It might go some way in 

explaining, however, why there is also so little agreement on how exactly to evaluate the 

transformations in work and how to understand the connections between transformations in the 

world of work and its political ramifications. It might also account for the disagreement on the 

most fundamental question: should we remain committed to work-society?  

Should our greatest primary task remain putting people to work? 

 

**** 

 

This dissertation seeks to accomplish two chief aims. First, it seeks to develop a perspective 

on work that could help us interpret its contemporary transformations and assess their 

normative salience. Second, based on this account, it presents a novel approach for how to 

address these transformations. This dissertation argues that time has come to abandon the 

imperatives of work. Work-society has failed. Indeed, it was never able to live up to its 

promises. In short, a critique of work-society is developed here in two parts. In part one, I 

provide an account of work and of work-society. In part two, I develop and defend an 

alternative. In this introductory chapter, I shall outline the structure of my argument, present 

its central theoretical apparatus, and relate it to the other primary positions in the literature.  
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I shall approach work as a social institution, i.e., not as a particular kind of activity, but as 

part of what Douglass North called “the framework within which human interaction takes 

place”19. Unpacking the institution of work uncovers an organising principle of society. Thus, 

through the analysis of work we shall get an account of work-society. As it appears from this 

first perspective, then, the relationship between work and work-society is one whereby work-

society is constituted by the centrality of work.  

But what is work? Work-society’s own understanding of work includes a certain account of 

its centrality. We incline in work-society towards what I shall call a functionalist model of the 

institution, which rests on a functionalist account of work. On a functionalist account, work 

refers to the fulfilment of a specific social function. This social function is analysed as 

distinctively necessary by virtue of responding to a requirement of human society as such. On 

the functionalist model of work, what the institution is ultimately “for”, is the organisation of 

this necessary social function. Hence work is understood as a uniquely natural and universal 

institution. Functionalist accounts, moreover, involve interpretations of this social function 

which the functionalist model presents as grounds for normative analysis of the institution. By 

thus relating the norms pertaining to the institution to allegedly intrinsic features of work’s 

necessary social function, the aspects making up the institution of work are tied essentially 

together. In short, with the functionalist model of work, work-society tends to naturalise the 

institution of work, and, moreover, to naturalise it as an organising principle of society. That 

is, work-society rests on a particular understanding of work’s centrality which tends to 

naturalise work-society itself. 

Challenging this dual naturalisation of work and work-society, this dissertation develops 

what I shall call an institutionalist, or social constructivist model of work. On this model, what 

 
19 Douglass C. North, Institutions, Institutional Change and Economic Performance 

(Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1990), 4. 
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matters is not the necessary social function of work per se, but the isolation of this social 

function in an independent social practice. This isolation must be accounted for by reference 

to historically particular social structures. Moreover, the institution’s normative meanings have 

little to do with the intrinsic qualities of this social function; they must be accounted for by 

relating them to the social imaginary within which the institution is embedded. Thus, from this 

second perspective on the relationship between the two, it is work that is produced and put 

together by work-society. Unpacking the institution of work gives us an account of our society 

as work-society; at the same time, through this account of work-society we understand the 

social grounds of each aspect of the institution of work.  

The last decade’s anxiety surrounding work’s transformations has engendered a flurry of 

new thinking about its future. This includes the rise of a literature which not only explains these 

transformations by reference to developments in automation, but also leans on these to recover 

and reassert a political project with familiar revolutionary ambitions: the abolition of work. 

However, from the perspective of work developed in this dissertation, by dismissing society’s 

valorisation of work as fetishism, so-called “post-work” theory fails to understand the real 

goods and values attributed to work by work-society. Moreover, by grounding the political 

project on an interpretation of allegedly intrinsic features of the necessary social function 

performed through work, post-work theory mimics work-society’s own functionalist model. 

Rather than challenging it, post-work theory contributes to work’s naturalisation.  

In part two of the dissertation, I shall, based on part one’s denaturalised, social constructivist 

model of work, explore an original way of moving beyond it. On this account, abolishing the 

institution of work means ending it as an organising principle of society. Ending work as an 

organising principle of society requires “disassembling” the constituent parts of the institution. 

Disassembling work involves asking how best to realise each end it serves independently. This 
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in turn means showing how new institutions could take better care of each aspect now 

understood to constitute work. Hence abolishing work requires imagining post-“work-society”. 

This introduction proceeds as follows. I begin in the next section by outlining how work is 

valued as a social institution and sketching the two chief functionalist models associated with 

it. In section two, I present the critique of work by conventional “post-work” theory and explain 

the sense in which it remains faithful to work-society’s own functionalist common sense.  I 

then introduce the perspective of an institutionalist model of work in section three, from which 

the naturalisations of the functionalist model can be brought to light. In section four, I discuss 

what it would mean from this perspective, to abolish work. I introduce this political project by 

way of an analogy with debates about marriage. In the final section, I outline the argument of 

the dissertation by laying out a plan of its chapters. 

 

I. The meaning of work: Social institution and functionalist models 

 

In orthodox economic science, work is reduced to instrumental action. Assuming the 

perspective of the worker who must labour to earn a living, economists locate the value of work 

exclusively in the ends it can realise external to the activity itself. In economic textbooks, work 

is presented as a disutility the amount of which we choose based on utility of that which its 

compensation allows us to purchase and to consume.20 As unease with contemporary 

transformations of work and anxiety in the face of technological developments suggests, 

however, this model fails to capture the full significance of work in our society.21 Granted, the 

 
20 David A. Spencer, ‘The “Work as Bad” Thesis in Economics: Origins, Evolution, and 

Challenges’, Labor History 50, no. 1 (February 2009): 39–57. 
21 Somewhat ironically, our hegemonic discourse of governmentality presents us instead with 

a foil against which we try to develop more accurate representations. Robert E. Lane, ‘Work 

as “Disutility” and Money as “Happiness”: Cultural Origins of a Basic Market Error’, The 

Journal of Socio-Economics 21, no. 1 (March 1992): 43–64. 



 10 

introduction of a universal basic income (UBI) is increasingly floated as a necessary response 

to a future with more technological unemployment, yet amongst the primary reasons for 

scepticism of it is that “it reduces the value of work to mere income.”22 A typical rejoinder 

would counter that after all, “work is valued as a social institution”23.  

What does it mean to say that work is valued as a social institution? Much of part one of 

this dissertation will be devoted to this question. Let me only preface that discussion here with 

two brief thoughts. First, I would suggest, work is valued because it is understood as a uniquely 

legitimate means to an income. Insofar as a UBI is rejected as an inadequate substitute for 

work, it is because work is understood not only as a means to an income, but as a distinctly 

appropriate way of securing the resources required to live decently. Second, however, disquiet 

about the local disappearance of work, and anxiety about the possibility of a more 

thoroughgoing transformation of economic life frustrating our ability to create new work in a 

more fundamental way, consists not only of worry about the disappearance of incomes. It also 

involves, I would suggest, a sense of foreboding at the prospects of a shallow consumerist 

society lacking in direction and purpose. Against this spectre of purposelessness, work is 

valued as a source of meaning.  

Whilst work is valued as an institution, note that work does not only appear to us as an 

economic and social institution. Work also denotes the fulfilment of a certain kind of social 

 
22 Henning Meyer, ‘Five Reasons Why A Basic Income Won’t Solve Technological 

Unemployment’, Social Europe, 4 February 2016, https://socialeurope.eu/why-a-basic-

income-wont-solve-technological-unemployment-but-a-job-guarantee-might. For critics, 

then, a central worry about UBI is that it appears to take seriously idea of work as it is 

presented by economics. I do not intend this as a cheap shot at economics. I doubt there are 

many economists who defend the “work as disutility”-thesis as more than a potentially useful 

theoretical reduction. Furthermore, economics is more than its orthodox core. Unorthodox 

economists have continually challenged even this theoretical reduction of work to a mere 

economic means. 
23 Patrick Diamond, ‘Will Basic Income Hurt the Cuase?’, Boston Review, Spring 2017, 

https://bostonreview.net/forum/basic-income-just-society/patrick-diamond-will-basic-

income-hurt-cause. 
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function. Let us call an analysis of this social function, a functionalist account of work. On 

functionalist accounts, work is understood as natural and necessary by virtue of responding to 

a requirement of human society as such. As society changes, the tasks required by work might 

change with it; the function of work is posited as a universal feature of all human societies. 

Functionalist accounts can be understood as essentialist in this specific sense; they rest on a 

distinction between that which appears as work, or fails to appear as work, and that which an 

analysis of the function of work within a given society reveals it really to include. From a 

functionalist perspective, that is, when inquiring about any social actor whether what they are 

doing is work or not, what this person themselves thinks about what they are doing, and how 

their activity is classified and understood in their society, is of little importance. Indeed, 

whether any activities are classified as “work” at all is beside the point. A functionalist account 

of work attempts to get at how the function in any given society is really fulfilled. From this 

perspective, one might simply be wrong to understand oneself as working. Or one might not 

know that one is in fact performing work. Functionalist accounts of work employ a concept of 

work, then, which they consider (i) a universally relevant and transhistorically valid concept, 

(ii) everywhere picking out the same sort of referent, (iii) namely a necessary social function. 

The application of a functionalist account to the institution of work, I shall call a 

functionalist model of the institution. On the functionalist model, what the institution of work 

is ultimately “for”, is the organisation of this necessary social function. Our institution is an 

institution of work by virtue of organising this function. Moreover, on the functionalist model, 

whilst the function might be fulfilled through a variety of different activities in different 

societies, by virtue of carrying out the social function of work, these also share certain intrinsic 

features. These include an inherent normative quality. And it is by reference to this inherent 

normative quality that the normative meanings of work such as those discussed above are 

evaluated. On the functionalist model, the norms pertaining to the institution (or lack thereof) 
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are grounded in work’s necessary social function, whose independent moral reality it is the task 

of our laws and our institutions to track. On the functionalist model, that is, (iv) the activities 

required by the necessary social function are thereby characterised by certain intrinsic features, 

(v) which include an inherent normative quality, (vi) yielding grounds for normative analyses 

of the institution.24 

There are two chief functionalist models of work, which I shall call the instrumentalist and 

the expressivist model. The first model can be construed as an attempt to vindicate an 

instrumentalist picture of work. By foregrounding its natural necessity, work is modelled as a 

kind of activity essentially characterised by instrumentality. Hannah Arendt, for instance, 

distinguished between three “fundamental human activities” and determined labour and work 

both to be lower forms in comparison with speech/action. Neither through work nor labour, she 

claimed, can a human being express their distinctiveness or enact their freedom. Tied 

respectively to the endless cycle of organic necessity and to instrumental rationality, neither 

labour nor work enables, according to Arendt, the creation of anything of intrinsic meaning.25 

 
24 A note on terminology. Functionalism means different things in different contexts. In 

philosophy of mind, functionalism refers to the thesis that mental states are constituted by 

their causal relation to sensory inputs, other mental states, and behavioural outputs. 

Functionalism in anthropology and sociology envisions society as an organic unity and 

analyses elements within society by explaining how the contribute to maintaining the whole. 

By functionalism with respect to the institution of work I mean something very specific. It is 

not simply that the institution must be accounted for by way of the functional roles it plays in 

society. I mean by functionalism a view which privileges one “necessary” social function and 

accounts for other aspects of work through interpretations of this one.  
25 The great dang er of a “society of jobholders”, she warned, the last stage of the labouring 

society, is that it “demands of its members a sheer automatic functioning, as though 

individual life had actually been submerged in the over-all life process of the species and the 

only active decision still required of the individual were to let go”. Hannah Arendt, The 

Human Condition, 2nd ed. Introduction by Margaret Canovan (Chicago: University of 

Chicago Press, 1998), 322. Undoubtedly, Arendt held work in higher regard than labour. 

Work, she claimed, creates things with a relative independence from their producers and thus 

a relative durability and permanence. It helps “stabilizing human life”. Moreover, the activity 

of work “although it may not be able to establish an autonomous public realm in which men 

qua men can appear, still is connected with this space of appearances in many ways”. Yet the 

public realm is “more specifically “the work of man” than is the work of his hands or the 

labor of his body”. And “[t]he process of making is itself entirely determined by the 
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Jürgen Habermas, probably under the influence of Arendt, also conceived of work as a type of 

human activity characterised by instrumentality and strategic reasoning. The economic system 

in Habermas’ theory is “norm-free” and “self-regulating”. Work, he maintained, is essentially 

monological, that is, fundamentally distinct from interpersonal, communicative interaction, 

where talk of norms and value is appropriate.26  

Instrumentalist models of work are commonly developed as critiques of a perceived 

fetishization of work in society.27 This typically transpires, from their point of view, as an 

illegitimate encroachment by work’s instrumentality on social domains ideally characterised 

by incompatible normative logics. Accordingly, for instrumentalist theorists, the task of our 

institutions is typically thought to be to hem work in, to restrict it to the sphere in which this 

instrumentality is necessary and socially valuable.28  

 

categories of means and end.  (…) Homo faber, in so far as he is nothing by a fabricator and 

thinks in no terms but those of means and ends which arise directly out of his work activity, 

is just as incapable of understanding meaning as the animal laborans is incapable of 

understanding instrumentality.” Arendt, 137, 212, 208, 143, 155. 
26 In the words of Thomas McCarthy, “Under the category “work”, Habermas thematizes 

questions concerning the technical mastery of the natural and social environment. Under the 

category “interaction”, he thematizes questions concerning social relations among 

communicating individuals (that is, moral relations)”. Thomas McCarthy, The Critical 

Theory of Jurgen Habermas (Cambridge, Mass.: The MIT Press, 1981), 30. Habermas begins 

to develop this distinction between labour and interaction in his earlier writings, see Jürgen 

Habermas, ‘Labor and Interaction: Remarks on Hegel’s Jena Philosophy of Mind’, in Theory 

and Practice, trans. John Viertel (Boston: Beacon Press, 1974), 142–69. The dichotomy 

between instrumental and communicative action then forms the theoretical foundation of his 

magnus opus. Jürgen Habermas, The Theory of Communicative Action, Volume 1: Reason 

and the Rationalization of Society, trans. Thomas McCarthy, Reprint edition (Boston: Beacon 

Press, 1984); Jurgen Habermas, The Theory of Communicative Action, Volume 2: Lifeworld 

and System, trans. Thomas McCarthy (Boston: Beacon Press, 1987).  
27 Which means of course that instrumentalist theorists frequently acknowledge that the 

institution of work is in fact valued as more than instrumental action. Typically, however, 

because they consider the underlying function to be norm-free, they would be suspicious of 

loading the institution with too much normative content. 
28 As a general form of critique of modern society, this has perhaps its origin in Weber’s 

warning about the so-called (albeit infamously mistranslated) “iron cage”. It is powerfully 

developed in Habermas’ colonisation thesis. Recall, Habermas does not think that the 

commodification of labour results in troublesome reification effects. This can only be 

explained by the fact that Habermas thought work already is characterised by instrumental 

reason. Timo Jütten, ‘The Colonization Thesis: Habermas on Reification’, International 
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Whilst work on the instrumentalist model has no value other than as a means, on the 

alternative functionalist model, work is inherently expressive of value or meaning. Or rather, 

work ought ideally to be expressive of value and meaning. On the expressivist model, the 

instrumentalisation of work is a perversion or corruption of its true nature. As instrumentalist 

models of work are commonly developed as critiques of a perceived fetishization of work, 

expressivist theories of work are customarily articulated in opposition to the alleged reduction 

of work (in our culture, in economics, as well as by theorists such as the above) to an instrument 

and an economic means. From this perspective, the instrumentalist model of work gives us an 

inadequate basis upon which to distinguish between good and bad work, and it will fail to 

cultivate a proper appreciation of the importance of good work. 

For instance, in the early days of his career, Axel Honneth turned to the young Marx to 

recover what he termed a “critical conception of work”.29 With Habermas’ equation of work 

and instrumental action, Honneth lamented, critical theory had renounced the aspiration of a 

standpoint from which to distinguish between alienated and non-alienated work. He articulated 

the need for a concept of work which would reassert the idea of a “morally oriented process of 

action in the region of social labor which would reclaim the meaningful work content of 

instrumental action from out of the social forms established through domination” grounding 

 

Journal of Philosophical Studies 19, no. 5 (December 2011): 701–27. Although her 

arguments, especially those of The Human Condition, are complicated by her original 

distinction between labour and work, this also captures the general purpose behind Arendt’s 

critique of the French Revolution and the ascendency of the social question in modern 

politics. “All rulership has its original and its most legitimate source in man’s wish to 

emancipate himself from life’s necessity,” Arendt argued. And although we can lament the 

fact that “men achieved such liberation by means of violence, by forcing others to bear the 

burden of life for them”, this violence if far less terrifying than that which transpired when 

“necessity invaded the political realm, the only realm where men can be truly free”, the 

“primordial violence with which man pits himself against necessity, and which appeared in 

the full daylight of political, historically recorded events for the first time in the modern age.”  

Hannah Arendt, On Revolution (New York: Penguin Books, 2006), 104. 
29 Axel Honneth, ‘Work and Instrumental Action: On the Normative Basis of Critical 

Theory’, in The Fragmented World of the Social: Essays in Social and Political Philosophy, 

ed. Charles W. Wright (Albany: State University of New York Press, 1995), 15–49. 
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the normative claim “which grows not from the suppression of communicative modes of 

mutual understanding, but from the expropriation of the workers’ own work activity”. He 

searched, in short, for a concept that could ground a critique of the contemporary organisation 

of work as alienating and establish workers’ claim to reappropriate their working activity.30 

Theorists of the expressivist model do not deny that work represents a social necessity. Yet 

this necessity of work is analysed, for instance, as the way in which human beings shape their 

surroundings and are themselves thereby shaped in turn, and thus as the grounds of its 

distinctive value. In the example of Ruth Yeoman, “to work means to humanise the world and 

to produce something”.31 Humanising the world is understood to be meaningful by virtue of 

how it transforms raw nature into an environment in which human beings are at home. Or as 

Lisa Herzog has recently put it, protesting against theorists who would reduce work to its social 

necessity or pecuniary reward, “[w]ork is a deeply human concern: something that belongs so 

keenly to our essence that it probably would exist even if our social relations were organised 

completely differently and machines would relieve of us even more tasks. People want to create 

something, they want to mould their world – work is a central form this urge assumes.” Indeed, 

Herzog ties work to our very humanity, to what it means to be human [Menschsein]. 

“Menschsein means to shape one’s material surroundings and being thereby shaped oneself.”32  

 
30 Honneth, 47. Honneth later abandoned this search, conceding to Habermas that he had 

relied on an antiquated picture of work drawn from craft production, and drawn a 

“genetically false conclusion” because he had “taken the mere existence of certain desires 

and demands as grounds for their moral justifiability”. Attempts to criticise capitalist work 

relations “in the light of models of organic, solely self-determined production”, Honneth now 

dismissed as “external criticism”. Axel Honneth, ‘Work and Recognition: A Redefinition’, in 

The Philosophy of Recognition: Historical and Contemporary Perspectives, ed. Hans-

Christoph Schmidt am Busch and Christopher F. Zurn (Lanham: Lexington Books, 2010), 

227–28, 226, 233. 
31 Ruth Yeoman, Meaningful Work and Workplace Democracy: A Philosophy of Work and a 

Politics of Meaningfulness (Houndmills, Basingstoke, Hampshire; New York: Palgrave 

Macmillan, 2014), 2. Yeoman lifts her definition from George Kovacs, ‘Phenomenology of 

Work and Self-Transcendence’, The Journal of Value-Inquiry 20 (1986): 195–206. 
32 Lisa Herzog, Die Rettung der Arbeit: Ein politischer Aufruf (Berlin: Hanser Berlin, 2019), 

9-10. My translation. 
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II. “Post-work” theory, their critics, and the functionalist common sense 

 

I have tried to show how functionalist models yield grounds for normative analysis of work 

by discussing how they operate in the context of critiquing and justifying the institution. Yet 

whilst instrumentalist theories of work typically ground a critique of its overextension, some 

theorists draw more radical conclusions. Accompanying the growing concern with work, the 

last decade has seen the rise of a more uncompromising critical literature. In emphatic 

opposition to what is viewed as a valorisation of necessity and instrumental action, and the 

theories which sustain this fetishisation of work, contributors to this literature typically use 

projections about impending revolutions in automation to recover and reassert a political 

project with familiar revolutionary ambitions. In defiance of the fear technological 

developments engender in what they call “work-society”, theorists celebrate new automation 

technology for creating the potential thoroughly to undermine the significance of work. On the 

view of these theorists, we should seize on these technologies and develop on their basis a new 

political project centred on the abolition of work and the creation of a “post-work society”.33 

 
33 Nick Srnicek and Alex Williams, Inventing the Future: Postcapitalism and a World 

Without Work (London: Verso, 2015); Paul Mason, PostCapitalism: A Guide to Our Future 

(London: Allen Lane, an imprint of Penguin Books, 2015); Aaron Bastani, Fully Automated 

Luxury Communism: A Manifesto (London: Verso, 2019); John Danaher, Automation and 

Utopia: Human Flourishing in a World without Work (Cambridge, Massachusetts: Harvard 

University Press, 2019). Theorists who share a similar normative aims but who are more 

sober about the revolution in automation, or at least rely less on projections regarding a 

coming technological turning point, include Kathi Weeks, The Problem with Work: 

Feminism, Marxism, Antiwork Politics, and Postwork Imaginaries (Durham: Duke University 

Press, 2011); David Frayne, The Refusal of Work: Rethinking Post-Work Theory and Practice 

(London: Zed Books, 2015); James Livingston, No More Work: Why Full Employment Is a 

Bad Idea (Chapel Hill: The University of North Carolina Press, 2016); Peter Frase, Four 

Futures: Life After Capitalism (London; New York: Verso, 2016); Chamberlain, Undoing 

Work, Rethinking Community. These will, hinting at an argument closer to this dissertation’s 

yet without a perspective on work to develop it, be more inclined to propose as put by Sue 

Donaldson and Will Kymlicka, that “[t]he term “post-work society” should be parsed as post-

“work society”, rather than a society that is “post-work”.” Sue Donaldson and Will 
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Critics of these “post-work theorists” respond with a now equally familiar two-part refrain. 

In the words of Jean-Philippe Deranty, “we both cannot, and should not, wish work away.”34 

Post-work society is, on this view, at the same time both impossible and deeply unattractive. 

Or formulated more generously, eliminating work is impossible, and were it possible, it would 

have been profoundly undesirable. These critics of post-work theory commonly turn to an 

expressivist account of work’s function to defend the centrality of the contemporary social 

institution. Approaching work, on the basis of its necessary social function, “as a special kind 

of activity”, this kind activity is then understood, by critics of post-work, to be of such a 

character that “human societies are by necessity work societies”.35 Analysing the intrinsic 

qualities of this kind of activity, work is further determined by its very nature to enable the 

realisation of personal meaning and social cohesion. Work is, these theorists variously argue, 

uniquely nurturing of social integration and political coherence and solidarity, and uniquely 

suited for the pursuit of meaning.36 “By underplaying the role of work in reproducing society,” 

their critics maintain, “post-work society scenarios lose sight of these goods.”37 

 

Kymlicka, ‘Animal Labour in a Post-Work Society’, in Animal Labour: A New Frontier of 

Interspecies Justice?, ed. Charlotte Blattner, Will Kymlicka, and Kendra Coulter (Oxford: 

Oxford University Press, 2019), 207n1.  
34 Jean-Philippe Deranty, ‘Post-Work Society as an Oxymoron: Why We Cannot, and Should 

Not, Wish Work Away’, European Journal of Social Theory, 27 April 2021, 1–18. 
35 Deranty, 7, 2. 
36 I have already referred to Lisa Herzog’s version of this response. Post-work is impossible: 

“[w]ork is a deeply human concern: something that belongs so keenly to our essence, that it 

probably would exist even if our social relations were organised completely differently, and 

machines would relieve of us even more tasks.” And post-work is undesirable: “People want 

to create something, they want to mould their world – work is a central form this urge 

assumes.” Herzog, Die Rettung der Arbeit, 9-10. My translation. Following the same formula, 

Jeff Noonan quotes Marx sympathetically, defining work as ““the everlasting, nature-

imposed condition” of ongoing life”. Lamenting the lack of attention to the distinction 

between the essential nature of this activity and its corrupted, instrumentalised form in 

capitalism, he argues at the same time normatively that “any future society, however, it might 

be classified, needs to preserve a space and opportunity for certain forms of labor, or threaten 

an essential source of meaning in people’s lives.” Jeff Noonan, ‘Luddites, Labor, and 

Meaningful Lives: Would a World Without Work Really Be Best?’, Journal of Social 

Philosophy 51, no. 3 (September 2020): 443, 441. 
37 Deranty, ‘Post-Work Society as an Oxymoron’, 7.  
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Note, then, how both post-work theorists and their critics reach towards functionalist models 

of work. To evaluate the social institution of work, they assume, we need an account of the 

necessary social function it organises. The difference between post-work theorists and their 

critics concerns their analysis of this function, and above all the normative significance 

accorded the kind of activity it delineates. The debates between post-work theorists and their 

critics, in short, operates as an extension or continuation of the conflict between the 

instrumentalist and expressivist models of work.38  

From the perspective on work which I shall develop in this dissertation, there is something 

to the accusation that expressivist models uncritically articulate the common sense of work-

society. There is also something to the charge that post-work theorists lose sight of the goods 

of work. By dismissing work-society’s valorisation of work as fetishism, post-work theorists 

fail to take seriously the goods and values attributed to work. Moreover, from this dissertation’s 

perspective, both the expressivist and instrumentalist theories misconstrue how work-society 

makes work valuable. And by upholding work-society’s functionalist interpretation of work, 

post-work theorists, simply reinforce work-society’s functionalist common sense.  

Before I outline the perspective from which these claims can be introduced in somewhat 

more detail, let me introduce an important clarification. To describe work-society’s common 

sense as functionalist does not mean that everyone carries with them a fully developed account 

of work’s necessary social function and the intrinsic qualities of the activities it delineates. It 

only implies an inclination ultimately to reach towards functionalist account to understand and 

assess the institution. Theoretical discourse manifests this inclination. Arguments about work 

will at some point will reach the question of what the institution is “for”; in answering this 

question, interpretations of its necessary social function assume a certain priority.  

 
38 In fact, because it is, from their functionalist perspective, the task of our laws and our 

institutions to track the independent moral reality of work’s necessary social function, these 

models logically entail such an extension. 
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Even to say that interpretations of its necessary social function assume a certain priority 

does not entail, however, that all debates about the meaning and value of work are based on 

interpretations of this function. Yet even when they are not, there is pressure to tie arguments 

about the institution of work to a plausible conception of its allegedly necessary social function. 

Consider the feminist critique of work which charge(d) the institution of illegitimately 

excluding many of the kinds of tasks which had been assigned to women. Consider their 

extension today by theorists challenging us to assess whether animals or nature itself should be 

included as potentially engaging in work.39 These are pragmatic responses to the social 

significance and political status work has in our society.40 They do not rest on an interpretation 

of work’s necessary social function; they start from the goods flowing from being recognized 

as engaging in work. Even these kinds of arguments observe a pressure to construe the kinds 

of activities in question along a functionalist account. If these social critics do not attempt to 

show that the activities in question are, in the relevant sense, necessary, it will be hard to make 

the case that the social ills they highlight should be rectified by including them as work.  

 

III. An institutionalist model of work 

 

Against the common sense of work-society, this dissertation develops an institutionalist, or 

social constructivist model of work (I shall use the terms interchangeably.) My starting point 

 
39 Alasdair Cochrane, ‘Labour Rights for Animals’, in The Political Turn in Animal Ethics 

(London: Rowman & Littlefield, 2016), 15–32; Alyssa Battistoni, ‘Bringing in the Work of 

Nature: From Natural Capital to Hybrid Labor’, Political Theory 45, no. 1 (February 2017): 

5–31. Conversely, some theorists are attempting to raise the alarm about the harmful social 

effects of including far too much within the boundaries of work. Roland Paulsen, Empty 

Labor: Idleness and Workplace Resistance (Cambridge, UK: Cambridge University Press, 

2015); David Graeber, Bullshit Jobs: A Theory (London: Penguin, 2018); Dennis Nørmark 

and Anders Fogh Jensen, Pseudowork How We Ended Up Being Busy Doing Nothing 

(Copenhagen: Gyldendal Business, 2021); Raymond Geuss, A Philosopher Looks at Work 

(Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2021), 147–58. 
40 See chapters two and five.  
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is a new interpretation of what it means to work. On the functionalist model, to work means, 

in the final analysis, to partake in a necessary social function. To be a functionalist about work 

is always to be alive to the question of whether an activity really is work. By contrast, on the 

model I shall develop, there is no final analysis in the functionalist sense; it is not the role of 

the theorist to explain how the function of work really is fulfilled. On the social constructivist 

model, it is the recognition of an activity as work across a society that constitutes it as such. 

We engage in work, from this perspective, not by partaking in the fulfilment of a necessary 

social function but when we do so as a social practice. Naturally, there can be much 

disagreement between members of the same society about what to count as work and what not 

to count as work. On the institutionalist model, however, what is required for someone’s 

activity to count as work is at least the availability in their social milieu of a concept under 

which to interpret it as work. Work is, therefore, not a transhistorical phenomenon; the concept 

is only validly applied to societies where it is itself available.  

Second, we need new grounds for normative analyses. On the functionalist model, these are 

based on interpretations of the intrinsic qualities of the necessary social function. On the social 

constructivist model, work’s social and personal significance is accounted for by reference to 

its place in the social imaginary and the goods associated with participation in the institution. 

No analysis of necessary social function, I maintain, can serve to inform us about the real or 

ideal normative shape of the institution of work; on the social constructivist model, it is not the 

role of the theorist to explain why and how work really is (or is not, or should be, or should not 

be) meaningful. Instead, whether the institution should occupy as central a place in our social 

and ethical imagination, can only be determined by how well it realises the values that it 

promises, and by how fairly it distributes the goods associated with it.  
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Hence what functionalist models explain by reference to necessary social function, an 

institutionalist model of work explains as a matter of social construction.41 To begin to 

demonstrate how, allow me now to sketch the contours of the tripartite model of work that I 

shall be developing. I shall be arguing that work is an institution which unites: (a) the practice 

through which we understand ourselves to perform a certain kind of necessary social function, 

with being (b) the only properly legitimate means to an income, and (c) a significant source of 

meaning. More specifically, I shall argue that (a) through working, we understand ourselves to 

partake in society’s social reproduction, engaging in so-called “socially necessary activities”. 

First, then, work is the compartmentalisation of social reproduction in an independent social 

practice. This compartmentalisation, I shall contend, emerged based on what I shall theorise as 

the social dominance of the labour market.  

Second, work is understood as (b) the only properly legitimate means to an income. The 

way it came to occupy this position, I shall claim, is tied to the emergence of “the economy” 

and the rise of the social compact undergirding welfare-capitalist states. A welfare state aims 

to secure social citizenship for its citizens. Through work, understood now as “participation in 

the economy”, we understand ourselves as contributing to the provision of the social and 

 
41 It might be productive, therefore, to consider the aims of this dissertation, the development 

of what I termed an institutionalist, or social constructivist model of work, as a matter of 

social construction work. As Ian Hacking elucidates, “Social construction work is critical of 

the status quo. Social constructionists about X tend to hold that: (1) X need not have existed, 

or need not be at all as it is. X, or X as it is at present, is not determined by the nature of 

things; it is not inevitable. Very often they go further, and urge that: (2) X is quite bad as it is. 

(3) We would be much better off if X were done away with, or at least radically transformed.” 

Ian Hacking, The Social Construction of What? (Cambridge, Massachusetts; London, 

England: Harvard University Press, 1999), 6. A precondition for a social constructionist 

project to get off the ground is that it is not the case that everybody knows that work is the 

contingent upshot of social arrangements. As Hacking explains “People begin to argue that X 

is socially constructed precisely when they find that: (0) In the present state of affairs, X is 

taken for granted, X appears to be inevitable.” Hacking, 12.Viewed from this angle, the 

arguments of the dissertation could be viewed as an attempt to answer four questions: (i) 

What exactly about work is socially constructed? (ii) How is this socially constructed? (iii) 

Why is the social construction of work bad? (iv) How would we be made better off if we 

could do away with or radically transform work? 
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material conditions required by social citizenship and thereby to satisfy a duty of citizenship 

grounded in a principle of social reciprocity. Moreover, through work we are thought to affirm 

the solidaristic vision of society underlying social citizenship. Third, work is (c) personally 

meaningful, I shall argue, to the extent that it provides access to what I call “goods of work”. 

Self-respect, self-esteem, and self-realisation are three goods of work. Work is a significant 

source of meaning by virtue of being a privileged site for the realisation of these goods. 

Note, I do not mean to dismiss functionalist accounts of work entirely. Examining a society 

by analysing the kinds of activities through which work’s function is fulfilled might serve some 

theoretical purposes quite well. Historians and social theorists have done so and made major 

advances in our understanding of the past as well as our present, uncovering social dynamics 

that might otherwise have remained hidden. What I object to is the functionalist model of the 

institution. What I object to is the usefulness of applying a functionalist account of work for 

the purposes of understanding and critiquing our institution.  

My first chief aim in this dissertation is to develop a perspective on work that could help us 

interpret its contemporary transformations and assess their normative salience. My claim is that 

to do so, we need an account of work as a social institution, and that functionalist models of 

the institution are unhelpful. I shall show how functionalist attempts to ground work’s 

normative aspects in its social function are, in each instance, unsatisfactory. I shall then try to 

show how these aspects of work can more convincingly be accounted for by reference to social 

imaginary and ideology. I corroborate this institutionalist perspective by using the account that 

thus emerges of work-society as a framework for interpreting work’s contemporary 

transformations. 

The second chief purpose of this dissertation is to present a novel approach for how to 

address the transformations of work and the limitations of work-society. Functionalist models, 

by construing work in relation to a universally necessary social function, naturalise the 



 23 

institution. Moreover, by relating the norms pertaining to the institution to allegedly intrinsic 

characteristics of work’s necessary social function, the aspects which make up the institution 

are tied essentially together. Functionalist models thus naturalise the institution of work as an 

organising principle of society, or what amounts to the same, naturalise work-society itself. By 

contrast, what will emerge in this dissertation is not only an account of work-society through 

the unpacking of the institution of work, but at the same time a picture of work as a social 

practice and institution the very existence of which is produced by the material structures and 

social imaginary of our society, and the meaning and significance of which is constructed by 

its institutions and ideology. It is correct that work-society is constituted by work, but it is 

equally true to say that work is conjured by work-society. The second chief reason to adopt the 

institutionalist perspective on work concerns the view it opens towards its abolition. 

 

IV. The abolition of work by its “disassembling” 

 

To introduce this part of the argument, it will be useful to begin with an analogy. The 

analogy is to the debates over the last few decades about the future of marriage. Contributors 

to this debate can be grouped into three main camps. The first camp consists of conservative 

defenders of what we might call the essentialist view. These had long warned about the 

consequences of modifying marriage-laws and were inflamed when the US Supreme Court, by 

rendering marriage-laws in any state that discriminate on the basis of sex unconstitutional, 

decided to change the country’s official and publicly recognised meaning of marriage.42  

 
42 The case in question, Obergefell v. Hodges, was decided by the Supreme Court ruling that 

both the Due Process clause and the Fourteenth Amendment of the US Constitution 

guarantees to same-sex couples a right to marry on the same terms and conditions as 

opposite-sex couples. Obergefell et al. v. Hodges, Director, Ohio Department of Health, et 

al., No. 14-554 (Supreme Court of the United States 26 June 2015). 
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Importantly, and at first sight somewhat paradoxically, the crux of the essentialist view is 

that the meaning of marriage is not for us to change.43 For conservatives, the meaning of 

marriage is given. Typically, its purpose is understood to be tied to the reproductive function, 

or as in one illustrative example, to the “organic union” realised by a man and a woman in 

sex.44 Although often associated with religious thought, on the essentialist model, an 

appreciation of marriage need not be based on revelation. Rather, “marriage is the type of social 

practice whose basic contours can be discerned by our common human reason”.45 Therefore, 

essentialists can also claim that, whilst the details might vary, marriage is “a universal human 

institution” which can be found in all human societies, and which we can understand as such 

regardless of how people in these societies themselves thought of their relationships.46  

On the essentialist view, marriage represents the independent moral reality of a relationship 

that our institutions should aim only to track and to protect. Marriage might be unique in part 

by virtue of how it provides certain goods to those who participate in it, but it is not these goods 

that make up marriage. Rather, the goods flow naturally from correct participation in marriage. 

When invoked as the basis of arguments against same-sex marriage, conservatives do not claim 

to want to deny the goods of marriage to same-sex couples. Instead, they argue, these goods 

are simply unavailable to same-sex couples, as same-sex marriage is not in fact marriage, but 

the denial of marriage. Our task in society is to create laws and institutions which respect and 

 
43 For a selection of essentialist arguments from the conservative camp, see Robert P. George 

and Jean Bethke Elshtain, eds., The Meaning of Marriage: Family, State, Market, And 

Morals (Dallas, Tex: Spence Pub, 2006); John Finnis, ‘Marriage: A Basic and Exigent 

Good’, The Monist 91, no. 3/4 (October 2008): 20; Sherif Girgis, Robert P. George, and Ryan 

T. Anderson, ‘What Is Marriage?’, Harvard Journal of Law & Public Policy 34, no. 1 (2010): 

245–87. 
44 Robert P. George, ‘What’s Sex Got to Do with It? Marriage, Morality, and Rationality’, in 

The Meaning of Marriage: Family, State, Market, And Morals, ed. Robert P. George and Jean 

Bethke Elshtain (Dallas, Tex: Spence Pub, 2006), 142–71.  
45 Girgis, George, and Anderson, ‘What Is Marriage?’, 247. 
46 Maggie Gallagher, ‘(How) Does Marriage Protect Child Well-Being?’, in The Meaning of 

Marriage: Family, State, Market, And Morals, ed. Robert P. George and Jean Bethke 

Elshtain (Dallas, Tex: Spence Pub, 2006), 170. 
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safeguard the independent moral reality of marriage. Failing this, and recognising as marriage 

something which is not marriage, the fear is not that we could in fact change its meaning; the 

danger lies instead in the potential wider, socially corrosive effects, including the ability of 

opposite-sex couples to respect and uphold the truth of marriage.47 

Reformists object to the essentialist model of marriage espoused by conservatives. They 

approach marriage, in the words of Stephen Macedo, as “a public institution defined by law 

and social meanings”.48 We do not discover marriage, marriage was created by human beings; 

it is nothing beyond the institution our historical traditions have bequeathed to us. From this 

perspective, when confronting relationships in societies that do not share these traditions, there 

are reasons to be more sceptical of describing them as marriages. Moreover, instead of tying 

its meaning to one single function, reformists highlight the multiple ends the institution of 

marriage serves. Conversely, they recognise the variety of relationships in which people seek 

bonds of intimacy, and the many institutions of our society that safeguard the reproductive 

function. From the reformist point of view, the institution of marriage can only be judged by 

how well it serves these various ends, and by how fairly it distributes the goods of marriage. 

As an illustration of a common reformist position, let us consider the “moderate reformism” 

articulated by Macedo.49 Macedo acknowledges that many exclusions and inequalities have 

marred the institution of marriage, and he concedes that they still blemish its contemporary 

 
47 As put by Robert P. George, “[t]he law is a teacher” and “ideologies and practices that are 

hostile to a sound understanding and practice of marriage in a culture tend to undermine the 

institution of marriage in that culture”. George, ‘What’s Sex Got to Do with It? Marriage, 

Morality, and Rationality’, 170. More sweepingly, Jean Bethke Elshtain despair that “if we 

alter the institution of marriage as it is understood in our laws, there will be profound and 

perhaps unintended consequences for the ways in which we think of ourselves as men and 

women, and for the kind of society we live in.” Jean Bethke Elshtain, ‘Foreword’, in The 

Meaning of Marriage: Family, State, Market, And Morals, ed. Robert P. George and Jean 

Bethke Elshtain (Dallas, Tex: Spence Pub, 2006), x. 
48 Stephen Macedo, ‘Marriage, Monogamy, and Moral Psychology’, in Oxford Handbook of 

Moral Psychology, ed. John Doris and Manuel Vargas, (forthcoming). 
49 Stephen Macedo, Just Married: Same-Sex Couples, Monogamy, & The Future of Marriage 

(Princeton, NJ: Princeton University Press, 2015), 11. 
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iteration. Yet he foregrounds the importance of the institution to citizens of Western countries. 

Our primary normative objective, he argues, should be to secure the fair access of all to the 

institution, and justice between participants within it. He recommends extending access to 

marriage to people formerly excluded from it, accepting as potential marriages a greater variety 

of (dyadic) relationships, and of doing our best to rectify the legal and symbolic inequalities 

between partners, and between the sexes, that marriage has helped consecrate.  

It should be fairly evident, I hope, how the essentialist model of marriage corresponds to the 

functionalist model of work.50 Macedo’s arguments can be analogised to the feminist critiques 

of the exclusions of work. As readers of the literature on marriage will be familiar with, 

however, there also exists a more radical institutionalist approach to marriage which rejects the 

attempts of their more moderate comrades as futile, or insufficient. On this view, the symbolic 

dimension of marriage is doomed by its gendered and oppressive history. Furthermore, by 

uniting a non-negotiable assemblage of rights and duties and bundling a range of goods into 

one institution, marriage puts a heavy burden on one single relationship. More damningly, the 

way marriage necessarily involves a holistic approach to the regulation of personal 

relationships deprives people of the freedom to fashion their relationships as they wish. Whilst 

some might indeed want to live in what we now understand as a marriage, others might want 

to exchange some of what are now marital rights with several different people, and to seek the 

assortment of goods now all associated with marriage in a variety of relationships.  

Elizabeth Brake thus recommends a legal framework recognising only “minimal marriage”, 

which would allow individuals “to select from a greatly reduced set of rights and 

responsibilities currently exchanged in marriage and to assign them to whomever they want, 

 
50 Note, even though functionalist agree that the tasks of law and of society are grounded in 

the necessary social function of work, because they present very different accounts of this 

function, their normative proposals diverge quite radically, and far from all political positions 

can be described as conservative.  
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so long as the purpose is to support a caring relationship.”51 That this position shades into a 

kind of abolitionism is suggested by Brake’s formulation that minimal marriage “might also be 

described as marital pluralism or disestablishment”.52 It is made explicit by Clare Chambers.53 

Instead of marriage, Chambers favours a piecemeal regulation of personal relationships. 

“[T]here would be separate regulations for property, child custody, immigration, and so on. 

Each of these regulations would stand separately, and individuals could form relationships with 

different people for different functions.”54 This regulation would be pursued with the intention 

of creating a “marriage-free state”. There would, in the marriage-free state, be no separate 

symbolic weight to assembling the goods of marriage in one single relationship. Because 

marriage, on the institutionalist view, is constituted by this assemblage of goods in one status, 

this would in effect amount to an abolition of marriage. 

Having developed an institutionalist model of work in part one, my aim in part two of this 

dissertation will be to defend an analogous abolitionism with respect to work. Beyond helpfully 

displaying its place in the space of positions being defended concerning the future of work, this 

analogy with the marriage debates teaches three lessons about the abolitionist view I shall be 

developing. The first concerns the meaning of abolitionism. From a social constructivist 

perspective, it is work as an institution which is to be abolished. This means that the goal is not 

for no one to do what they now do in work, the goal is for no one no longer to have to perform 

it as work. The goal is to abolish work as an organising principle of different activities. Hence 

 
51 Elizabeth Brake, Minimizing Marriage: Marriage, Morality, and the Law (Oxford: Oxford 

University Press, 2012), 7. 
52 Elizabeth Brake, ‘Minimal Marriage: What Political Liberalism Implies for Marriage Law’, 

Ethics 120, no. 2 (January 2010): 305. 
53 Clare Chambers, ‘The Marriage-Free State’, Proceedings of the Aristotelian Society 113 

(2013): 123–43; Clare Chambers, Against Marriage: An Egalitarian Defence of the 

Marriage-Free State (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2017). 
54 Chambers, ‘The Marriage-Free State’, 137. 
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abolishing work need not require a collective escape from its necessary social function. 

Abolishing work instead means ending this as an organising principle of society.  

The second lesson concerns the argument for abolitionism. Abolishing work cannot entail 

ignoring the many ends the institution serves in our society. The argument for abolitionism 

must be accompanied by a vision of how to “disassemble” the institution. Indeed, on the view 

I shall develop, it is this very disassembling that constitutes work’s abolition. That is, rather 

than forever insisting on more and better work, rather than thinking about the future of “work” 

at all – considered as the necessary assemblage, or fusion, in a single institution of the aspects 

described above under (a), (b), and (c) – we should instead be thinking about how to realise 

each end work serves independently. Thus, pace Jean-Philippe Deranty and likeminded 

theorists, it is exactly by attending to the role of work in society that we shall be furnished with 

the argument for its abolition. 

Exploring this abolitionist project involves trying to imagine post-“work-society”.55 

Justifying the disassembling of work means showing how new institutions could take better 

care of each aspect now understood to constitute work. It would require reorganising the social 

reproduction of society, constructing new institutions which would secure a decent living for 

all citizens, and wherein which they would be able to satisfy their duties of reciprocity and 

affirm a properly solidaristic vision of society. It would mean reorienting our debates about the 

future of work instead towards the activities by virtue of which work is a site for the realisation 

of meaning.  

The third lesson concerns the kind of political theory I aspire for this to be. This is not a 

straightforward recommendation of political strategy. As Chambers emphasises, it is possible 

that, “if the institution of marriage exists, it is better to be married than not, but that the very 

 
55 Donaldson and Kymlicka, ‘Animal Labour in a Post-Work Society’, 207n1. 
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existence of the institution is oppressive.”56 So with work; it is possible, in fact, given the model 

I shall develop it is in fact very plausible, that if the institution exists, it is better to have work 

than not, and still the very existence of the institution might be bad. It is possible, therefore, to 

promote all kinds of reforms to the institution, to emphasise the importance of fair access and 

justice, and at the same time hold that, ideally, it ought to be disassembled. As long as we live 

in a patriarchal society, marriage will require our political attention, and as long as we live in 

work-society, so will work. What I want to show is that we need not live in work-society.  

 

V. An overview of the dissertation  

 

In part one of the dissertation, I develop my institutionalist model of work. By unpacking 

the institution, I present a perspective on our society as work-society. At the same time, the 

institution is itself accounted for by reference to the structures and social imaginary of that 

society. Part one thus aims to uncover the meaning of work as well as to unsettle the common 

sense of work-society by denaturalising the institution. It consists of three chapters, each 

chapter dealing with one aspect of the tripartite institution of work, each building on the 

previous chapter, presenting cumulatively an increasingly rich picture of work-society. Each 

chapter is developed in a contrast with functionalist perspectives on the aspect of work in 

question. My hope is that the reader at the end of part one will have been presented with a 

compelling view of work, the material grounds for the compartmentalisation of its necessary 

social function in an independent social practice, the social imaginary accounting for the 

institution’s political significance, and the way in which working is understood to be an 

important source of meaning and personal development. 

 
56 Chambers, ‘The Marriage-Free State’, 131–32. 
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In chapter one, I lay the groundwork for a social constructivist perspective by looking at the 

emergence of the concept and practice of work. Functionalist accounts of work are 

transhistorical. From the perspective of an institutionalist model of work, however, it is the 

recognition of an activity as work across a society which constitutes it as such. To work means 

to engage in it as a social practice; working requires the availability of a concept of work. The 

concept by which the practice of work is distinguished from its others, however, is a recent 

historical invention. For an account of the characteristic properties of the concept of work, and 

for the material conditions of its emergence, I turn to a reading of Karl Marx.  

In addition to Marx’s famous distinction between concrete and abstract work, there is in 

Marx a third, overarching concept of work. We can understand this as concrete work 

considered in the abstract. The abstract feature suggested here is not value, rather, it suggests 

a view on concrete work from the perspective of social reproduction. Labour as such comprises 

all “socially necessary activities”. This third concept of work is transhistorical in that, by 

definition, all societies require someone to perform socially necessary activities. Yet whilst 

Marx himself does use the perspective offered by this concept to develop a general theory of 

history, he was at the same time acutely conscious of the material conditions for the emergence 

of historical materialism. The construction of the concept of work denoting all socially 

necessary activities, he demonstrates, and thus the social practice of working, only emerged 

with capitalism. More specifically, it rested on what I shall theorise as the rise to social 

dominance of the labour-market.  

In chapter two I move from work as (a) the practice through which we understand ourselves 

to perform a certain kind of necessary social function, to its being (b) the only properly 

legitimate means to an income. Investigating the emergence of this second aspect of work 

requires that we turn our attention away from the liberal capitalism of the 19th century and 

towards the 20th century’s age of welfare-capitalism. With the construction of a new social 
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compact, the social contract undergirding the democratic welfare state of the 20th century, work 

was transformed from being the grounds of political exclusion to a duty of citizenship. Yet in 

contrast to functionalist models, I do not explain this as a recognition of the intrinsically 

integrative quality of work’s necessary social function. I look instead at the social imaginary 

within which the institution of work was embedded. Undergirding the new social significance 

of work was its conceptual incorporation into a recently crafted social entity, “the economy”. 

Working became understood as “participating in the economy”. Because “the economy” from 

its origins was construed as coterminous with the democratic nation-state, “participation in the 

economy” was interpreted as equivalent to contributing to society. 

To study the more particular meaning of that contribution as a duty of citizenship, we must 

uncover the fundamental features of the social compact governing welfare-capitalist states. To 

do so, I turn to T. H. Marshall’s celebrated account of the normative underpinnings of the 

welfare state. According to Marshall, the normative core of the welfare state is grounded in 

social citizenship, and above all in the granting of social rights. The purpose of social rights is 

to bring about a degree of decommodification of each individual qua citizen. Yet citizenship 

consists both of rights and duties. Because the health of the economy was seen as crucial for 

the state’s ability to establish the social and material conditions of social citizenship, work, 

understood as “participating in the economy”, became an essential duty of social citizenship, 

grounded in the principle of reciprocity. The second reason work became an important 

institution of welfare-capitalist states was that it was understood to contribute to the goal of 

“class fusion”. Welfare states rest on a solidaristic vision of society. In the institution of work, 

citizens were thought to affirm this vision and contribute to its realisation.  

In chapter three I deal with the third aspect of work, its being (c) a significant source of 

meaning. This chapter takes up the growing literature in political theory on “meaningful work”. 

Contributors to this literature not only highlight the importance of meaningful work, but they 
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typically conceptualise its meaningfulness on a functionalist model. They defend work, based 

on allegedly intrinsic features of the necessary social function performed through it, as a 

“fundamental human good”. But meaningful work can only be defended as a fundamental 

human good if one gives up on the claim that it must be realised in the institution of work. In 

contrast to this functionalism, I account instead for how work functions as a source of meaning 

by uncovering the “goods of work”. These are goods that have become embedded in the 

institution of work. Self-respect, self-esteem, and self-realisation are three goods of work.  

In this chapter, I complete the account of the institution of work and show how it is also an 

exposition of work-society by demonstrating how it provides us with a framework for 

understanding and assessing contemporary transformations of work. To do so, I aim to show 

how we can use it to account for how transformations in the world of work have set political 

processes in motion that have put democracies worldwide under stress. Two distinct families 

of explanation of these processes can be identified by the relative emphasis they place on the 

cultural versus the economic. Protesting against this dichotomy, there are those who insist that 

economic and cultural grievances interact. A conceptual scheme which ties together the 

economic and the cultural through interaction, however, rests on a prior separation. The 

institutionalist model of work presents instead a perspective where the economic and the 

cultural are entirely intertwined. It is by altering expectations about the realisation of the goods 

of work, I argue, that transformations of work have contributed to an environment within which 

democracies are under stress. 

In part two of the dissertation, I turn from my institutionalist model of work to an argument 

for its abolition. By asking how, when freed from thinking of them necessarily fused in one 

institution, we should try to realise each end work serves independently, I explore how to 

disassemble the institution. Through this exploration of work’s disassembling, I present an 

account of post-“work-society”. Part two also consists of three chapters, each dealing with one 
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aspect of the tripartite institution of work, each building on the previous chapter, presenting 

cumulatively an increasingly rich picture of a post-“work-society”. For a century we have 

struggled together to put people to work, investing more and more, both economically and 

morally, in the institution. My hope is that the reader at the end of part two will agree that a 

different society is possible and attractive, where it need not remain our greatest primary task. 

In chapter four, I present the basic contours of a post-“work-society” by asking how ideally 

to take care of the social function now compartmentalised in work. For inspiration, I return 

once again to Marx. There is, in Marx, an unresolved tension between two models of freedom 

and its relation to work, each giving rise to a distinct vision of how society ought to organise 

social reproduction. According to the first vision, it consists of the end/abolition of work, the 

emancipation from labour. According to the second, it brings about its fulfilment/realisation, 

the emancipation of labour. I explain how each model of freedom relate to a functionalist model 

of work and how each vision therefore corresponds to one of the primary positions in 

contemporary debates about the future of work-society. 

There is in Marx, however, a third, less theorised, vision of how to organise social 

reproduction: a vision according to which Marx principally aspired to bringing what he called 

the “realm of necessity” under common control, thereby enabling, moreover, the fullest 

development of all in the “realm of freedom”. I develop this vision and show how it would 

require transcending work, i.e., ending the compartmentalisation of social reproduction in a 

separate social practice. Transcending work could in turn only be achieved by undoing the 

social conditions under which this emerged. I theorised this in chapter one as the social 

dominance of the labour market. Moving beyond Marx, I discuss how its social dominance 

could be undermined by reorganising social reproduction on the basis of a universal basic 

income (UBI). A UBI would, on this view, provide everyone with the means for decent living, 
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making employment on the labour-market voluntary, and simultaneously force the body politic 

collectively to confront the questions delineating the boundaries of the realm of necessity.  

The next two chapters each develop this vision of transcending work by dealing respectively 

with our shared responsibility for the realm of necessity and our individual development in the 

realm of freedom. The arguments of each chapter are prompted by objections to, or concerns 

about, transcending work that appeal to the normative ends the institution of work serves today. 

By responding to these objections, I thus at the same time continue to develop the argument 

for the disassembling of work, for seeking to realise each of its ends independently. 

First, the political purpose of UBI on this vision would be to abolish the social dominance 

of the labour market, and it would do so by strengthening the decommodification of each 

individual qua citizen. At first glance, therefore, it would seem to accord well with the 

normative vision of social citizenship. Nevertheless, a UBI is commonly seen as an essential 

threat to the normative underpinnings of the welfare state. In chapter five, I explain these 

concerns by focusing on the requirement upon which social citizenship appears to rest, the duty 

to work. This duty to work was grounded, however, in the principle of social reciprocity and 

the goal of class fusion. Elucidating the potential role and function of a universal basic civic 

service (UBCS), in which the burdens of socially necessary activities could be shared, I 

demonstrate that this would both more appropriately institutionalise the obligation of social 

reciprocity and better serve the end of class fusion.  

Finally, in chapter six, I address the concern that ending or transcending work would 

represent a loss of meaning. I have analysed the meaningfulness associated with work as access 

to a privileged site for the realisation of certain goods. It is through realising these goods of 

work that working can be an important source of meaning. These goods are, however, only 

contingently embedded in the institution of work. Because there is nothing that ties them 

essentially to work, we can also imagine them being realised outside of working. Indeed, I shall 
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argue that work functions as a site for the realisation of these goods because we in work 

typically perform certain activities which we, however, also engage in outside of work. It is 

when we develop a craft, offer good care, or play, that work can be a site for the realisation of 

goods of work. We need not understand ourselves as working, however, to develop a craft, 

offer good care, or play. In this final chapter, I analyse these activities in the spirit of reorienting 

our concern away from “work” and towards the activities by which working is meaningful. 

Against those who worry that transcending work would represent a loss of meaning, if we 

worry about the meaningfulness of work, we should stop worrying about work.  

In the conclusion, I review the case for disassembling work by considering how the 

institutions I have sketched for post-“work-society” would translate the normative ideals I have 

outlined in defence of the abolition of work into practical, political dynamics. 
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Chapter 1: The emergence of work 

 

 

“Work as we know it, is a modern invention.” 

André Gorz1 

“[W]hat practice one is engaged in is, at least partly, a matter of interpretation.” 

Sally Haslanger2 

 

In this chapter, I begin to develop my tripartite model of the institution of work. As 

explained in the introduction, I shall be developing this in a contrast with a functionalist model. 

A functionalist model of the institution rests on a functionalist account of work. Functionalist 

accounts of work employ a concept of work which they consider (i) a universally relevant and 

transhistorically valid concept, (ii) everywhere picking out the same sort of referent, (iii) 

namely a necessary social function. Work’s social function is analysed as necessary by virtue 

of responding to a requirement of human society as such. A functionalist model is the 

application of a functionalist account of work to the institution. On this model, what the 

institution is ultimately “for” is the organisation of a necessary social function; our institution 

is an institution of work by virtue of organising this function. Functionalist models contend 

that (iv) the activities required by the necessary social function are thereby characterised by 

certain intrinsic features, (v) which include an inherent normative quality, (vi) yielding grounds 

for normative analyses of the institution.  

 
1 André Gorz, Critique of Economic Reason (London: Verso Books, 2010), 13. 
2 Sally Haslanger, ‘What Is a Social Practice?’, Royal Institute of Philosophy Supplement 82 

(July 2018): 235. 
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On the functionalist model, to work means, in the final analysis, to partake in a necessary 

social function. To be a functionalist about work is always to be alive to the question of whether 

an activity really is work. On the functionalist analysis, the question is answered by examining 

how the necessary social function of work is fulfilled in the given society. Considerations as to 

how the social actors in question understand themselves, or how they are interpreted in their 

own social environment, are immaterial. The functionalist model naturalises work because, 

when functionalist accounts are employed to interpret our institution, work is understood as a 

distinctively natural and universal institution of human society.  

By contrast, on the model I shall be developing, there is no final analysis in the functionalist 

sense. From the perspective of this model, it is not the role of the theorist to explain whether 

an activity really is or is not work. On the institutionalist model, it is the recognition of an 

activity as work across a society that constitutes it as such. I do not deny, however, that the 

institution of work is understood to organise a social function which itself is understood to be 

of peculiar ineliminability. What we must begin with, therefore, is to reverse the functionalist 

approach and analyse this function from a social constructivist perspective. On the 

institutionalist model, I shall argue, to partake in that social function must be understood as a 

historically particular social practice. 

In short, in this chapter, my aims are to clarify the theoretical presuppositions of a social 

constructivist model of work, and through this to elaborate on the first aspect of the tripartite 

account I shall develop: work as (a) the practice through which we understand ourselves to 

perform a certain kind of necessary social function. I shall do so by contrasting functionalist 

and institutionalist perspectives on the history of work. Histories of work are mostly written 

from a functionalist perspective. A functionalist account allows historians of work to extend 

their narrative back to the earliest societies from which we have historical records. In section 

one, I show how these histories commonly unfold as a historical strife between what I in the 
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introduction called instrumentalist and expressivist theories of work: a record of how different 

ideological systems disagreed in their evaluations of the occupations the function of work, as 

analysed by the theorist, is thought to have required.  

Historians and anthropologists typically find some way of recognising, however, the 

anachronism of their conceptual imposition. They concede that their perspective on these 

activities as work results in a distortion, as considered from a perspective internal to it, of the 

form of life of the societies under study. Prior to capitalist industrialisation, from a functionalist 

perspective, work remained “embedded” in society. That is because a concept of work denoting 

its necessary social function only emerged with capitalist industrialisation. Yet from an 

institutionalist perspective, to say that work remained embedded in this sense is to say that no 

one engaged in work. We engage in work, from this perspective, not by partaking in the 

fulfilment of a social function but when we do so as a social practice. Thus, from this 

perspective, it was only when there was a concept available under which our activities could 

be interpreted as part of its necessary social function, that we began working. What a 

functionalist perspective understands as work’s disembedding, appears from the institutionalist 

perspective as its emergence.  

The bulk of this chapter develops these arguments in more detail and is above all concerned 

with answering two questions. Both questions are considered and addressed by unearthing a 

strand of argument about work in the writings of Karl Marx. The first question concerns the 

meaning of work’s necessary social function. What is the necessary social function understood 

to be organised by work? The second question concerns the conditions of the emergence of a 

concept denoting this social function. In what sense did capitalist industrialisation provide its 

grounds? In addressing these questions, I will develop the thesis of the co-dependence of 

concept and practice. A practice of work only emerged when there existed a concept under 

which activities could be interpreted as work. Yet the concept of work only arose when there 
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was a social role or practice the function of which it could give an apt account of. Underlying 

the emergence of this co-dependent pair, I shall argue, was the rise to social dominance of the 

labour-market.  

 

I.  The history of work: The conventional narrative  

 

With modernity arose a novel interest in the organisation of labour. Accompanying this, 

writers started theorising its history. Since social theorists began elucidating the 

transformations of state and society which created the modern world, the longer history of work 

has settled into a fairly stable narrative. According to this narrative, the history of work can be 

thought of as a struggle between ideological systems in which it is disparaged and forms of 

thought in which it is valorised.3 As societies evolve, their way of relating to the natural world 

changes, and so does their conception of this relationship. Whilst certain forms of work could 

occasionally rise above the denigration and for one reason or the other receive a more 

honourable place in the social system, on the conventional narrative, work has primarily been 

devalued as a lower form of activity, ineluctably instrumental and unworthy in comparison to 

more noble human exploits, and it was not until the rise of modern capitalism that it gained a 

central position in the moral system. 

Admittedly, over the last decade, this conventional narrative has been put under increasing 

pressure. According to its critics, it suffers from serious geographical and gendered 

 
3 For two prominent and representative examples of this conventional narrative in German 

and English respectively, see Werner Conze, ‘Arbeit’, in Geschichtliche Grundbegriffe: 

Historisches Lexikon Zur Politisch-Sozialen Sprache in Deutschland, ed. Otto Brunner, 

Werner Conze, and Reinhart Koselleck, vol. 1, 8 vols (Stuttgart: E. Klett, 1972), 154–215; 

Herbert Applebaum, The Concept of Work: Ancient, Medieval, and Modern (Albany: SUNY 

Press, 1992).  
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limitations.4 Even as these critics aim to broaden the scope of labour history, however, they 

share certain crucial assumptions with the conventional narrative. Above all, even as they note 

that their interest lies “in the historical understandings of work as were characteristic of specific 

periods, regions, societies or social milieus”, and stress that “what society considered work and 

rewarded as such was and remains subject to radical change over time”5, they still start from 

the premise that something must have been considered work, and rewarded as such. 

Comfortably imposing a unifying concept where this did not perhaps exist, they typically also 

share the dual normative perspective according to which work has been conceived of in terms 

of the “wide variety of activities that have served people’s survival [instrumentally] and self-

discovery [expressively]”.6 I shall therefore do as these more recent critical histories 

themselves do and continue to use the conventional narrative as foil against which I shall 

develop an alternative, perspective on work.7  

This conventional narrative commonly starts in the ancient Greek poleis wherein, it is 

argued, work was generally treated with disdain. Admittedly, there were clear differences in 

status between those assigned responsibility for the onerous manual tasks (pónos) required for 

survival, i.e., peasants, day labourers, slaves, and women, and the unpropertied freemen such 

as merchants, or artisans, whose manual craftsmanship or skill (érgon) employed to 

manufacture their products secured their work a better reputation. Nevertheless, citizens were 

 
4 Marcel van der Linden, Workers of the World: Essays Toward a Global Labor History 

(Leiden; Boston: Brill, 2008); Andrea Komlosy, Work: The Last 1,000 Years, trans. Jacob K. 

Watson and Loren Balhorn (Verso Books, 2018); Jan Lucassen, The Story of Work: A New 

History of Humankind (New Haven: Yale University Press, 2021). 
5 Komlosy, Work, 8. 
6 Komlosy, 1. 
7 For resources to complicate the unavoidably simplistic version of the conventional narrative 

that I present, see for instance Birgit van den Hoven, Work in Ancient and Medieval Thought: 

Ancient Philosophers, Medieval Monks and Theologians and Their Concept of Work, 

Occupations and Technology (Amsterdam: J.C. Gieben Publisher, 1996); Jacques Le Goff, 

Time, Work, and Culture in the Middle Ages, trans. Arthur Goldhammer (Chicago: University 

of Chicago Press, 1982); Catharina Lis and Josef Ehmer, eds., The Idea of Work in Europe 

from Antiquity to Modern Times (Farnham, England; Burlington, VT: Routledge, 2009). 
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defined, according to the conventional narrative, as liberated from the requirement to work. 

They were, in Hannah Arendt’s evocative turn of phrase, “free to be free”.8 Instead of working, 

they pursued learning and education and took part in politics (praxis).  

In the Roman Empire, on the conventional view, perhaps because the fall of the Republic 

meant that political participation became much more fraught, public service lost its position as 

the epitome of worthy activity to private pursuits. Outright hostility to work faded, although 

some disdain persisted. A dichotomy remained between labour (labor), performed only out of 

necessity, and the free activity (artes liberals) of noblemen, who were imagined as motivated 

by honour and prudence. Simultaneously, Judeo-Christian notions of work started to gain 

traction. This tradition contained its own complex dual conception of work. Rooted in the 

narrative of expulsion from Paradise, work was understood as suffering, as part of the heavenly 

punishment for human sinfulness. At the same time, work was potentially exalted, dignified by 

being performed in service to God. 

This Judeo-Christian conception of work became increasingly central in the Middle Ages. 

It was crucial in constituting monastic life, wherein praying and working (ora et labora) 

signified two complementary ways of orienting one’s existence in the world in relation to God, 

the one in direct spiritual worship, the other in indirect devotion through tending to His 

creation. Scholars debated whether a life of idleness or leisure (otium, otiositas) could ever be 

virtuous. St. Thomas, drawing on Aristotle, composed the most formidable defence of vita 

contemplativa, life in tranquil, reflective service of the divine. Outside of the monastery, the 

conventional narrative sees trifunctional societies divided into estates populated by “those who 

prayed”, “those who fought”, and “those who worked”. With the emergence of the medieval 

 
8 Hannah Arendt, The Freedom to Be Free: From Thinking Without a Banister (New York: 

Vintage Books, 2018). 



 42 

guilds, craftsmen increased their social standing. Merchants, gradually understanding 

themselves as “called” to their profession, slowly increased their wealth and power.  

Over the centuries, capitalism then transforms from its commercial to its industrial variant, 

and many things happen simultaneously. The ascent of Protestantism has been analysed by 

Charles Taylor as involving an increasing “affirmation of ordinary life”.9 Western society 

increasingly rejected the view that the best lives were lived by those who withdrew from the 

ordinary and mundane, be it by fighting or praying. People were encouraged instead to seek 

the good in common life, in the “workaday”. Protestant cultural trends, Calvinist fervour in 

particular, have also famously been traced my Max Weber as the roots of a novel cult of 

industriousness.10 At the same time, theorists of commercial society were understanding 

society anew. Different sciences of labour competed in how to delegitimise the hegemony of 

the old chivalrous virtues. We get what Arendt describes as the “sudden, spectacular rise of 

labor”, beginning “when Locke discovered that labor is the source of all property”, following 

its course “when Adam Smith asserted that labor was the source of all wealth”, and culminating 

in “Marx’s ‘system of labor,’ where labor became the source of all productivity and the 

expression of the very humanity of man.”11 

On the conventional narrative, then, for most of Western history, work was not held in high 

regard. From time to time, systems of thought emerged which placed less negative emphasis 

on work, or even elevated work carried out in certain contexts, accompanied with certain moral 

dispositions, or performed for certain reasons, but more commonly, work was avoided, and 

those who worked were excluded or marginalised. Modern society, where work is thought to 

 
9 Charles Taylor, Sources of the Self: The Making of the Modern Identity (Cambridge, Mass.: 

Harvard University Press, 1989), esp. 211-303. 
10 Max Weber, The Protestant Ethic and the Spirit of Capitalism, trans. Talcott Parsons (New 

York: Dover Publications, 2003). 
11 Hannah Arendt, The Human Condition, 2nd ed. Introduction by Margaret Canovan 

(Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1998), 101. 
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have moved to the centre of our ethical imagination, is analysed as a historical aberration. 

Indeed, it is not uncommon to motivate conventional histories of work as a form of therapy 

against the excessive moral importance work has assumed in modern society.12 

Yet these writers commonly acknowledge the artificiality of their hindsight. As Herbert 

Applebaum writes, in “nonmarket, nonindustrial cultures, work is not a separate sphere of life”. 

That is, “[t]here is a unity between raising a family and hunting or gathering; between making 

pots and training children; and between building houses and practicing one’s religion. There is 

often no separate word for work.”13 To take one specific society, in ancient Greece, “there is 

no idea of one great function of work encompassing all the trades, but rather each type of work 

constitutes a particular type of action with its own particular product.”14 Indeed, Ellen Meiksins 

Wood argues; “[a] concept of labour which is both specific in its differentiation from any other 

physical or mental exertion, and general in its application to all kinds of social labour without 

distinguishing among specific work activities is a modern (or at least early modern) idea.”15  

 
12 A similar social critique characterise the arguments made by anthropologists who study 

hunter-gatherer societies and have taken issue with popular conceptions of life in these as 

physically exhausting as well as spiritually impoverished due to the inescapably high 

demands of work. Marshall Sahlins famously argued that far from imposing perpetual 

hardship, early nomadic tribes created “the original affluent society”. “A good case can be 

made”, and Sahlins makes it, “that hunters and gatherers work less than we do; and, rather 

than a continuous travail, the food quest is intermittent, leisure abundant, and there is a 

greater amount of sleep in the daytime per capita per year than in any other condition of 

society.” Marshall Sahlins, Stone Age Economics (New York: Routledge, 2004), 14. Sahlins 

estimated that hunter-gatherers work less than 20 hours per week. For a recent development 

of Sahlins’s arguments, see James Suzman, Work: A Deep History, from the Stone Age to the 

Age of Robots (New York: Penguin Press, 2021). See in general also Chris Hann and Keith 

Hart, Economic Anthropology (Cambridge, UK; Malden, MA: Polity Press, 2011). 
13 Applebaum, The Concept of Work, 9–10. 
14 Applebaum, 31. “The polis educated its citizens and infused them with ideas of justice and 

good order. Human communication, work, leisure, politics, religion, and philosophy were all 

blended into one.” Applebaum, 25. Sahlins too gives a warning against the distortions that 

arise when we use our concepts to interpret societies quite different from those wherein these 

concepts arose, insisting that the “periodic deflection from “work” to “ritual” by peoples such 

as Tikopians or Fijians, must be made without prejudice, for their linguistic categories know 

no such distinction.” Sahlins, Stone Age Economics, 64.  
15 Ellen Meiksins Wood, Peasant-Citizen and Slave: The Foundations of Athenian 

Democracy (London; New York: Verso, 1989), 140. As André Gorz elucidates the quote 
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Work, in short, prior to modernity, prior to the emergence of a separate word for work, a 

concept denoting its “one great function”, remains “embedded in the cultural fabric”.16 The 

conventional narrative is functionalist and can therefore be considered essentialist in the 

specific sense discussed in the introduction: it rests on a distinction between that which appears 

as work, or fails to appear as work, and that which an analysis of the function of work within 

a given society reveals it really to include. When inquiring about social actors whether what 

they are doing is work or not, what they themselves think about what they are doing, and how 

their activity is classified and understood in their society, is immaterial. Indeed, whether any 

activities are classified as “work” at all is beside the point. Insofar as it analyses a society’s 

own self-understanding, the conventional narrative considers its evaluation of the activities an 

analysis of the social function has revealed to require. Studying its shifting place in the social 

value system, the conventional narrative of work, in short, unfolds as a historical conflict 

between the instrumentalist and the expressivist models. It was with work’s “disembedding” 

that the expressivist model came to dominate. The conventional, functionalist story is one of 

valorisation through disembedding. 

As noted in the introduction, I do not aim completely to invalidate the functionalist account 

of work. For the purposes of studying certain social relations, and uncovering certain social 

dynamics, examining a society by analysing the kinds of activities through which work’s 

necessary social function is fulfilled, might be productive. What I do want to reject is that the 

functionalist account can be usefully applied to our institution of work. Functionalist accounts 

are neither helpful in understanding this institution, and moreover, they tend inappropriately to 

naturalise it. If we want to understand work as a social institution, what we must instead 

 

used as an epigraph to this chapter; “Work in the form in which we recognize and perform it, 

and to which we give a central place in the life of the individual and of society, was invented, 

then subsequently generalized only with the coming of industrialism.” Gorz, Critique of 

Economic Reason, 13. 
16 Applebaum, The Concept of Work, 10.  
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concentrate our attention on are the social meanings involved in recognising an activity as 

work. In short, since it is part of the social meaning of the institution that it organises an 

ostensibly necessary social function, what we must examine is (a) the practice through which 

we understand ourselves to perform a certain kind of necessary social function. 

The term “social practice” refers in the most general sense to sequences of actions with a 

repetitive or habitual character.17 A single action is not a social practice, nor is a sequence of 

actions performed once; a social practice is constituted by an underlying, discernible pattern or 

structure. They are “social” not “in the sense that they necessarily concern/relate to 

interpersonal relations or the coordination of social relationships”, or because they can only be 

performed together with others, but because, as Rahel Jaeggi puts it, “they can only exist and 

be understood against the background of a socially constituted realm of meaning”. That is, the 

underlying pattern which constitutes any practice is socially constructed. Practices are not 

“brute facts”, rather, they “have to be interpreted and understood as something. They are 

constituted as practices only through interpretations.”18 It is by recognising an activity as an 

instance of a practice that the activity is constituted as such. 

Understanding work as the practice through which we understand ourselves to perform a 

certain kind of necessary social function would mean that it “is not simply a preinterpretively 

given, “raw” activity”, it would mean that no activity is work simply by virtue of being part of 

its necessary social function, “but rather is a practice that exists within a social and normative 

structure of recognition.”19 It is the recognising of an activity as part of the necessary social 

 
17 Rahel Jaeggi, On the Critique of Forms of Life, trans. Ciaran Cronin (Cambridge, 

Massachusetts: The Belknap Press of Harvard University Press, 2018), 56–61; Haslanger, 

‘What Is a Social Practice?’ 
18 Rahel Jaeggi, ‘A Wide Concept of Economy: Economy as a Social Practice and the 

Critique of Capitalism’, in Critical Theory in Critical Times, ed. Penelope Deutscher and 

Cristina Lafont, Transforming the Global Political and Economic Order (Columbia 

University Press, 2017), 164–65. 
19 Jaeggi, 170. 
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function that constitutes it as work. Naturally, there can be much disagreement between 

members of the same society about what to count and what not to count as socially necessary. 

There is therefore a great deal of controversy regarding the conceptual boundaries of work’s 

necessary social function. Moreover, as Sally Haslanger notes, there are always “multiple 

perspectives from which we might characterize what practices we engage in”. It depends “not 

just on me, but on the social meanings of my milieu.” Therefore, “what practice one is engaged 

in is, at least partly, a matter of interpretation.”20 Yet what is required for someone to engage 

in work as a social practice, what is required for their activity to be interpreted as work, is at 

least the availability in their social milieu of a concept under which to interpret their activity 

as such. Only with the emergence of a concept of work denoting work’s necessary social 

function can we imagine people who understood themselves as performing work. Hence, what 

a functionalist perspective understands as work’s disembedding, appears from the 

institutionalist perspective as its emergence.  

This leaves us with two questions. First, what is the necessary social function performed 

through work? Second, what are the conditions of the emergence of a concept denoting this 

function? As long as work remained “embedded” in the cultural fabric, people in that society 

did not understand themselves as working. They did not understand themselves as working 

because there was no concept under which they could interpret their activities as work, in the 

sense of contributing to a necessary social function. More specifically, then, why would it be 

plausible to argue that a concept making a distinction between activities by reference to this 

social function only emerged when theorists agree that it did, with capitalist industrialisation? 

To answer these questions, I shall now turn to an exegesis of certain arguments made by Karl 

Marx. 

 

 
20 Haslanger, ‘What Is a Social Practice?’, 235. 
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II.  Work’s necessary social function 

 

It might be prudent to emphasise at the outset the intentions motivating this turn to Marx. 

First, I do not aim at anything like a holistic interpretation of Marx’s writings, nor even to give 

a complete account of his theory of work. My aim here is only to excavate one argumentative 

strand in Marx’s writings about work. Second, although I hope what is said could be of interest 

to Marx-scholars, my primary ambition is not to contribute to the scholarship on Marx. The 

arguments below, although a sincere attempt at interpreting this one argumentative strand, 

should not primarily be judged by how accurately they present Marx’s own thoughts. Whether 

or not the argument I uncover represents Marx’s final, considered view is, for my purposes 

here, beside the point. The arguments below should be judged on their own merits. I turn to 

Marx because I believe there are insights about the concept of work that can best be elucidated 

by attending to his arguments.  

With that clarification, let us begin by noting that there is an array of work-related concepts 

in Marx. Let us enter Marx’s writings at the point of his famous distinction between concrete 

and abstract work.21 The distinction corresponds to that between a commodity’s use-value and 

its exchange-value. “The usefulness of a thing,” Marx says, “makes it a use-value.” Whilst use-

value is a qualitative feature of a commodity, i.e., the substance of value, exchange-value is a 

quantitative one, i.e., the magnitude of value. Exchange-value is that which “appears first of 

all as the quantitative relation, the proportion, in which use-values of one kind exchanges for 

use-values of another kind.”22 Ultimately, Marx’s investigation aims to display how exchange-

 
21 I will in the following use “work” and “labour” interchangeably. Marx used the German 

“Arbeit”, of which both English words are fine translations. For a discussion of what the 

distinction in English now might signify, and the reason Marx’s “Arbeit” is most often 

translated as “labour”, see chapter 2. 
22 Karl Marx, Capital: Volume 1: A Critique of Political Economy, trans. Ben Fowkes, 

Penguin Classics (London; New York, NY: Penguin Books in association with New Left 

Review, 1990), 126. 
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value is in turn the “necessary mode of expression, or form of appearance, of value.”23 It will 

in turn appear as money, through money’s function as a measure of value.24  

Concrete labour and abstract labour are the aspects of labour productive of each of these 

features of the commodity. Concrete labour denotes the kind of purposeful activity which 

produces a specific use-value. Farming is concrete work, as is table-making, or writing, each 

respectively productive of food, tables, and novels, articles, or poems. By contrast, abstract 

labour relates to that feature of commodities which they have in common, by virtue of being 

commodities, with all other commodities; abstract work produces value.  

Importantly, concrete work and abstract work are not two different kinds of activities, rather, 

they are different features or facets of the same activity. The commodity, “does not contain two 

different sorts of labour”, writes Marx; “the same labour, however, is determined as different 

and as opposed to itself, depending on whether it is related to the use-value of the commodity 

as its product, or to the commodity-value as its more objectified expression.”25 As Moishe 

Postone explains this, “[t]he distinction Marx makes between concrete, useful labor, which 

produces use values, and abstract human labor, which constitutes value, does not refer to two 

different sorts of labor, but to two aspects of the same labor in commodity-determined 

society.”26 And as Diane Elson argues, since they are not “concepts of different types of labour” 

but “concepts of different aspects of labour”, they are both “one-sided abstractions.”27 

If, however, concrete labour and abstract labour are the same kind of activity understood 

under different descriptions, what kind of activity is this? If they are both one-sided 

abstractions, what are they abstractions of? If concrete labour and abstract labour are both 

 
23 Marx, 126. 
24 Marx, 188–98. 
25 Quoted in Moishe Postone, Time, Labor, and Social Domination: A Reinterpretation of 

Marx’s Critical Theory (Cambridge; New York: Cambridge University Press, 1993), 144. 
26 Postone, 144.  
27 Diane Elson, ‘The Value Theory of Labour’, in Value: The Representation of Labour in 

Capitalism (London: Verso, 2015), 144. 
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aspects of labour, what is labour? Phrased in this third manner, the question reveals to us that 

Marx must possess a third, overarching concept of work. Indeed, according to Marx, concrete 

labour and abstract labour are different aspects of what Marx sometimes calls “labour as such” 

or “labour pure and simple”, or simply, “work”. “Labour is, first of all,” Marx wrote, “a process 

between man and nature, a process by which man, through his own actions, mediates, regulates 

and controls the metabolism between himself and nature.”28 Here then is a third, overarching, 

concept of work. Labour is the way in which man “sets in motion the natural forces which 

belong to his own body, his arms, legs, head and hands, in order to appropriate the materials of 

nature in a form adapted to his own needs.”29 Work is a process of mediation between nature 

and society through which are produced the conditions of life. 

With this third, overarching concept, Marx characterises work as the performance of a 

necessary social function. Work identifies a class of what we can call “socially necessary 

activities”. To clarify the exact properties of this concept, and defend this characterisation of 

it, it will be helpful with a short detour to trace schematically its emergence in the discourse of 

political economy. To do so, I shall follow the intellectual lineage already outlined for us by 

Hannah Arendt. In what she dubs the “sudden, spectacular rise of labor”, beginning with Locke, 

following its course with Smith, and culminating in Marx,30 we shall trace the emergence of 

Marx’s overarching concept of work, work as the performance of socially necessary activities.  

 

III.  The emergence of the concept of work in political economy 

 

At the centre of Locke’s theory of civil society and government stands a natural, individual 

right to property. As Locke develops his qualified defence of “Political Society”, however, the 

 
28 Marx, Capital, 283. 
29 Marx, 283. 
30 Arendt, The Human Condition, 101. 
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individual right to property is presented as a problem. As the world was given to mankind in 

common, and they never consented to give it up, how, asks Locke, could the exclusive right to 

control a piece of that world arise? How could private property be legitimate? It is this problem 

the pivotal fifth chapter of his Second Treatise of Government is meant to address. In it, Locke 

advances his (in)famous labour theory of property. The crucial passage reads thus:  

 

“Though the Earth, and all inferior Creatures be common to all Men, yet every Man has 

Property in his own Person. This no Body has any Right to but himself. The Labour of 

his Body, and the Work of his Hands, we may say, are properly his. Whatsoever then 

he removes out of the State that Nature hath provided, and left in it, he hath mixed his 

Labour with, and joyned to it something that is his own, and thereby makes it his 

Property.”31 

 

Locke’s normative starting point is the universal right to self-ownership; the unconditional 

right every man (Locke’s feminist credentials are subject to widespread debate) has over his 

own body. Fleshing out this right, Locke insists that it includes a right over one’s “labour”, or 

“work”. And it is, according to Locke, by mixing one’s “labour” with nature that one is awarded 

a right of property in that with which one’s “labour” is mixed. What does Locke mean? What 

capacity is he referring to by “labour”? Note, my purpose here is not to examine the coherence 

of Locke’s theory, or to challenge its plausibility, the aim is simply to gain a proper 

understanding of the central idea with which he is theorising. What are the distinguishing 

features of Locke’s “labour” or “work”?  

 
31 John Locke, Two Treatises of Government, ed. Peter Laslett, Student ed. (Cambridge; New 

York: Cambridge University Press, 1988), 287–88. 
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Locke’s concept of labour denotes a feature or capacity of the human body, a capacity of 

the human body in its relation to the material world. It denotes a very general or non-specified 

capacity. Labouring, for Locke, refers to an entirely abstract way of relating to nature. It refers 

to our capacity to modify nature in some way, in order to satisfy some need, and it does not in 

any way specify what need, or the way in which nature is modified to satisfy it. Speaking of 

“the Acorns he pickt up under an Oak, or the Apples he gathered from the Trees in the Wood”, 

Locke argues that “’tis plain, if the first gathering made them not his, nothing else could. That 

labour put a distinction between them and common. That added something to them more than 

Nature”.32 It is enough, then, quite literally, to reach out one’s hands and grasp something in 

nature, to be said to have mixed one’s labour with it. “Labour” encompasses every activity 

which modifies nature in any way. It denotes the modification of nature itself. 

Locke’s justification for why labouring awards a private right to property is not, however, 

grounded simply in the fact that it modifies nature. By labouring, on Locke’s view, one “puts 

a distinction” between cultivated and uncultivated nature, one “joins to it something that is 

one’s own” and thus “adds something” to nature. More specifically, by mixing one’s labour 

with nature one adds value to nature, “[f]or ’tis Labour indeed that puts the difference of value 

on every thing”,33 in fact, “[’t]is Labour (…) which puts the greatest part of Value upon Land, 

without which it would scarcely be worth any thing”.34 In Locke, then, we find a conceptual 

construction, “work” or “labour”, with two essential features: it denotes a way of engaging 

with the material world conceived of in abstraction from any specific goal of that engagement, 

and implicit in this engagement is the resulting increase of value of that upon which one 

labours. 

 
32 Locke, 288. 
33 Locke, 296. 
34 Locke, 298. 
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This concept becomes central in the emerging discourse of political economy. We find it 

again in Adam Smith. Yet as taken up in Smith’s political economy, the concept is also recast, 

suiting the reconfigured problematic towards which Smith put it to use. Whilst Locke was 

trying to justify private property in a world given to mankind in common, the eighteenth 

century Scottish “inquiry into the origin and causes of the wealth of nations” must be 

understood, in the words of Istvan Hont, as “a series of considerations on why certain countries 

were rich and others were poor, whether the rich were getting richer while the poor were getting 

poorer or whether they were all marching together into some common future “abundance”.”35 

The specific way Smith framed this question, and the answer he gave to it, resulted in a new 

way of conceptualising work.  

As Hont has argued together with Michael Ignatieff, The Wealth of Nations was motivated 

by a central question about modern “commercial society”. At its heart lay a contrast between 

“savage” or “primitive” and “civilised” or “commercial” nations. “Commercial” societies, in 

which workers were hired by the owners of capital to produce commodities, were more unequal 

in their distribution of property and wealth and, consequently, relatively fewer people were 

engaged in the production of that value, and yet produced enough goods to satisfy the basic 

needs of everyone. Primitive societies, by contrast, were more equal, but also far poorer.36 

Smith wanted to show how “the “productive labourers” of a commercial society were able to 

 
35 Istvan Hont, ‘The “Rich Country-Poor Country” Debate in Scottish Classical Political 

Economy’, in Wealth and Virtue: The Shaping of Political Economy in the Scottish 

Enlightenment, ed. Michael Ignatieff and Istvan Hont (Cambridge; New York: Cambridge 

University Press, 1983), 271. 
36 In Smith’s own words; “Among civilized and thriving nations (…), though a great number 

of people do not labour at all, many of whom consume the produce of ten times, frequently of 

a hundred times more labour than the greater part of those who work; yet the produce of the 

whole labour of the society is so great, that all are often abundantly supplied, and a workman, 

even of the lowest and poorest order, if he is frugal and industrious, may enjoy a greater share 

of the necessaries and conveniences of life than it is possible for any savage to acquire.” 

Adam Smith, An Inquiry Into the Nature and Causes of the Wealth of Nations, Volume 1, ed. 

R. H. Campbell, Volume 1 ed. edition (Indianapolis, Ind: Liberty Fund, 1982), 10. 
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carry such a huge burden of “unproductive labourers” upon their backs and still manage to 

provide adequately for their own needs”.37 Famously, Smith’s answer to his problem was that 

the productive power of a nation’s labour was greatly improved by the increased specialisation 

brought about by the division in labour.  

In Smith, the concept of work thus undergoes three fundamental transformations. First, 

whilst Locke used it to denote all kinds of productive work, all modifications of nature, in 

Smith’s political economy it was used to describe an element in a productive process which, in 

combination with capital, and the material which nature provides, produced commodities. 

“Labour” remained, however, the value-adding element. Thus, Smith maintained that “Labour 

(…) is the real measure of the exchangeable value of all commodities.”38 Second, whilst Locke 

thought of work as a capacity of the body in its relation to nature, Smith also used it to conceive 

of a capacity of human society, or the nation, in its relation to the materials of nature. Hence, 

he spoke of “[t]he annual labour of every nation” as “the fund which originally supplies it with 

all the necessaries and conveniences of life which it annually consumes”.39 Third, in Smith’s 

employment, the labour of every modern nation was stored in one class. In commercial society, 

work was a practice performed by one section and not all of the population.  Smith’s conception 

of work as the value-adding element of the social production of commodities is thus inherently 

tied to a newly conceived social division, that between the productive labourers and their 

unproductive rulers. To sum up, work, in the new discourse of political economy which Smith 

was so pivotal in inaugurating, denoted the value-adding element in the social process of 

commodity-production, was conceived of as a capacity of the nation, and was performed by 

 
37 Istvan Hont and Michael Ignatieff, ‘Needs and Justice in the Wealth of Nations: An 

Introductory Essay’, in Wealth and Virtue: The Shaping of Political Economy in the Scottish 

Enlightenment, ed. Michael Ignatieff and Istvan Hont (Cambridge; New York: Cambridge 

University Press, 1983), 1. 
38 Smith, The Wealth of Nations, Vol 1, 47. 
39 Smith, 10. 
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the “productive” as opposed to the “unproductive” classes, a distinction he thought novel to 

commercial society.  

When seen as the heir of this discourse, Marx can be understood as assigning the various 

functions of labour Locke and Smith discussed to various conceptual abstractions, each naming 

an “aspect” of “labour as such”. Concrete work creates a need-satisfying product. Abstract 

work produces value. Both unite in the commodity. As for Smith’s contrast between the 

division of labour in commercial nations and its organisation in primitive societies, intrinsic to 

it is the idea that the production of commodities in modern societies was a way of managing a 

social function required of all societies. Marx, with his overarching concept of work as a 

process of mediation between nature and society through which the conditions of life are 

produced, picks out this social function.40  

Work, for Marx, in the sense of “labour as such”, is also in its own sense abstract. It is not 

abstract by virtue of producing value, it produces a use-value, but it produces any use-value. 

The labour process is therefore best understood as concrete work considered in the abstract. 

The abstract feature suggested here is not value, rather, “labour pure and simple” suggests a 

view on concrete work from the perspective of social reproduction. As the process through 

which man “regulates and controls the metabolism between himself and nature”, labour as such 

 
40 Note, Smith had already made this point fairly explicit in the more historical parts of The 

Wealth of Nations, books III and IV in particular. Note also that the above is of course not the 

only conceptual genealogy one could tell. For one emphasising the Hegelian roots of Marx’s 

“work model of action” see Seyla Benhabib, Critique, Norm, and Utopia: A Study of the 

Foundations of Critical Theory, Reprint Edition (New York: Columbia University Press, 

1986). At the core of this model of action, argues Benhabib, lies “a subversion of the 

Aristotelian concept of pratein [to do]. Praxis no longer means ethical and moral activity, 

speech, and the “doing of just and noble deeds”; instead, it comes to signify a mode of 

transformative activity through which externality is shaped and appropriated for human 

purposes.” Benhabib, 67. Benhabib also analyses and critiques Marx’s “philosophy of the 

subject”, as well as its various reiterations in subsequent Critical Theory, the thesis that 

history itself can be viewed as the activity of a collective, singular subject that exteriorizes 

itself and subsequently “reappropriates” what it has exteriorized. 
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comprises all “socially necessary activities”.41 It is as aspects of the process of social 

reproduction (in capitalism) that concrete and abstract work are aspects of work; in capitalism, 

working means engaging in the reproduction of society through the production of value. 

 

IV.  The concept of work in Marx’s critique of political economy: the co-dependence 

of concept and practice 

 

Labour, in Marx, denoting all socially necessary activities, appears to enable for him, a 

universally relevant and transhistorical perspective. As Smith, Marx thought that in capitalist 

society, socially necessary activities primarily take the form of the production of commodities 

and was the burden of one class of society. Work is performed by workers. Notwithstanding, 

he also explicitly states that the labour process can be considered “independently of any 

specific social formation”.42 Marx uses this notion of the labour process, considered 

independently of any specific social formation, especially in the texts collected as The German 

Ideology, to construct a labour-based philosophical anthropology,43 and his materialist 

conception of history.44 To work appears from this point of view as something we all do, and 

have always done. 

 
41 It is important to note here that this might be true even if the interpretation of the kinds of 

activities which classified as socially necessary omitted many of the kinds of activities now 

understood as obviously socially necessary. As it arose and was first organised, the institution 

of work stressed that process of mediation between nature and society through which the 

conditions of life are produced. It therefore singled out production in a contrast with what we 

now understand as activities of social reproduction. For more on this contrast, the gendered 

nature of it, and also on how the subsequent feminist critique of work seized on the meaning 

uncovered here and thus confirms the interpretation, see chapter two. 
42 Marx, Capital, 283. 
43 “As individuals express their life, so they are. What they are, therefore, coincides with their 

production.” Karl Marx and Friedrich Engels, The German Ideology: Including Theses on 

Feuerbach and Introduction to The Critique of Political Economy, Great Books in 

Philosophy (New York: Prometheus Books, 1998), 37. 
44 “The social structure and the state are continually evolving out of the life-process of 

definite individuals, however, of these individuals, not as they may appear in their own or 
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This sense of the transhistorical validity of the concept of work (i.e., concrete work 

considered in the abstract) is reinforced by considering it in contrast to abstract work. Although 

some of Marx’s definitions appear to imply that abstract work is to be understood as a biological 

or physical category, as the pure, aimless expenditure of energy, Marx makes it clear that value 

and its source are in fact social categories. “Not an atom of matter enters into the objectivity of 

commodities as values; in this it is the direct opposite of the coarsely sensuous objectivity of 

commodities as physical objects.” Indeed, he insists, “let us remember that commodities 

possess an objective character as values only insofar as they are all expressions of an identical 

social substance, human labour, that their objective character as values is therefore purely 

social.”45 Not only does he explicitly speak of abstract work as a “social substance”, but we 

can make this same inference backwards; if value is a purely social category, then so is its 

source, abstract labour.46 Indeed, Marx is famously insistent on the point that both value and 

abstract work are categories that only emerged with capitalism. Aristotle could discover and 

express the value-form, yet he could not analyse it, because he lacked the concepts of value 

and its substance, abstract labour.47 By contrast, the categories of concrete work, and that 

simply of work, concrete work in the abstract, do not appear similarly tied, in Marx’s system, 

to the capitalist social formation.48  

 

other people’s imagination, but as they actually are, i.e., as they act, produce materially, and 

hence as they work under definite material limits, presuppositions and conditions independent 

of their will.”. Marx and Engels, 41. 
45 Marx, Capital, 138–39.  
46 As Isaak Illich Rubin insists, “It is not possible to reconcile a physiological concept of 

abstract labor with the historical character of the value which it creates.” Isaak Illich Rubin, 

Essays on Marx’s Theory of Value, trans. Miloš Samardźija and Fredy Perlman (Delhi, India: 

Aakar Books, 2008), 135. Although people’s expenditure of physiological energy is its 

presupposition, “the concept of abstract labor,” explains Rubin, “is inseparably related to the 

basic characteristics of the commodity economy.” Rubin, 140. 
47 Marx, Capital, 151–52. 
48 Indeed, we could understand, in Rubin’s terms, the conception of work under 

consideration, concrete work in the abstract, as the physiological homogeneity of the 

expenditure of energy underlying all abstract work. Is it not plausible to think that this 

presupposition of abstract labour is universally relevant and transhistorically valid? I will 
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In fact, I now want to show that Marx thought that this concept too, the very idea of the 

social process denoted by work, was the fruit of a specific historical society. Marx was acutely 

conscious of the material grounds for the emergence of historical materialism; a concept of 

work identifying socially necessary activities only emerged with the capitalist mode of 

production. More specifically, it only emerged given the social dominance of the labour-market 

and the spread of wage-labour. According to Marx, this concept therefore only achieves 

“practical truth” in this society. As I shall interpret this claim, only in this society does the 

concept refer to a social practice. As to why such a concept of work could only emerge given 

the social dominance of the labour-market, Marx argues that only then was there a social role 

or practice the function of which it could give an apt account of. As regards work, I shall 

conclude, concept and practice are co-dependent. 

This theoretical angle and methodological approach Marx developed on work corresponds 

to the aims of his critique of political economy. They are outlined with singular lucidity in the 

section of the “1857 Introduction” collected with the notebooks of the Grundrisse called “The 

Method of Political Economy”, wherein Marx discusses, first, the order and sequence of the 

development of his categories, and second, the scope of their validity.  

As regards the order and sequence of the development of his categories, it might seem 

appropriate, Marx suggests, for an analysis of political economy to begin with the concepts 

which appear most concrete, with the ideas we encounter in our daily engagement with our 

economic society. As an example, Marx suggests a concept such as the population: “the 

foundation and the subject of the entire social act of production.” This would be, Marx, argues, 

a mistake. “The population is an abstraction if I leave out, for example, the classes of which it 

is composed. These classes in turn are an empty phrase if I am not familiar with the elements 

 

argue that, conceptually, this presupposition required first the emergence of both value and 

abstract work.  
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on which they rest. E.g. wage labour, capital, etc. These latter in turn presuppose exchange, 

division of labour, prices, etc.”49 The appropriate method is instead to start by developing 

highly abstract categories, on the basis of which the social relations of actual society can be 

analysed.50 Here is the key to understanding why Marx so famously starts Capital by 

developing the concepts of value and labour.51  

The abstractness of Marx’s primary categories raises the question of their transhistorical 

validity with particular acuteness. It would not be unreasonable to think that they in their very 

abstractness express modes of being, or describe social relations, that form the basis of any 

society. Would not transhistorical validity serve as the ultimate evidence that one had reached 

the simplest, most basic categories, upon which one could erect theoretically the social 

infrastructure of any particular society? Not according to Marx.  

 
49 Karl Marx, Grundrisse: Foundations of the Critique of Political Economy, trans. Martin 

Nicolaus, Penguin Classics (London; New York, NY: Penguin Books in association with 

New Left Review, 1993), 100. 
50 This constitutes a challenge for Marx and his readers. As he puts it in the Preface to the 

first edition of Capital, “the complete body is easier to study than its cells.” Furthermore, “in 

the analysis of economic forms neither microscopes nor chemical reagents are of assistance. 

The power of abstraction must replace both.” Marx, Capital, 90. Their abstract and abstruse 

nature made Marx worried that his readers would not get beyond his first few chapters.  
51 Marx made a significant effort to justify this method of “rising from the abstract to the 

concerete” as “only the way in which thought appropriates the concrete, reproduces it as the 

concrete in the mind.” He was at pains to emphasise it as a theoretical perspective, and by no 

means the process by which the concrete itself comes into being. “For example, the simple 

economic category, say e.g. exchange value, presupposes population, moreover, a population 

producing in specific relations; as well as a certain kind of family, or commune, or state, etc.” 

Marx is here concerned to distinguish his method from Hegel’s, who, in Marx’s view, “fell 

into the illusion of conceiving the real as the product of thought concentrating itself, probing 

its own depths, and unfolding itself out of itself, by itself”. Marx, Grundrisse, 101. Marx 

reacted with great dismay when he was accused of Hegelian idealism. “My dialectical 

method,” Marx insisted to his critics in the “Postface to the Second Edition” of Capital, “is in 

its foundations, not only different from the Hegelian, but exactly opposite to it. For Hegel, the 

process of thinking, which he even transforms into an independent subject, under the name of 

“the Idea”, is the creator of the real world, and the real world is only the external appearance 

of the idea. With me the reverse is true: the ideal is nothing but the material world reflected in 

the mind of man, and translated into forms of thought.” Marx, Capital, 102. 
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“In the succession of the economic categories, as in any other historical, social science, it 

must not be forgotten that their subject”, Marx writes, “here, modern bourgeois society – is 

always what is given (…) and that these categories therefore express the forms of being, the 

characteristics of existence, and often only individual sides of this specific society, this 

subject”.52 He conceded the possibility for the theorist to establish certain characteristics 

common to all productive systems as general, but rejected the “so-called general preconditions 

of all production” as “abstract moments with which no real historical stage of production can 

be grasped”53 and scolded “the ineptitude of those economists who portray production as an 

eternal truth while banishing history to the realm of distribution.”54 He confirmed this view 

unreservedly in Capital: “The categories of bourgeois economics (…) are forms of thought 

which are socially valid, and therefore objective, for the relations of production belonging to 

this historically determined mode of social production, i.e. commodity production.”55 As put 

by Postone, “[t]he categorically grasped social forms of Marx’s critique of political economy 

are (…) historically determinate and cannot simply be applied to other societies.”56  

This takes us back to the category of work, and the perspective it affords Marx in his 

critique of political economy. “Labour seems quite a simple category”, Marx acknowledged. 

“Nevertheless, when it is economically conceived in this simplicity, “labour” is as modern a 

 
52 Marx, Grundrisse, 106. 
53 Marx, 88. 
54 Marx, 97.  
55 Marx, Capital, 169. Indeed, one central aim of Marx’s critical analysis was to undermine 

the universalist pretensions of the new discourse of political economy. As William Clare 

Roberts puts it, according to Marx, “[p]olitical economy’s reflection of the real relations is 

not unproblematic”. One reason it is problematic is that “the reflection gives to those 

relations it reflects the appearance of the “fixity of natural laws of social life”, whereas Marx 

believes them to be historically specific and transitory.” Hence one element of Marx’s 

critique of political economy is a critique of it as a whole in the name of properly historical 

knowledge. William Clare Roberts, Marx’s Inferno: The Political Theory of Capital 

(Princeton: Princeton University Press, 2016), 51–53. 
56 Postone, Time, Labor, and Social Domination, 129. 
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category as are the relations which create this simple abstraction.”57 Indeed Marx specifically 

discussed the concept as an illustration of the general approach. The example of labour, Marx 

argued, “shows strikingly how even the most abstract categories, despite their validity – 

precisely because of their abstractness – for all epochs, are nevertheless, in the specific 

character of this abstraction, themselves likewise a product of historic relations, and possess 

their full validity only for and within these relations.”58 Of what historic relations is the concept 

of labour a product? And why did Marx think it only possessed its “full validity” for and within 

these relations?  

Let us start with the latter question. Marx lauds the construction of the concept as an 

achievement. “It was an immense step forward,” he maintains, “for Adam Smith to throw out 

every limiting specification of wealth-creating activity – not only manufacturing, or 

commercial or agricultural labour, but one as well as the others.” And yet he nevertheless 

cautions against viewing this as a mere discovery of a universal capacity, belonging to all 

people in all societies. “Now it might seem that all that had been achieved thereby was to 

discover the abstract expression for the simplest and most ancient relation in which human 

beings – in whatever form of society – play the role of producers. This is correct in one respect. 

Not in another.”59 It is simplest first to clarify the respect in which it clearly is correct. Any 

society, if it is to reproduce itself in time, requires that at least some of its members engage in 

that process of mediation between nature and society through which the conditions of life are 

produced. If no one worked, how could anyone survive? Any society requires that someone 

performs socially necessary activities.  

Why, then, according to Marx, is it still incorrect in another respect that this concept of 

work denotes a transhistorically valid social relation or social role? Why insist on qualifying 

 
57 Marx, Grundrisse, 103. 
58 Marx, 105. 
59 Marx, 104. 
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the view that one with the concept of work thus discovered an abstract expression for the 

simplest relation in which human beings in all society stand to nature? Because, Marx argued, 

this abstraction possesses its “full validity” only for and within the relations in which it 

emerged. Because only in modern society did “the abstraction of the category of “labour”, 

“labour as such”, “labour pure and simple”, become “true in practice”, or “achieve practical 

truth”.60  

As I shall understand this, it means that only then did people engage in work as a social 

practice. As argued above, a precondition for someone to engage in a social practice is at least 

the availability in their social milieu of a concept under which to interpret their activity as an 

instance of that practice. Thus, only with the emergence of a concept denoting this can we 

imagine people who understood themselves as engaging in work’s distinctive social function, 

performing activities united on account of being socially necessary. Only with the emergence 

of the concept of work can we speak of the emergence of work as a social practice. The concept 

of work is not “true in practice” outside of the social relations from which it emerged. Although 

it could be applied transhistorically to investigate other societies, the concept of work could 

not be said to have achieved “practical truth” prior to it referring to an actual, historically 

particular, social practice.  

What, then, are the conditions of emergence of this concept of labour? Crucially, Marx 

argues, “this abstraction of labour as such is not merely the mental product of a concrete totality 

of labours.” That is, the simple fact that very different forms of “labouring activity” could be 

subsumed under one concept, “labour”, does not guarantee that they will. “As a rule, the most 

general abstractions arise only in the midst of the richest possible concrete development, where 

 
60 “The simplest abstraction, then, which modern economics places at the head of its 

discussion, and which expresses an immeasurably ancient relation valid in all forms of 

society, nevertheless achieves practical truth as an abstraction only as a category of the most 

modern society.” Marx, 104–5. 
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one thing appears as common to many, to all,” Marx claimed. “Indifference towards specific 

labours corresponds to a form of society in which individuals can with ease transfer from one 

labour to another, and where the specific kind is a matter of chance for them, hence of 

indifference. Not only the category, labour, but labour in reality has here become the means of 

creating wealth in general, and has ceased to be organically linked with particular individuals 

in any specific form.”61 The concept denoting the necessary social function performed in work, 

and the practice it thus named, was a product, as I will put it, of the social dominance of the 

labour-market.  

The labour-market becomes socially dominant in that it became the hegemonic way to 

organise production. For the vast majority of society, participation on the labour-market 

represented a social requirement. The worker, famously, according to Marx, is characterised 

by a double freedom: freedom to take up any kind of employment, and, additionally, freedom 

from ownership over any means of production. Of course, the opposite side of the coin to this 

double freedom to take up any work is the social requirement to take up some work. And as 

Marx puts it in Capital, it was “when the owner of the means of production and subsistence 

finds the free worker available, on the market, as the seller of his own labour-power”, that we 

could announce “a new epoch in the process of social reproduction”.62 Participation on the 

labour-market became “something permeating the entire expanse of society, which has 

replaced the very earth as the ground on which society stands”.63 “The Separation between the 

 
61 Marx, 104. As argued by Rubin; “The physiological homogeneity of human labour was a 

necessary presupposition of the social division of labor, but only at a determined level of 

social development and in a determined social form of economy does the labor of the 

individual have the character of a form of manifestation of human labor in general. We would 

not be exaggerating if we said that perhaps the concept of man in general and of human 

labour in general emerged on the basis of the commodity economy.” Rubin, Essays on 

Marx’s Theory of Value, 138. 
62 Marx, Capital, 274.  
63 Marx, Grundrisse, 276–77. 
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Man of Labour and the Instruments of Labour once established, such a state of things will 

maintain itself and reproduce itself upon a constantly increasing scale”.64 

The rise to social dominance of the labour market creates, or more accurately, amounts to 

the creation of, a new social role, the wage labourer.65 It is with the creation of this new social 

role that the abstractions of labour find their real expression. Importantly, wage labourers as 

wage labourers, in contrast to wage labourers as farmers or craftsmen, could not be understood 

by the concrete forms of labour they performed. Nor could a wage labourer, as a wage labourer, 

be recognised by reference to the specific product they produced, in other words by the concrete 

kind of value they created, food, shoes, or tables, etc. The defining feature of the social role of 

wage labourer is that “the worker himself is absolutely indifferent to the specificity of his 

labour; it has no interest for him as such, but only is as much as it is in fact labour and, as such, 

a use value for capital.”66 The wage-labourer, as a wage-labourer, created value. To do so, the 

wage-labourer modified the material world in some abstract fashion simply in order to satisfy 

some undefined need. By doing so, society was reproduced (according to Marx, “upon a 

constantly increasing scale”). That is, the practice of the wage-labourer was most aptly 

described by just those abstractions involved in Marx’s concepts of work. The worker 

 
64 Quoted in G. A. Cohen, ‘Marx’s Dialectic of Labor’, Philosophy & Public Affairs 3, no. 3 

(Spring 1974): 244. For an analysis of the capitalist social formation as based upon a new 

form of interdependence, characterised by the universal exchangeability of products and fully 

developed when labor power itself became a commodity, see Postone, Time, Labor, and 

Social Domination, esp. 148-157. 
65 For the sake of simplifying the conceptual argument, I am portraying these processes—the 

labour-market’s rise to social dominance, the creation of the new social role, the wage-

labourer, and the emergence of the concept and practice of work—as far sharper and more 

homogenous historical ruptures than they were. These are processes that have been traced 

across several centuries and about which significant regional particularities have been 

detailed. Robert J. Steinfeld, The Invention of Free Labor: The Employment Relation in 

English and American Law and Culture, 1350-1870 (Chapel Hill: University of North 

Carolina Press, 1991); Richard Biernacki, The Fabrication of Labor: Germany and Britain, 

1640-1914 (Berkeley: University of California Press, 1995); Robert Castel, From Manual 

Workers to Wage Laborers: Transformation of the Social Question, ed. and trans. Richard 

Boyd (New Brunswick, NJ; London: Transaction Publishers, 2003). 
66 Marx, Grundrisse, 296–97. 
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performed abstract work and concrete work by virtue of engaging in “labour pure and simple”, 

concrete work considered in the abstract, that is, from the perspective of social reproduction.  

Thus, on Marx’s telling, the development of his overarching concept of work and of the 

labour process, or the process of social reproduction, was intimately related to the development 

of the concept of abstract work.67 Only when “every limiting specification of wealth-creating 

activity” has been thrown out does it become possible to conceive of “wealth-creating activity” 

as a way of relating to nature. Only thereby does an entirely abstract way of modifying nature 

become crystallised as its own kind of action. In short, only when the modification of nature 

assumed the abstraction of “wealth-creating activity” did the second kind of abstraction, the 

perspective of social reproduction, follow. And both abstractions depended on the emergence 

of a social role the function of which they could give an apt account of. This was the wage-

labourer, i.e. the “worker”, facing the social necessity enforced by the socially dominant 

labour-market. 

We have already seen how the concept denoting work’s necessary social function did not 

achieve “practical truth” until the emergence of this concept itself. Only when there was a 

concept under which people could interpret their actions as work, and thus understand 

themselves to engage in work, i.e., socially necessary activities, can we speak of the emergence 

of a practice of work. Although one could project that concept onto a society where no 

equivalent concept existed, the result would necessarily be a distortion of that society’s form 

of life.68 Now we have seen that the concept denoting work’s necessary social function did not 

emerge until there was a practice of work, embodied by the wage-labourer, of which the 

 
67 This was already suggested by the history we traced of the concept of work in political 

economy. Already in Locke, the concept of work tied together the abstract way of modifying 

nature purely in order to satisfy an undefined need with the creation of value. These two 

conceptual steps belong together.  
68 Commonly recognised, as I have shown above, by those writers whose telling of the 

history of work is based on just such a projection. 
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concept could give an apt account. This is what is meant with the claim that the emergence of 

the practice and the concept are co-dependent; the one is the precondition of the other, and they 

both could therefore only emerge together.  

 

V.  Conclusion 

 

A functionalist model of the institution of work applies a functionalist account of work to 

the institution. Because functionalist accounts of work understand work’s social function as 

necessary by virtue of responding to a requirement of human society as such, functionalist 

models tend to naturalise the institution as a distinctively natural and universal institution of 

human society. On this model, what the institution is ultimately for is the organisation of a 

necessary social function, and to work means, in the final analysis, to partake in that function. 

On the institutionalist model developed in this dissertation, there is no final analysis in this 

functionalist sense. Yet it is clear that the institution of work is understood to organise a social 

function which itself is understood to be of peculiar ineliminability. What I have done in this 

chapter, therefore, is to reverse the functionalist approach and analyse this function from a 

social constructivist perspective. By clarifying these theoretical presuppositions of my model 

of work, I have elaborated on the first aspect of the tripartite institution I shall theorise: work 

as (a) the practice through which we understand ourselves to perform a certain kind of 

necessary social function. 

I have done so by contrasting the writing of the history of work from functionalist and non-

functionalist perspectives. From a functionalist point of view, people in all societies have 

always been performing work. The task of the historian is to delineate the kinds of activities 

through which the necessary social function of work in any given society has been fulfilled, 

and typically to explain how these were perceived in the society in question. As different 
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systems of thought disagreed in their evaluations of the occupations understood as work, 

functionalist histories of work thus commonly unfold as a historical strife between what I 

distinguished in the introduction as instrumentalist and expressivist theories. On a non-

functionalist, institutionalist perspective, however, the history of work only begins when people 

understood themselves to perform work. It only began when they engaged in the necessary 

social function, I have argued, as a social practice, which means it only began when there was 

a concept under which their activities could be interpreted as work. What functionalist accounts 

of work explain as work’s “disembedding”, therefore, appears from a non-functionalist 

perspective as its emergence.  

To account for this emergence of concept and practice, to explain what exactly it was that 

emerged and the conditions of its emergence, I have unearthed an argumentative strand about 

work in the writings of Karl Marx. Marx explains work as denoting a process of mediation 

between nature and society through which the conditions of life are produced. This is concrete 

work considered in the abstract, where the abstractness consists of viewing labouring activity 

from the perspective of social reproduction. Engaging in this process as a social practice 

requires the availability of a concept under which one could understand oneself doing work. 

Marx then explains that the emergence of this concept depended on there being a social role or 

practice the function of which the concept of work could give an apt of account of. This only 

existed when the rise of the market in labour to social dominance created the wage-labourer. 

Hence the concept and practice of work are co-dependent, and both emerged out of the social 

dominance of the labour-market. Only then was social reproduction understood through the 

compartmentalisation of it in an independent social practice.  



 

Chapter 2: The duty to work 

 

 

“Of paramount importance is the duty to work”. 

T. H. Marshall1 

“Any democratic culture must in some way affirm the value of work.” 

Russel Muirhead2 

“Work in itself is, or can be, directly expressive of good citizenship – of civic concern and 

commitment”. 

Stuart White3 

 

In this chapter, I continue to develop the tripartite, institutionalist model of work. We move 

from (a) the practice through which we understand ourselves to perform a certain kind of 

necessary social function, to consider work as (b) the only properly legitimate means to an 

income. On functionalist models, the political significance of work is tied to intrinsic qualities 

of the activities through which work’s necessary social function is fulfilled. These are analysed 

as a distinctive form of contribution uniquely nurturing of social integration and political 

solidarity. My first aim in the chapter is to undercut our confidence in this account. Yet it is 

true, I shall contend, that work is construed as crucial for the process of social integration and 

held as a duty of citizenship, and it is correct that it thereby is the only properly legitimate 

means to an income. My second aim is to continue to develop my alternative, social 

constructivist model, and account for the terms of work’s social and political significance by 

 
1 Thomas Humphrey Marshall, Citizenship and Social Class: And Other Essays (Cambridge: 

Cambridge University Press, 1950), 78. 
2 Russell Muirhead, Just Work (Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press, 2004), 20. 
3 Stuart White, ‘The Republican Case for Basic Income: A Plea for Difficulty’, Basic Income 

Studies 2, no. 2 (17 January 2008): 5. 
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relating the institution to the wider social imaginary within which it has been embedded, and 

the social compact of which it formed part. 

I begin to raise some doubts about the functionalist perspective in the first section by 

showing how it must close its eyes to the evolving historical meanings of work. Instead of 

substantiating an intrinsic connection between work, social integration, and political inclusion, 

the more dominant conception construed the worker of the 19th century, because of his having 

to make recourse to the labour market for available work, as dependent and therefore 

unqualified for full political membership. A functionalist theorist might respond that the 

intrinsic qualities of work did not really change in welfare capitalism, rather, they were 

recognised by the institution. But there are more historically contingent sides to work’s socially 

integrative aspect which a functionalist model fails to account for: first, the relatively accidental 

political boundaries of a fully integrated economic world, second, the incidental distinctions 

determining which socially necessary activities the performance of which serves to integrate 

and include, and which still leave those assigned them at the margins of society. 

The rest of the chapter seeks to back up these objections by developing an alternative, non-

functionalist perspective on the second aspect of our tripartite institution of work, explaining 

why it is the only properly legitimate means to an income. I first argue in the second section 

that it took a momentous reconceptualization of work to transform it from a source of derision 

and ostracism to the basis of social integration. Undergirding the new social significance of 

work was its conceptual incorporation into a recently crafted social entity: “the economy”. 

Working became understood as “participation in the economy”. Because “the economy” was 

construed as coterminous with the democratic nation-state, “participation in the economy” was 

interpreted as a contribution to one’s nationally bounded political community. 

To study the more particular, political meaning of that contribution, justifying work as a 

duty of citizenship and thus the only properly legitimate means to an income, we must uncover 
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the key features of the social compact undergirding welfare-capitalist states. To do so, I turn in 

section three to T. H. Marshall, who in his essay, “Citizenship and Social Class” provides the 

most celebrated account of the normative underpinnings of the welfare state. According to 

Marshall, the normative core of the welfare state is grounded in social citizenship. Social 

citizenship, he argued, was the result of the incorporation into the status of citizenship, which 

already included civil and political rights, of social rights. Yet citizenship consists both of rights 

and duties. Contributing through work became an important duty of welfare-capitalist states 

for two reasons. First, the health of the economy was seen as crucial for the state’s ability to 

establish the social and material conditions of social citizenship. Work, understood as 

“participating in the economy”, became an essential duty of social citizenship grounded the 

principle of social reciprocity. Second, welfare states rest on a solidaristic vision of society. In 

the institution of work, citizens were thought to affirm this vision and play a part in its 

realisation by contributing to the goal of “class fusion”.  

In the final section, I aim to demonstrate the connection between the two aspects of the 

institution of work unpacked so far and at the same time stress the incidental distinctions 

delineating the activities that are recognised to be “socially necessary”, and the performance of 

which thereby serves to integrate and to include. To do so, I turn to the gendered nature of the 

institution of work as it was first organised and then reorganised, and the gendered exclusions 

it thus inscribed into the social compact undergirding welfare states. The feminist struggle to 

have housework and socially reproductive activities recognised as work confirms the aspects 

of the account I have been developing. Because work had assumed such a central place in the 

social imaginary, and such a central role in the socio-political compact, it was by demanding 

an interpretation of the tasks assigned to women as “work” that women hoped to escape social 

marginalisation, and to secure an independent source of income and qualify for equal political 

citizenship. At the same time, the feminist critique highlights the importance of emphasising 
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their social necessity to get these activities recognised as work. Finally, the feminist critique 

also demonstrates that public recognition of an activity as work was conferred by the labour-

market. 

 

I.  The functionalist defence of work as the only properly legitimate means to an 

income: The political community as grounded in the division of labour 

 

A common defence of work as the only properly legitimate means to an income appeals to 

a view the political community as “grounded in the division of labour”.4 This rests on a 

functionalist model if the institution of work. According to this model, what the institution is 

ultimately “for” is the organisation of a necessary social function, and the intrinsic qualities of 

the activities required by this function are analysed as grounds for normative analyses. More 

specifically, the primary defences of work as the only properly legitimate means to an income 

emphasise its being uniquely nurturing of social integration and political coherence and 

solidarity. Theorists insist that widespread participation in work’s necessary social function is 

a precondition of a well-functioning democracy. 

Its fundamental claim is put well by Axel Honneth, who argues that because “democracies 

are rooted in the economic relations of a given society (…), the quality of democratic 

participation and, thereby, the functioning of political decision-making depends essentially on 

the economic presupposition of a fair, transparent and maximally inclusive division of labor 

within society.”5 It is based on the aspiration to include everyone within the division of labour, 

upon which, they claim, the functioning of political decision-making essentially depends, that 

 
4 Jean-Philippe Deranty, ‘Post-Work Society as an Oxymoron: Why We Cannot, and Should 

Not, Wish Work Away’, European Journal of Social Theory, 27 April 2021, 14. 
5 Axel Honneth, ‘Democracy and the Division of Labor: A Blind Spot in Political 

Philosophy’, in Thinking Democracy Now: Between Innovation and Regression., ed. Nadia 

Urbinati (Milano: Feltrinelli, 2019), 42. 
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the tie between income and work is defended. For anyone to receive an income independent of 

work, as for instance theorists of UBI advocate, would, on this view, be bad both for society at 

large, who would fail to integrate all its citizens, and for the individuals in question, who would 

fail to be properly included in the political community.  

That it brings about social integration is, on this view, an intrinsic property of the activities 

required by the necessary social function of work. It is a necessary condition: “only when 

members of a society collaborate in the labor process necessary for that society’s reproduction 

can there be the normative accord required for social integration.”6 And it is a sufficient 

condition: when everyone is forced to support themselves through their own labour, “the way 

in which various forms of work are interwoven within the overall division of labor should 

guarantee that the members of a society acknowledge their mutual dependence and thus 

 
6 Honneth, 43. Emphasis added. 
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develop a feeling of common belonging.”7 The social integration engendered by work thus 

operates regardless of its place in the social imaginary.8 

 
7 Honneth, 44. Emphasis added. It might be surprising for some to find Honneth discussed 

here as an example of a functionalist theorist. As mentioned in the introduction, Honneth did 

indeed criticise Jürgen Habermas early in his career for the latter’s model of work as pure 

instrumental activity, emptied of any normative content. Habermas’ conception of work, 

Honneth complained, merely reflected the actual relations of social labour. Turning to the 

early writings of Karl Marx, he aimed instead to reconstruct a “critical conception” of work 

that could ground a critique of the contemporary organisation of work as alienating and 

establish workers’ claim to reappropriate their own working activity. Axel Honneth, ‘Work 

and Instrumental Action: On the Normative Basis of Critical Theory’, in The Fragmented 

World of the Social: Essays in Social and Political Philosophy, ed. Charles W. Wright 

(Albany: State University of New York Press, 1995), 15–49.  

But Honneth abandoned this project. According to the later Honneth, adopting in his view 

the theoretical legacy of the Frankfurt School, critique must be “immanent”, and this means 

that norms are only legitimate standards of critique if they can be shown to be “rational”. 

“Unlike external criticism, an immanent form of criticism presupposes that we can find a 

standard which constitutes a justified, rational claim within the criticized relations 

themselves.” 15 years after his initial essay, Honneth disavowed his earlier position, 

accepting Habermas’ critique of his attempts to recover a critical conception of work as a 

form of “external criticism”. Axel Honneth, ‘Work and Recognition: A Redefinition’, in The 

Philosophy of Recognition: Historical and Contemporary Perspectives, ed. Hans-Christoph 

Schmidt am Busch and Christopher F. Zurn (Lanham: Lexington Books, 2010), 229. By 

requiring that standards of critique be rational, Honneth means that they must be 

“demonstrably universalizable” by being “equally constitutive of all instances of work”. 

Honneth, 226. Habermas had now convinced him that Marx’s early writings were based on a 

model of organic, self-determined production. Whilst a critical standard embodied by the 

craftsman, this was not equally constitutive of all instances of work. When applied as a 

critical standard for work in general, it thus had to be dismissed as the mere projections of the 

(nostalgic) theorist.  

Importantly, however, Honneth still maintained that there were legitimate normative 

principles for the process of work that Habermas neglected. These must be considered 

rational in the sense above, constitutive of all instances of work, by being presupposed by the 

“mere functioning” of the organisation of work. And specifying the meaning of the “mere 

functioning of the organisation of work” must in turn refer to an account of its necessary 

social function. Hence Honneth carried on theorising work along the lines of what I have 

called a functionalist model. The socially integrative quality of the activities fulfilling the 

necessary social function of work is intrinsic to them by being presupposed by the necessary 

social function.  
8 On an alternative account, it is the mediation of these activities by the market which ensures 

their socially integrative function. This view is explicitly rejected by a theorist like Honneth 

who criticizes earlier market-based accounts of “socially necessary work” for excluding 

many kinds of practices necessary for social reproduction, including that which is performed 

within the family. Honneth, ‘Democracy and the Division of Labor’, 48–49. See also fn 52 of 

this chapter.  
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Instead, Jean-Philippe Deranty insists, as long as “working conditions are not alienating or 

deleterious”, this “work of social reproduction provides a particularly firm basis for the polis.” 

The “reciprocal contributions” which reproduce the lives of individuals and the life of the 

community ensures “that the social contract has solid foundations”.9 A political community 

“based on the exchange of reproductive activities is,” he pronounces, “nourished by the life 

and blood of its members.”10 Axel Honneth also notes how the collective nature of social 

reproduction sees to it that “each member of society knows herself to be indebted in her work 

to other members, with the result that all members see themselves united in the goal of 

increasing overall welfare.”11 The alternative to work-based social integration and political 

inclusion, these theorists claim, are exclusionary ideologies of religion, race, or culture. 

“[A]bsent the exchange of working activities,” Deranty argues, “what unites human beings 

beyond small communities of kinship or special interests, are factors by which they resemble 

each other, or think they do: the same religion, the same “race”, the same “culture”, the same 

imagined national narrative.”12 

I do not intend to dispute that the institution of work now operates as the basis of social 

integration, nor that working is required to be properly included in the political community. 

Work has thereby become the only properly legitimate means to an income. What I shall contest 

is the application of a functionalist account of work to the institution as a compelling 

explanation of how and why work functions in this manner. I shall start casting some doubt on 

 
9 Deranty, ‘Post-Work Society as an Oxymoron’, 13. 
10 Deranty, 13.  
11 Honneth, ‘Democracy and the Division of Labor’, 43. 
12 Deranty, ‘Post-Work Society as an Oxymoron’, 14. To be fair, Honneth concedes that any 

proposed source of “social cohesion frequently require the fuel of national sentiment as a 

precondition of their integrative efficacy.” Honneth, ‘Democracy and the Division of Labor’, 

43. It is hard to see how he can make this concession consistent with his claim that as long as 

everyone is forced to support themselves through their own labour, “the way in which various 

forms of work are interwoven within the overall division of labor should guarantee that the 

members of a society acknowledge their mutual dependence and thus develop a feeling of 

common belonging.” Honneth, 44. My emphasis.  
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the functionalist perspective by showing how such a view must close its eyes entirely to the 

continuously evolving historical meanings of work. Working has not always been a source of 

integration and the grounds of political inclusion. Quite the opposite, work used to be a source 

of derision and the basis upon which full citizenship was denied.  

As explained in the last chapter, work emerged as a social practice in the capitalist societies 

of the industrialising world as a constitutive component of a new dichotomy identified by 

Adam Smith between “productive” and “unproductive” classes. On the one hand were those 

who worked, on the other those whose land and capital organised their work. It is quite wrong 

to claim that work, as it was understood then, was a source of social integration and political 

inclusion. Being a part of the productive classes in the 18th and 19th century was a source of 

social ostracism and political exclusion. As Robert Castel remarks, “widespread amongst the 

bourgeoisie of the nineteenth century”, was “what might be called an anti-worker racism”. 

Work was an institution the participation in which qualified to “quasi-exclusion from the social 

body”.13 Moreover, work prohibited access to genuine citizenship. The working class were 

regarded, in the words of C. B. Macpherson “not as citizens but as a body of actual and potential 

labour available for the purposes of the nation.”14 Those purposes were, as we have explained, 

social reproduction and wealth-creation, or rather, social reproduction through wealth-creation.  

 
13 Robert Castel, From Manual Workers to Wage Laborers: Transformation of the Social 

Question, ed. and trans. Richard Boyd (New Brunswick, NJ; London: Transaction Publishers, 

2003), 200, 303. In some cases it might be appropriate to understand the racism quite 

literally. Racialisation of workers was part of the ruling ideology of the industrialising world 

of the 18th and 19th century. Racism was, however, also used to discriminate amongst 

workers, evident for instance in English attitudes towards the Irish. The most stunning and 

radical form of racism, of course, was employed in the attempts to justify slavery as 

appropriate for Black workers, and later comprehensively to distinguish white from black 

workers in the US. David R. Roediger, The Wages of Whiteness: Race and the Making of the 

American Working Class, Rev. and expanded ed. (London: Verso, 2007). 
14 C. B. Macpherson, The Political Theory of Possessive Individualism: Hobbes to Locke 

(Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1962), 228. 
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We might distinguish two distinct but related sources of this social ostracism and political 

exclusion. On the one hand, the negative normative connotations of work were rooted in the 

dependency of wage-labourers. This dependency was understood in a contrast with those who 

did not have to make recourse to the labour-market to earn a living. The dependency of workers 

was thus the other side of the coin to their propertylessness. Required because of one’s lack of 

property, the performance of work was the grounds upon which one was denied access to 

political rights. Although this was also of concern, the primary problem of propertylessness 

was not that workers thereby could not be said to have a vested interest in the commonwealth; 

the problem was the personal dependencies in which it placed them in relation to those 

providing them with work.15 On the other hand, the political and intellectual class worried 

about the moral or spiritual effects that work had on workers. The problem was not only that 

workers had little time to study politics; the view was that the tasks of work left workers 

morally degraded, or that they at least frustrated the moral and intellectual elevation one could 

only achieve when freed from their burdens.16  

We find these views on display in liberal theorising and official arguments against 

extensions of the franchise from the Scottish enlightenment and right up towards the end of the 

19th century.17  As an illustration, let us look at the writings of Benjamin Constant, one of the 

 
15 As Adam Smith’s companion Adam Ferguson bemoaned about the rise of the labour-

market and emergence of workers: “[w]e make a nation of helots and have no free citizens.” 

Quoted in Christopher Hill, ‘Pottage for Freeborn Englishmen: Attitudes to Wage Labour in 

the Sixteenth and Seventeenth Centuries’, in Socialism, Capitalism and Economic Growth: 

Essays Presented to Maurice Dobb (London: Cambridge University Press, 1967), 349.  
16 Indeed, according to some, this was the true definition of the working class. As Alfred 

Marshall suggests, “when we say a man belongs to the working classes we are thinking of the 

effect that his work produces on him rather than of the effect that he produces on his work”. 

Membership in the working class hinged for him on “ a man’s daily tasks” which tended “to 

keep his character rude and coarse”. Alfred Marshall, ‘The Future of the Working Classes’, in 

Memorials of Alfred Marshall, ed. A. C. Pigou (London: MacMillan, 1925), 103. 
17 Although, as this formulation suggests, these were not uncontested views, inscribed in laws 

and social norms, they can be said to be publicly shared in the sense that they shaped the 

publicly recognised meaning of the social institution of work. As shall be discussed below, 

however, contestations over the meaning of work over the 19th century did gradually start to 
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first and most influential thinkers to define himself as a liberal. Constant insists that he “do[es] 

not wish in any way to wrong the labouring class”. He concedes that “as a class it is by no 

means less patriotic than others.”18 He plays down, that is, the importance of the argument to 

the effect that without property a worker has no interest in the commonwealth that could 

legitimise political rights. Instead, Constant highlights that the lack of property means that the 

worker must make recourse to the labour market to make a living, and that he thus depends on 

those who hold property. This dependence makes the worker unsuited for citizenship. 

“[W]hoever does not have, in land revenue”, he insists “a sum sufficient to subsist for a year 

without being forced to work for others, is not fully a property holder.” This means, he argues, 

that the “property holders are the masters of his existence, since they may refuse him work. 

Only he who possesses the necessary revenue to subsist independently of any external will can 

exercise the rights of citizenship.”19 Second, Constant stresses that citizens must have 

“understanding and soundness of judgment”. He considers both virtues unavailable to workers, 

as the necessary condition for their acquisition, he argues, is enough “leisure”. In conclusion, 

property ought to be a precondition of citizenship, and in any case, “[p]roperty alone makes 

men capable of exercising political rights.”20 

 

divest it of the association with dependency, as “breadwinning” workers in turn were 

contrasted with their dependents. See the final section of the chapter. Moreover, it should also 

be stated that the narrative told here fits most neatly to the historical experience of (Western) 

Europe. The meaning and genealogy of work in the US in the 19th century deviates from it in 

some key respects. As Judith Shklar has emphasised, of particular importance to explain the 

early political importance of “work” in the US, is its self-understanding as an anti-aristocratic 

country, and the persistence of slavery. Judith N. Shklar, American Citizenship: The Quest 

for Inclusion (Cambridge, Mass.: Harvard University Press, 1991). Both points support, 

however, the argument that what is central to the meaning of work is the socially constructed 

dichotomies against which it is understood. 
18 Benjamin Constant, Political Writings, ed. Biancamaria Fontana (Cambridge: Cambridge 

University Press, 1988), 214. 
19 Constant, 216. 
20 Constant, 214. In fact, Constant held that a specific kind of land was required, namely 

property in land. “Land influences the character and the destiny of man by the very nature of 

the cares which it imposes,” he argued. “[The land owner] acquires regularity in his habits. 

Chance, which is a great source of disorder in morals, never affects the life of the cultivator. 
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II.  Working in the economy: The dignification of work and its transformation into a 

source of social integration 

 

Functionalist theorists might insist that the prejudices of another age prevented them from 

recognising work as the source of social integration that it in fact is. Yet work’s actual role as 

a source of derision and social ostracism is hard to square with claims such that when everyone 

is forced to support themselves through their own labour, “the way in which various forms of 

work are interwoven within the overall division of labor should guarantee that the members of 

a society acknowledge their mutual dependence and thus develop a feeling of common 

belonging.” A more persuasive retort would perhaps insist that working conditions were hardly 

fair and inclusive.21 But was it simply the improved working conditions which ensured that 

work could assume its rightful place as the basis of social integration? 

I consider this an unconvincing retort. First, it dramatically understates the changes in social 

meaning that work underwent at the turn of the 20th century. As I shall detail below, the 

institution acquired a whole new layer of meaning. Second, it still fails to explain both the 

accidental political boundaries of a fully integrated economic world, and the incidental 

distinctions determining which socially necessary activities the performance of which 

functions to integrate and include, and which still leave those assigned them at the margins of 

 

(…) He depends on nature and is independent of men. All these things endow him with a 

calm disposition, a feeling of security, a spirit of order, that attach him to the vocation to 

which he owes his peace as well as his subsistence.” Constant, 217. With regard to this 

specific argument, Constant is representative of an older aristocratic tradition which was 

decreasingly central in articulating the publicly recognised norms and laws that shaped the 

social institution of work in liberal capitalism. 
21 This response is of course always available. It is always possible to argue that when social 

integration is not the result, working conditions have been revealed to be deleterious.  
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society. Indeed, only by attending to this new layer of meaning can we hope to explain these 

further historically contingent sides to work’s socially integrative aspect.  

To uncover the evolution of the institution of work that transformed it from a source of 

derision and exclusion to the basis of social integration, I shall begin by examining the 

conceptual recasting of work that occurred as part of the transition from liberal to state-

managed or welfare capitalism, and the reshaping of the social and political imaginary that 

undergirded it.22 As a first approximation of that which shall be examined, note the 

contemporary nuances that distinguish “work” and “labour”. In the discourse of political 

economy, the terms “work” and “labour” were used interchangeably, albeit the former more 

often than the latter.23 In the politico-economic discourse of industrialised, democratic countries 

today, however, they are used slightly differently. Whilst “labour” has retained the core 

meaning laid out in the previous chapter, primarily employed in discourses that single out the 

productive labour of the working class, the meaning of “work” has broadened. In short, as I 

shall explain, a new dichotomy emerges from which “work” begins to take its meaning: not 

that between the productive and unproductive classes that Smith had constructed, but between 

being in work and being in a state of unemployment. Undergirding this novel dichotomy is a 

 
22 The origin of these terms, liberal and state-managed capitalism, and the basic shape of the 

conception of each, are to be found in the work of Friedrich Pollock, social theorist and 

philosopher and founding member of the Institute for Social Research in Frankfurt, or 

Frankfurt School. Friedrich Pollock, ‘Die Gegenwärtige Lage Des Kapitalismus Und Die 

Aussichten Einer Planwirtschaftlichen Neuordnung’, Zeitschrift Für Sozialforschung 1, no. 

1/2 (1932): 8–27; Friedrich Pollock, ‘Bemerkungen Zur Wirtschaftskrise’, Zeitschrift Für 

Sozialforschung 2, no. 3 (1933): 321–54; Friedrich Pollock, ‘State Capitalism: Its 

Possibilities and Limitations’, Studies in Philosophy and Social Science 9, no. 2 (1941): 200–

225; Friedrich Pollock, ‘Is National Socialism a New Order’, Studies in Philosophy and 

Social Science 9, no. 3 (1941): 440–55. Pollock’s work was critical in developing the staged 

historicization of capitalism now widely shared amongst historians and social theorists. For a 

recent conceptualization with which I have much sympathy, see Nancy Fraser and Rahel 

Jaeggi, Capitalism: A Conversation in Critical Theory (Cambridge, UK; Medford, MA: 

Polity Press, 2018), 61–114. 
23 As noted in chapter one, Marx primarily used the German “Arbeit”, which translates to 

either “work” or “labour”. 
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new social imaginary built around by the creation of a new social entity, “the economy”. This 

development lays in turn the foundation for dramatic revisions both as regards conceptions of 

the subject of work, and of the norms embedded in the institution.24  

The result of the transformation under scrutiny is that work was, in the words of Robert 

Castel, “dignified”. It was no longer to be seen as “a provisional state (…) from which one tries 

to escape by means of acquiring property.” It has become “a full-fledged status”.25 To explain 

this transformation, we need to take notice of two developments; the emergence of a new kind 

of state and the construction of a new representation of social space. I shall discuss them in 

reverse order. First, conceiving of work as “a full-fledged status” involved a new model of 

society, a model of society for which work could be a condition of membership. And this 

required a new representation of social space. Partaking in the institution of work was no longer 

imagined only as participating in the mediation between human society and nature, and wage-

earning was no longer only a way of selling one’s labour-power. Both became instead part of 

“the system by which individuals are distributed in social space. (…) [T]he wage earner is 

judged and situated by his employment, and wage-earners find their common denominator and 

socially exist in terms of this position.”26 This transformation has come to full fruition, when 

working no longer primarily is understood in contrast to the ownership of the means to organise 

 
24 Note, my aim is to account for the place of work in work-society of today. There is no 

logical necessity at play in this account. It is not impossible that work could have become a 

source of integration and a duty of citizenship in a different way, but it would then have been 

a different institution than the one it in fact is today. Note, moreover, that to understand the 

place of work in work-society, I believe we must understand the conceptual transformations 

of the early 20th century, and the principal evolutions in the social and political imaginary that 

undergirding it. It is worth emphasising, however, that I will not be attempting to explain 

these transformations in the sense of providing an account of their diachronic causation. 

There will therefore, for instance, be little discussion of the role of world wars and economic 

depressions, crucial as these were in driving the developments under consideration.  
25 Castel, From Manual Workers to Wage Laborers, 284. 
26 Castel, 342. 
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work, but with a different kind of status, a different way of being situated in that social space, 

namely unemployment.  

Unemployment today, just as work, plays an enormously important role in our political 

discourse. It is studied extensively by economists, political scientists, sociologists, 

psychologists, and historians. As William Walters notes, “a side-effect of this relentless 

interrogation of unemployment and its unfortunate subjects has been that we have come to take 

it for granted. Unemployment has become obvious, mundane, self-evident; the eternal opposite 

of “work”, (…) a familiar feature of the social and economic landscape.”27 Yet, as we have 

seen, the opposite of work has not always been “unemployment”. In fact, the term 

“unemployment” is rather novel. E. P. Thompson, in his classic history of the English working 

class warns us about the legend “that “unemployment” was outside the semantic frame of the 

1820s.” He protests with characteristic force that “[i]n fact (as is often the case with these 

semantic “datings”) the statement is wrong. (…) “Unemployed”, “the unemployed”. and (less 

frequently) “unemployment” are all to be found in trade union and Radical Owenite writing of 

the 1820s and 1830s”.28 The qualification “less frequently” is, however, still worth noting. It is 

significant that the term “unemployment” only entered into official and popular usage towards 

the end of the 19th century.29 It hints at the novel construction of “unemployment” as what 

Walters calls “a particular kind of socio-economic condition”.30 

 
27 William Walters, Unemployment and Government: Genealogies of the Social (Cambridge; 

New York: Cambridge University Press, 2000), 1. 
28 E. P. Thompson, The Making of the English Working Class (New York: Vintage, 1966), 

776. 
29 Adam Tooze, Statistics and the German State, 1900-1945: The Making of Modern 

Economic Knowledge (Cambridge, UK; New York: Cambridge University Press, 2001), 6; 

Walters, Unemployment and Government, 12. This is confirmed by using a tool such as 

Google Ngram. 
30 Walters, Unemployment and Government, 12–13. For histories of unemployment making 

similar arguments, see John A. Garraty, Unemployment in History: Economic Thought and 

Public Policy (New York: Harper & Row, 1978); Robert Salais, Nicolas Baverez, and 

Bénédicte Reynaud, L’invention du chômage: histoire et transformations d’une catégorie en 

France des années 1890 aux années 1980 (Paris: Presses universitaires de France, 1999). 
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This invention of unemployment as a socio-economic condition was not the invention of 

the unemployed, but it altered the way the problematic of the unemployed was conceived of. It 

displaced an earlier discourse, which had primarily been concerned with classifying types of 

persons, as either unable or unwilling to work, and thus either deserving or undeserving 

unemployed, and reconfigured the question by “project[ing] the social problem on to a space 

of economic processes and categories.”31 When the production of “unemployment” was 

perceived as a necessary outcome of a well-functioning labour-market, being unemployed, i.e., 

being in a state of unemployment, came to be understood as a risk inherent in the structure of 

capitalist societies. The unemployed were understood as occupying a role in a wider social 

structure, their condition a result of larger social forces, and not mere personal morality.32 This 

construction of unemployment as a socio-economic condition was a central part of interpreting 

work as a position within a newly conceived social space. 

The second major development it is worth to take note of is the emergence of a new kind 

of state. 19th century liberalism, as the cliché goes, had envisaged the state as a nigh-

watchman.33 In the 20th century, the role of the state changed, it dramatically expanded its 

functions with an eye to playing an active ameliorative role in the personal lives of its citizens.34 

Central amongst the new functions of this state was its provision of mandatory insurances, and 

 
31 Walters, Unemployment and Government, 34. 
32 In the words of Adam Tooze, “In the late nineteenth century, unemployment was viewed 

primarily as an issue of social policy. Analysts were primarily concerned with “the 

unemployed” rather than “unemployment”. Joblessness was attributed to the feckless 

character of the jobless, or to the peculiar problems of casual labour markets. By contrast, the 

concept of unemployment that emerged in the aftermath of World War I was defined 

primarily in economic terms.” Tooze, Statistics and the German State, 1900-1945, 6. Tooze 

gives references to show that this has been the common finding of historical research on 

Britain, France, the United States and Germany. 
33 The term was admittedly coined by one if its critics, Ferdinand Lasalle, in a speech in 

Berlin in 1862. Marian Sawer, The Ethical State? Social Liberalism in Australia (Carlton, 

Vic.: Melbourne University Press, 2003), 87. 
34 It was these transformations that prompted Friedrich Pollock to ask whether industrialised 

societies had constructed an entirely new social order, and to analyse it as a transition from 

liberal to state-managed capitalism. 
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its guaranteeing of increasingly widespread social security. These were constructed around the 

new conception of work as status, consolidating the sociological as opposed to moral 

perception of the nature of unemployment. The state did this “by governing unemployment as 

a “risk”, as a probability pertaining to a given population just like mortality, sickness, injury, 

etc.”35 The new state, the “social state” or “welfare state”, extended assistance to the 

unemployed not as failures, but as people who have been failed, as people “in need”.36  

Underlying both of these transformations was the construction of “the economy”. “The 

economy” is another social entity we today take for granted. However, the economy, or what 

we today think of as the economy, the economy as a social entity, an object of knowledge and 

of political management, is a surprisingly recent product of sociotechnical practice. It emerged 

during the first half of the 19th century.37 As Timothy Mitchell has argued, the object of the 

emerging discourse of political economy in the 17th and 18th century was “the proper 

husbanding and circulation of goods and the proper role of the sovereign in managing this 

circulation.” In the 19th, it was “an organic world of human settlement, agriculture, and the 

movement of populations, goods, and wealth.” 38 Neither did the marginalists of the late 19th 

 
35 Walters, Unemployment and Government, 53. 
36 Gøsta Esping-Andersen, The Three Worlds of Welfare Capitalism (Princeton, N.J: 

Princeton University Press, 1990). On account of the importance of just these developments, I 

have been following Andersen’s classic comparative study of “welfare state regimes” in 

describing the social order of the 20th century as “welfare capitalist” in contrast with the 

liberal capitalism of the 19th. 
37 The following argument draws primarily on the work of Timothy Mitchell and Adam 

Tooze. See primarily Timothy Mitchell, ‘Fixing the Economy’, Cultural Studies 12, no. 1 

(January 1998): 82–101; Timothy Mitchell, ‘Economists and the Economy in the Twentieth 

Century’, in The Politics of Method in the Human Sciences: Positivism and Its 

Epistemological Others, ed. George Steinmetz (Durham: Duke University Press, 2005), 126–

41; Adam Tooze, ‘Imagining National Economies: National and International Economic 

Statistics 1900-1950’, in Imagining Nations, ed. Geoffrey Cubitt (Manchester University 

Press, 1998), 212–28; Tooze, Statistics and the German State, 1900-1945. Mitchell and 

Tooze differ slightly in when they date its emergence. For my general argument, whether we 

highlight the developments of the beginning of the 20th century or those a decade or two 

later, matters little. 
38 Mitchell, ‘Economists and the Economy in the Twentieth Century’, 128. 
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century theorise “the economy”. They conceived of their object of analysis as “the market”, a 

geometrically formulated space, a two-dimensional utopic plane on which numerical utilities 

met and balanced each other. Indeed, “one way to understand the birth of the idea of the 

economy is as the attempt to include in the picture of the economic process other forces besides 

the “energy” of individual utility”39, to integrate the market, or the interplay of different 

markets, into a dynamic system, where forces external to the market acted as shocks causing 

the market as a whole to move. “The name for this “energized totality” was “the economy”.”40 

The new economists of the 20th century did not simply elaborate on an already existing 

sphere. “The economy” was created by their new economic science. As Adam Tooze interprets 

it, the substance of the new conception, “the economy”, “envisioned as a separate system, 

distinct, for instance, from “the social”, “the cultural”, or “the political”,” a “measurable entity, 

a “thing”,” was the interrelated innovations measuring the balance of payments, 

unemployment, prices and national income, that became a new matrix of statistical 

knowledge.41 The details of what this new entity was, however, is less important than the 

general point that as the term emerged, the object to which it referred was itself crafted. And it 

was crafted by the new forms of sociotechnical practice that formed and performed the 

economy both as an object of knowledge and political management. That is, “[t]he creation of 

the new economic statistics was inseparable from the appearance of a new set of practices 

known as “economic policy”.”42  

This explains in part why this new thing, the economy, was imagined as national, 

coterminous with the nation-state, as this was emerging in the wake of the collapse of the 

 
39 Mitchell, 131. 
40 Mitchell, 132. 
41 Tooze, Statistics and the German State, 1900-1945, 9. 
42 Tooze, 10. 
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European empires, incorporating, and belonging to, their populations.43 The making of the 

economy provided “a new, everyday political language in which the nation-state could speak 

of itself and imagine its existence as something natural, spatially bounded, and subject to 

political management.”44 The invention of GDP as the representation of the size, structure and 

growth of this new entity was in this respect particularly important.45  

How is the invention of the economy related to the two developments discussed above? 

First, the new, more “interventionist” state which, constructed around the new conception of 

work as status, began providing mandatory insurances and widespread social security, 

presupposed the existence of a new object of government. This new object was the economy.46 

Second, the new conception of work as a status, the opposite of unemployment, depended on 

a new model of society, a new image of social space. The economy was this social space. Not 

only was the economy a way the nation-state could speak of itself, but it also provided a new 

image of the national community. It positioned “the state”, as the manager, clearly outside and 

above civil society, whilst the “mass of particular, self-interested individuals were submerged 

 
43 Mitchell, ‘Economists and the Economy in the Twentieth Century’, 133–38; Tooze, 

Statistics and the German State, 1900-1945, 10. 
44 Mitchell, ‘Economists and the Economy in the Twentieth Century’, 136. 
45 For a history of the measure of GDP which connects it to earlier attempts at constructing 

measurements of national income, and discusses some major limitations of GDP as a measure 

of wealth today, see Diane Coyle, GDP: A Brief but Affectionate History - Revised and 

Expanded Edition (Princeton: Princeton University Press, 2015). See also Adam Tooze’s 

more recent work, where he argues among other things that we failed to see the 

vulnerabilities of the global financial system in part because we are still ensnared by thinking 

in terms of distinct, national economies. Adam Tooze, Crashed: How a Decade of Financial 

Crises Changed the World (New York: Viking, 2018). For our purposes it is mainly worth 

noting how both critiques confirm the continued salience of the politico-economic imaginary 

constructed in the inter-war period. 
46 According to Tooze, the new purpose of economic policy was precisely to manage “the 

connections between employment levels and monetary, exchange rate, and fiscal conditions.” 

Tooze, Statistics and the German State, 1900-1945, 10. Mitchell argues that the framing of 

the new national economy can be understood as part of a program “to limit and reduce the 

operation of market competition through increased management of finance, trade, migration, 

and above all, the prevention of a global market in labor.”  Mitchell, ‘Economists and the 

Economy in the Twentieth Century’, 138. 
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in large aggregates. The accumulation of millions of individual returns would produce a true 

image of society as a whole.”47 Work and unemployment became dichotomous ways of existing 

in that social space, opposite ways of inhabiting “the economy”.  

And how were all these developments related to the transformed meaning of the institution 

of work? Work came to mean “participating in the economy”.48 This has three important 

consequences. First, it entails a change in whom were considered as working. Recall that in the 

imaginary of the 19th century, the institution of work was tied to wage-labour. Working, 

participating in the production of commodities and thereby in the necessary mediation between 

society and nature, was contrasted with the activities of those whose property and capital 

organised this work. When it became equally natural in the 20th century to speak of non-wage-

labourers; professionals, politicians, and people in business, as also doing work,49 this was 

because work, as participation in the economy, now was contrasted with unemployment. To 

work did not necessarily mean one sold one’s labour-power on the labour-market, but that one 

had not fallen out of the labour-market to receive unemployment benefits. Hence, the labour-

market remained central. Because it was thought to organise the activities comprising the 

institution of work, employment, or rather, “non-unemployment”, had the function of 

conferring public recognition on an activity as work, and on the employed as one who works. 

Second, accompanying this transformation was a shift in the standing of working. From 

being a source of derision and social marginalisation, the institution of work became a source 

 
47 Tooze, Statistics and the German State, 1900-1945, 24. 
48 Instead of a straightforward shift in meaning, we should think of this, as formulated above, 

as adding a layer of meaning to the institution of work. The imaginary within which working 

represents the mediation between human society and nature, and in capitalism is performed 

by one class, does not disappear. (It is not only present in more class-conscious political 

economy, but it is also evident in the conventional, functionalist history of work narrated in 

chapter one.) In general, we should think of the institution of work as that which holds 

together the different ideas about work unpacked in these three chapters. 
49 Though perhaps not as labouring, keeping in mind the semantic split between “work” and 

“labour”. 
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of recognition and social integration.50 For whilst the meaning of work in the 19th century had 

been rooted in the dependency of the wage-labourer in contrast to him who did not have to 

make recourse to the labour-market, work in the 20th century would primarily take its meaning 

from the contrast with the dependency of unemployment.51 It was now the unemployed who 

were “in need”, and in contrast, those who participated in the economy, contributing to their 

community, who earned thereby, quite literally, their independence.52  

 
50 Even though the meaning of work changed and through this became a source of 

recognition and integration, this does not entail that there was no distinction in status amongst 

those who were all recognised as working. For multiple reasons, including the victories of the 

labour movements and a general increase in affluence as well as the new meaning of work, 

class distinctions in the industrialised societies of the mid-20th century became more fluid, 

class antagonism became more complicated. Nevertheless, as Castel reminds us, “there 

remains a distinctive working class existence lived in subordination and giving birth to a kind 

of class antagonism.” The working class’s place in the society of the 1930s, he suggests, may 

be characterised as “relative integration in this subordination”: a “tension between the 

assertion of dignity and the actual experience of dispossession is the very essence of working-

class consciousness.” Castel, From Manual Workers to Wage Laborers, 318, 321. 
51 As well as, as shall be discussed below, the contrast between the worker and his domestic 

dependents.  
52 There is an alternative account of how the idea of “earning one’s independence” led to the 

“dignification” of work and the institution became a source of social integration. Some 

theorists turn, in support of this account, to Hegel. Whilst there is a lot of what I have called 

“functionalist” theorising of work in Hegel, there is also an argumentative strand running 

alongside it, according to which the connection between work and the notion of 

independence, as well as work’s role as a source of social integration, arises out of the 

interdependence of participants in the market-mediated sphere of functional differentiation.  

Hegel was famously inspired by Scottish political economists to include what he called a 

“system of needs” as an important component of civil society. Raymond Plant, ‘Hegel and 

Political Economy—I’, New Left Review, no. 103 (June 1977): 79–92. The system of needs 

was the “mediation of need and the satisfaction of the individual through his work and 

through the work and satisfaction of the needs of all the others”. Specialisation gives rise to a 

division of labour, which is mediated by the market, and it is this system which “makes the 

dependence and reciprocity of human beings in the satisfaction of their other needs complete 

and entirely necessary”. On the basis of this interdependence, work, “the mediation whereby 

appropriate and particularized means are acquired and prepared for similarly particularized 

needs”, becomes a source of social integration. “In this dependence and reciprocity of work 

and the satisfaction of needs, subjective selfishness turns into a contribution towards the 

satisfaction of the needs of everyone else (…) so to that each individual, in earning, 

producing, and enjoying on his own account, thereby earns and produces for the enjoyment of 

others.” Moreover, work, is dignified; “supporting oneself by one’s own activity and work” 

fosters a feeling of “right, integrity, and honour”. When people lose this feeling, this 

famously leads to the creation of a “rabble” which Hegel postulates civil society can only rid 

itself of by shipping it off to the colonies. Georg Wilhelm Fredrich Hegel, Elements of the 
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Third, it enforced the nationally bounded community as that within which one is integrated 

by working. The world was and remains politically divided in ways which contrast starkly with 

its level of global economic integration.53 In the face of this, the functionalist claim that social 

integration arises naturally out of the division of labour, is curious. It is not to the global 

economy one understands oneself to contribute through work. One works in and for a 

politically delineated community. If it were the case that the performance of socially necessary 

 

Philosophy of Right, ed. Allen W. Wood, trans. H. B. Nisbet (Cambridge: Cambridge 

University Press, 1991), 226, 233, 266–67.  

My response to this alternative account is twofold. Against the reliance on Hegel to make 

the case that these ideas were present in the early 19th century and thus work already 

dignified and a source of integration long before it was contrasted with “unemployment” and 

conceptually incorporated into “the economy”, I would argue that this misinterprets the 

intention of Hegelian philosophy. Hegel’s political philosophy was not an attempt simply to 

articulate the self-understanding of his own society. It is more accurately described as an 

attempt to analyse the principles underlying the social order, and the values which could be 

achieved if these principles were recognised and collectively endorsed. In outlining these 

principles, however, Hegel’s philosophy is meant to play a crucial role in bringing them to 

light and encouraging their endorsement, and thus in realising these values. At most, then, 

one could lean on Hegel to contend that the idea of “earning one’s independence” through 

work was baked into in the marked-mediated sphere of functional differentiation achieved 

already at the turn of the 19th century and that later developments simply unfolded what was 

already implicit in the social structure. 

This teleological argument corresponds to the general claim that there is a more intrinsic 

connection between a marketized society and the notions of “earning one’s independence” 

through “providing for oneself” than I have allowed for. To this, I would first note again that 

history suggests otherwise. As detailed above, work in the 19th century was primarily a 

source of derision and social exclusion. (I conceded that the male worker at the same time 

won increasing recognition as independent in contrast to his dependents, including his wife at 

home. But this supports the argument that what is central is not work or employment in and 

of itself but the socially constructed dichotomies against which “work” is understood.) 

Moreover, the dignification of work was the result of a political project that could have ended 

quite differently. For instance, so-called “labour republicans” accepted that wage-labour was 

indeed a dependent social condition (akin to slavery—“wage slavery” was a favourite term of 

labour republicans). They called on this basis of this understanding for the abolition instead 

of the dignification of wage-labour. Alex Gourevitch, From Slavery to the Cooperative 

Commonwealth: Labor and Republican Liberty in the Nineteenth Century (New York, NY: 

Cambridge University Press, 2014).  
53 I do not mean to weigh in here on the debates in the field of global justice, concerning 

whether this global economic integration is extensive enough to delegitimise the political 

divisions, and especially the constraints they impose on the institutions of economic 

redistribution. I only mean to point out that compared to the level of economic integration, 

the social and political divisions are quite striking. 
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activities naturally generated social and political cohesion, that “the way in which various 

forms of work are interwoven within the overall division of labor should guarantee that the 

members of a society acknowledge their mutual dependence and thus develop a feeling of 

common belonging” how are these political divisions to be explained? One needs to take into 

account the social imaginary in which work has been embedded, in particular, the manner in 

which “the economy” was rendered as belonging to a nation-state. It is not as “socially 

necessary activities” but as “participation in the economy”, construed nationally, that work is 

a source of social integration. Imagined communities are not an alternative to work-based 

social integration, they are an inherent feature of it.  

 

III.  Working for the welfare state: The rise of social citizenship and the duty to work 

 

In the previous section, we analysed the new layers of meaning accounting for the 

dignification of work and the transformations of the social imaginary undergirding them. 

Engagement in work was construed in contrast with “unemployment” as a way of relating 

contributively to “the economy”, of “earning one’s independence”, and thus as a fully-fledged 

status. This turned work from being a source of derision and exclusion to the basis of social 

integration. My aim now is to demonstrate more exactly how the performance of work, 

understood as “participation in the economy”, came to be understood as a duty of citizenship 

and thereby (b) the only properly legitimate means to an income.  

In keeping with what has been said, the functionalist theorists are helpful guides, as they 

intuit important social meanings, although, from the perspective developed here, they 

mistakenly ground these in the social function of work. Recall how Deranty and Honneth 

highlight how “reciprocal contributions” which reproduce the lives of individuals and the life 
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of the community ensures “that the social contract has solid foundations”,54 and how the 

collective nature of social reproduction sees to it that “each member of society knows herself 

to be indebted in her work to other members, with the result that all members see themselves 

united in the goal of increasing overall welfare.”55 Indeed, I shall argue, the principle of 

reciprocity and a solidaristic vision of society are crucial in shaping the institution of work and 

underlie its becoming a duty of citizenship and the only properly legitimate means of an 

income. They are not, however, intrinsic to activities through which we fulfil the necessary 

social function of work. Instead, I shall account for them by analysing the place of the 

institution of work in the social compact undergirding the welfare state. 

For an account of this social compact, I shall turn to T. H. Marshall’s classic essay from 

1950, “Citizenship and Social Class”. “Citizenship”, T. H. Marshall argued, “is a status 

bestowed on those who are full members of a community. All who possess the status are equal 

with respect to the rights and duties with which the status is endowed”.56 The primary purpose 

of his essay was to explore the uneasy relation in which this equality postulated by citizenship 

stood to the inequalities of social class, and the dynamic interconnection between the two. To 

do so in the context of his own society, he needed to elucidate the substance of the status of 

citizenship in the emerging welfare-state. It was thus that he came to provide what has remained 

a canonical articulation of the normative underpinnings of the welfare state. According to T. 

H. Marshall, this was best summed up as “social citizenship”. It was constructed through the 

incorporation into the status of citizenship of what he termed “social rights”.57 

 
54 Deranty, ‘Post-Work Society as an Oxymoron’, 13.  
55 Honneth, ‘Democracy and the Division of Labor’, 43. 
56 Marshall, Citizenship and Social Class, 28–29. 
57 Naturally, Marshall’s is not the only theory of the normative underpinnings of the welfare 

state. Nevertheless, his account has exerted an enormous influence over subsequent thinking 

about, and theorising of, the welfare state. See for instance Donald J. Moon, ‘The Moral 

Basis of the Democratic Welfare State’, in Democracy and the Welfare State, ed. Amy 

Gutmann (Princeton, NJ: Princeton University Press, 1988), 27–52; Kevin Olson, Reflexive 

Democracy: Political Equality and the Welfare State (Cambridge, Mass: MIT Press, 2006). 
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Citizenship, Marshall, argued, consists of three distinct constituent parts: a civil, a political, 

and a social element. Each element, he argued, is composed of a set of rights, and each is 

associated with a corresponding institution, or set of institutions. Civil rights are the rights 

necessary for individual freedom in civil society; “liberty of the person, freedom of speech, 

thought, and faith, the right to own property and to conclude valid contracts, and the right to 

justice.”58 These rights are protected by the courts of justice. Political rights are the rights 

necessary to participate in the exercise of political power, the right, that is, to political 

participation. The political element of citizenship is associated with the institutions of 

representative democracy. Finally, by the social element, Marshall meant “the whole range 

from the right to a modicum of economic welfare and security to the right to share to the full 

in the social heritage and to live the life of a civilised being according to the standards 

prevailing in the society.”59 The institutions protecting citizens’ social rights are the educational 

system and the social services. The story of the modern state, Marshall argued, is a story of the 

initial functional separation of these elements of citizenship and their corresponding 

institutions, followed by their gradual reunification into the status of citizenship. If the 18th 

century, schematically, can be understood as the formative period for civil rights, the 19th 

 

Even many critics of Marshall, and critics of the contemporary welfare state, agree with him 

about the centrality of social rights to the concept of the welfare state. Nancy Fraser and 

Linda Gordon, ‘Contract versus Charity: Why Is There No Social Citizenship in the United 

States?’, Socialist Review 22, no. 3 (1992): 45–67; Dann Hoxsey, ‘Debating the Ghost of 

Marshall: A Critique of Citizenship’, Citizenship Studies 15, no. 6–7 (October 2011): 915–

32; Ben Revi, ‘T.H. Marshall and His Critics: Reappraising “Social Citizenship” in the 

Twenty-First Century’, Citizenship Studies 18, no. 3–4 (3 April 2014): 452–64. As Gøsta 

Esping-Andersen put it, “Few can disagree with T. H. Marshall’s proposition that social 

citizenship constitutes the core idea of a welfare state. (…) Above all, it must involve the 

granting of social rights.” The Three Worlds of Welfare Capitalism, 21.  
58 Marshall, Citizenship and Social Class, 10. 
59 Marshall, 11. 
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century saw the spread of political rights, and finally, in the 20th century, social rights were 

incorporated into the status of citizenship.60 

Of special interest to our reconstruction of the normative underpinnings of the welfare state 

is the sociological and normative function Marshall ascribed to social rights. According to 

Marshall, it was with the incorporation of social rights into the status of citizenship that the 

growth of citizenship started to have serious effects on social inequality. Whilst the aim of 

social rights might in part have been simple class-abatement, as compared to the charity of 

previous centuries, it had acquired a very different meaning. On the meaning and function of 

social rights, it is worth quoting Marshall in full: 

 

“The extension of the social services is not primarily a means of equalising incomes. In 

some cases it may, in others it may not. The question is relatively unimportant; it belongs 

to a different department of social policy. What matters is that there is a general 

enrichment of the concrete substance of civilised life, a general reduction of risk and 

insecurity, an equalisation between the more and the less fortunate at all levels—between 

 
60 Valid concerns have been raised about this historical narrative. Given our purposes later in 

the dissertation, it is particularly worth noting Nancy Fraser and Linda Gordon’s scepticism 

as regards Marshall’s hopes that an inclusive social citizenship could be built upon the 

foundations of civil citizenship. With particular reference to American history, they argued 

that that civil society was constructed as a realm populated by contracting individuals 

constructed as males with responsibility for “dependents”, i.e. wives and racial others. 

Historically, these exclusions were constitutive of civil citizenship. Social citizenship that 

seeks simply, and uncritically, to “enrich” the status of civil citizenship, they maintain, runs 

the risk of retaining and reproducing these exclusions. Fraser and Gordon, ‘Contract versus 

Charity: Why Is There No Social Citizenship in the United States?’ Marshall does indeed 

appear blind to some of the relations of inequality that structured the society he was trying to 

elucidate. He might also have been politically naïve. As we are here interested in the ideal-

typical description Marshall provides of a society characterised by a form of citizenship 

which guarantees civil, political and social rights to all, it need not, however, worry us greatly 

if Marshall’s view of his own society was unrealistic or romanticised. We are after the 

normative underpinnings of the welfare state. If the aspirations underpinning it were never 

fully realised, that should, if anything, strengthen the case for rethinking the institutions 

constructed on their foundations. 
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the healthy and the sick, the employed and the unemployed, the old and the active, the 

bachelor and the father of a large family. Equalisation is not so much between classes as 

between individuals within a population which is now treated for this purpose as though 

it were one class. Equality of status is more important than equality of income. Even 

when benefits are paid in cash, this class fusion is outwardly expressed in the form of a 

new common experience.”61  

 

The purpose of social rights is not to equalise wealth for its own sake. “Equality of status is 

more important than equality of income.” It is tempting to draw the connection between this 

claim and the so-called relational turn in ethical and political theory spearheaded by Elizabeth 

Anderson.62 This should at least banish any suspicion that denying the inherent value of 

equality of distribution must diminish the value of social rights to something purely 

instrumental, derivative of the value of the other rights of citizenship. It cannot be reduced to 

realising what we might call, using Rawlsian terminology, the “fair value” of civil and political 

rights.63 Social rights have an independent normative purpose; their value is tied to the equal 

status bestowed by citizenship. The rationale for social rights lies in the danger to that status 

inherent in the inequalities of social class. In contrast to civil and political rights, social rights 

 
61 Marshall, Citizenship and Social Class, 56. 
62 Elizabeth S. Anderson, ‘What Is the Point of Equality?’, Ethics 109, no. 2 (January 1999): 

287–337. Other important contributions include Samuel Scheffler, ‘What Is Egalitarianism?’, 

Philosophy & Public Affairs 31, no. 1 (2003): 5–39; Daniel Viehoff, ‘Democratic Equality 

and Political Authority’, Philosophy & Public Affairs 42, no. 4 (September 2014): 337–75; 

Niko Kolodny, ‘Rule Over None II: Social Equality and the Justification of Democracy: Rule 

Over None II: Social Equality and the Justification of Democracy’, Philosophy & Public 

Affairs 42, no. 4 (September 2014): 287–336; Carina Fourie, Fabian Schuppert, and Ivo 

Wallimann-Helmer, eds., Social Equality: On What It Means to Be Equals (Oxford: Oxford 

University Press, 2015). 
63 As is wrongly suggested, for instance, by Steven Klein, who reduces Marshall’s intuition to 

this: “rights to equal political influence, to be effective, presuppose the material equalization 

of people’s means to participate in politics”. Steven Klein, The Work of Politics: Making a 

Democratic Welfare State (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2020), 41. 
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confront directly the inequalities created by market societies, in particular inequalities of risk 

and inequalities in “cultural enrichment”. The purpose of social rights is to make a reality of 

the status of citizenship under the conditions of a market economy by bringing about a degree 

of decommodification of each individual qua citizen.64 The goal is “an equalisation between 

the more and the less fortunate at all levels”, but in a way which contrasts starkly with all forms 

of charity. Charity aids the weak, recognising those assisted as “the weak”. The goal of social 

rights is to make citizenship itself a status protected from the vagaries of market processes; the 

goal is to eliminate the need for charity. The aim is to make all members of society full 

members of the community, without abolishing markets, through “a general enrichment of the 

concrete substance of civilised life” and “a general reduction of risk and insecurity”.65 

Social rights entails “raising the floor”, but providing everyone, in the language of more 

contemporary political theory, with “sufficient” means is only one part of their function. 

Importantly it involves treating the entire population “for this purpose as though it were one 

class”. Social rights take aim at substantively realising the equality of status promised by 

universal citizenship through a kind of “class fusion”, a class fusion which is undergirded and 

 
64 As Marshall put it, “Social rights in their modern form imply an invasion of contract by 

status, the subordination of market price to social justice, the replacement of the free bargain 

by the declaration of rights.” Citizenship and Social Class, 68. And as Gøsta Esping-

Andersen explains, “If social rights are given the legal and practical status of property rights, 

if they are inviolable, and if they are granted on the basis of citizenship rather than 

performance, they will entail a decommodification of the status of individuals vis-à-vis the 

market.” The Three Worlds of Welfare Capitalism, 21.  
65 As a supplement, social rights support and reinforce all citizens’ political rights. When seen 

from this last perspective, it is interesting to note how the reasons for granting social rights go 

quite far in validating the reasons for the scepticism of extending political rights to workers in 

the 19th century. Recall, these called attention to the market-based personal dependencies of 

workers as well as the “uncivilising” effects, the moral and spiritual debasement, of hard 

manual labour. Instead of denying anyone political rights, however, the social rights of the 

welfare state from this point of view represents the attempt to protect all from personal 

dependencies and include all in “enriched”, “civilised” social life. 
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expressed in the form of “a new common experience”.66 The “common experience” created by 

social citizenship does not mean that everyone lives the same life. But it does mean that they 

live similar lives, comparable lives, that they can recognise in the distinct life trajectories of 

their fellow citizens, persons of equal status. It means that no one lives a wretched life, that no 

one confronts an incomparable amount of risk and insecurity. It requires, to this end, general 

education and general health services.  

Some inequalities of social class subsist even under a welfare state. Moreover, Marshall 

recognises that the welfare state itself creates new forms of social stratification, grounded for 

instance in inequalities generated by the educational system. Inequalities, however, must be 

constrained by limits demanded by the equality of status posited, and the class fusion aimed at, 

by social citizenship. The welfare state thus requires both floors and ceilings. No one at the 

bottom can face risks unimaginable to those at the top. No one at the top can be allowed to 

purchase lives of irresponsibility and carefreeness inconceivable to those at the bottom. 

Citizenship includes, however, both rights and duties. As Marshall put it, “all who possess 

the status are equal with respect to the rights and duties with which the status is endowed.” The 

duties of social citizenship are as important as its rights for at least two reasons. First, 

guaranteeing the rights of citizenship depends on the fair cooperation of citizens. Second, the 

duties of citizenship are equally necessary for the class fusion intended by the welfare state 

expressed in the new common experience of social citizenship. I shall now expound on each 

of these in turn, detailing the centrality of the duty of work. It is to enforce this duty that work 

has become the only properly legitimate means to an income.  

First, the secure enjoyment of the rights of citizenship depends on the reasonable 

cooperation of citizens. This is true with respect to all three elements of citizenship. 

 
66 As Esping-Andersen’s comparative approach reminds us, different welfare states, or 

different welfare state regimes, have realised this to a different degree. Recall, what is 

described here is the logic of the welfare state as an ideal type.  
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Guaranteeing civil rights requires that most citizens respect the rule of law and acquiesce in 

the state’s enforcement of it. The stability of one’s right to political participation depends on 

the actual participation of a significant part of society. As for the social rights of citizenship, 

they depend in the first instance on “the duty to pay taxes and insurance contributions”.67 But 

that is not enough. For taxes do not go far if the wealth-creation upon which these taxes are 

based is too meagre. In short, securing social citizenship for all depended on a healthy 

economy. Therefore, according to Marshall, “[o]f paramount importance is the duty to work”.68 

The duty to work, understood as participation in the economy, is grounded therefore, first, 

in a principle of social reciprocity. This principle is the nonvoluntary social obligation to 

contribute to the social goods one receives. The goods we receive by the welfare state is above 

all the rights protected by the status of social citizenship, a status that is functionally dependent 

on the provision of certain social and material conditions. Because of the importance of a 

healthy economy to provide these social and material conditions, this entails, according to 

Marshall, a duty to work.69 As Jean-Philippe Deranty maintains, “reciprocal contributions” 

ensures “that the social contract has solid foundations”. 

 
67 Marshall, Citizenship and Social Class, 78. Without forgetting that both civil and political 

rights also carry with them resource implications. 
68 Marshall, 78. This duty to work, Marshall argued, arose as part of the novel social 

compact. He thus explicitly disagrees with functionalist accounts of work who attribute this 

normative significance to an intrinsic quality of the activities required by the necessary social 

function of work (as well as with the alternative account tying it intrinsically to a marked-

mediated sphere of functional differentiation). “When social relations were dominated by 

contract, the duty to work was not recognised”, he says. “It was a man’s own affair whether 

he worked or not. If he chose to live idly in poverty, he was at liberty to do so, provided he 

did not become a nuisance.” And as we have in fact seen above, “[i]f he was able to live idly 

in comfort, he was regarded, not as a drone, but as an aristocrat—to be envied and admired.” 

Marshall, 78. With the rise of social citizenship, this changed. Considering the brutality with 

which for centuries the English poor had been shunted into workhouses, we might question 

whether idle poverty really was tolerated with quite as much liberality as Marshall suggests. 

But it is significant that where the poor were forced to labour, it was primarily because they 

in their idleness and their poverty were considered an inherent nuisance, not because they 

were failing to abide by the social compact.  
69 An explicit argument for a social obligation to work based on the requirement of 

reciprocity is found in Lawrence C. Becker, ‘The Obligation to Work’, Ethics 91, no. 1 
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What could in turn ground such a principle of social reciprocity? One could try to defend it 

as an application of something like the principle of fairness,70 but one could also justify it as 

inherent to the spirit of democracy, as a norm constitutive of democratic societies in general. 

Non-reciprocation would, in Rawls’ terms, be incompatible with citizens’ conception of 

themselves as free and equal persons. This applies to both forms of non-reciprocation. As Stuart 

White has put it, whilst imagining oneself to exist only to create benefits for others and never 

to enjoy benefits created by them smacks of servility, thinking of oneself as deserving of the 

benefits created by others yet under no obligation to create benefits for them in return smacks 

of aristocracy, both of which violate the “ethos of democratic mutual regard”.71 It is this 

interpretation of work which justifies Russel Muirhead’s claim that “[a]ny democratic culture 

must in some way affirm the value of work. (…) The democratic faith (…) is that work supports 

and expresses our dignity.”72 

 

(October 1980): 35–49. “Each of us is the product, in part, of the work done by others,” he 

argues. “Reciprocity requires the return of benefits which are fitting and proportional to the 

ones received. When the benefits we receive come from the work others do—rather than just 

from their restraint or carefulness—a purely passive response from us (i.e., restraint or care) 

may not be fitting or proportional to the benefits we have received. Work may have to be 

reciprocated by work.” Moreover, “[e]ach of us is a burden on others,” he claims. “Now, it is 

a fact that some people do make an effort to offset these burdens and succeed in offsetting 

them. Reciprocity to them is as much in order as it is for people who produce “positive” good 

for us. And reciprocity here may also require a contribution produced by effort.” Becker, 41–

42. Yet Becker rejects that this social obligation should be enforced by law. Curiously, he 

does not seem to think the law involved in enforcing the material requirement to work, 

construing legal enforcement more narrowly on the Soviet model of so-called “parasite 

laws”. The reasons he gives for not recommending such an enforcement, however, e.g., our 

inability precisely to distinguish work as a discrete kind of activity, especially when he adds 

the qualifier that the requirement to be enforced must refer to socially useful work, anticipate 

some of the arguments to be developed in the second part of this dissertation. 
70 For landmark discussions of the principle of fairness, see H. L. A. Hart, ‘Are There Any 

Natural Rights?’, The Philosophical Review 64, no. 2 (April 1955): 175–91; John Rawls, A 

Theory of Justice, Revised Edition (Cambridge, Mass.: Belknap Press of Harvard University 

Press, 1999), 93–98; 301–8; Robert Nozick, Anarchy, State, and Utopia, Reprint edition 

(New York: Basic Books, 2013), 90–95. 
71 Stuart White, The Civic Minimum: On the Rights and Obligations of Economic Citizenship 

(Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2003), 67. 
72 Muirhead, Just Work, 20. 
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The principle of social reciprocity thus grounds a duty to contribute to the provision of the 

social and material conditions necessary for social citizenship. Work, according to Marshall, is 

the institution in which one satisfies this duty. This brings us to the second reason the duties of 

social citizenship are as important as its rights. The class fusion and common experience of 

social citizenship refers in part to the constraints on inequality described above. It is also 

brought about, however, by the discharging of the duties required by this status itself. 

Compulsory education and military service have both been of key significance. In the US, the 

obligation of all citizens to serve as jurors is codified into law. Yet in this context as well, the 

duty to work has been of paramount importance.  

Once again, the claim is not that everyone’s work is the same, but that it is supposed to be 

similar enough. The “new common experience” of social citizenship refers in part to the way 

citizens, ideally, experience their lives as partly tied together in the common venture of creating 

and sustaining a political community upholding their status as full and equal members. Welfare 

states rest on a solidaristic vision of society, a picture of society, in the words of John Rawls, 

as a “cooperative venture for mutual advantage”, in which, as formulated by Honneth, “each 

member of society knows herself to be indebted in her work to other members, with the result 

that all members see themselves united in the goal of increasing overall welfare.” In the 

institution of work, citizens are thought to affirm this vision and contribute to its realisation. 

This is what underlies the widespread sentiment, as expressed by Stuart White, that “work in 

itself is, or can be, directly expressive of good citizenship–of civic concern and commitment”.73  

 

 

 

 

 
73 White, ‘The Republican Case for Basic Income’, 5. 
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IV.  Gendered exclusions and the feminist critique of work 

 

I have been examining the social imaginary within which the institution of work became a 

source of social integration, and the social compact within which it became understood as a 

duty of citizenship and the only properly legitimate means to an income. We shall complete 

this discussion by highlighting some exclusions it at the same time upheld. These are first of 

all important for our present purposes because they demonstrate the connection between the 

two aspects of the institution of work unpacked so far, and at the same time stress the incidental 

distinctions delineating the activities that are recognised as “socially necessary” in the sense 

that their performance serves to integrate and to include. The only way to account for these 

exclusions is to recognise the thoroughly socially constructed nature of the institution of work 

and its being a source of social integration, a duty of citizenship, and thus (b) the only properly 

legitimate means to an income. 

Let us start by noting once more that as it arose, the institution of work omitted many of the 

kinds of activities now understood as obviously socially necessary.74 Consider care. Care 

involves attending to another’s dependency; paradigmatic examples include nurturing children, 

nursing the elderly, healing the sick, and tending to the disabled.75 It appears quite clear that 

care is at least as socially necessary as any activity which was acknowledged as work.76 Yet 

the institution of work has not always been understood to include caring. As discussed in 

chapter one, work emerged with the rise of the labour market to social dominance. The labour 

 
74 Chapter 1, fn 41. 
75 I shall provide a fuller, more detailed account of care in chapters five and six. 
76 Martha Fineman has put it, “The mandate that the state (collective society) respond to 

dependency […] is not a matter of altruism or empathy (which are individual responses often 

resulting in charity), but one that is primary and essential because such a response is 

fundamentally society-preserving.” Martha Albertson Fineman, ed., ‘Cracking the 

Foundational Myths: Independence, Autonomy, and Self-Sufficiency’, Journal of Gender, 

Social Policy & the Law 8, no. 13 (2000): 19. 
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market’s rise to social dominance consisted in it becoming indispensable in the process of 

social reproduction, but social reproduction was understood in productivist terms (social 

reproduction through the production of value). Production was differentiated as an autonomous 

social system, moved out of the home, and thus understood in contrast to the still private sphere 

of human reproduction, which included care.  

This dichotomy was gendered from its inception. The institution of work, including only 

production, was imagined as the domain of men; reproduction, including care but not 

recognised as work, was imagined as female. This holds true even as writers such as bell hooks 

and Angela Davis remind us that many working-class women, and, in the US, especially Black 

women, have long had to seek work outside as well as in the home.77 As Carole Pateman wrote, 

“[m]any working-class wives and mothers have had to continue to try to find paid employment 

to ensure the survival of their families, but by the mid-nineteenth century the ideal, the natural 

and respectable, mode of life had come to be seen as that of the middle-class, breadwinning 

paterfamilias and his totally dependent wife.”78 

As this formulation implies, it was also, from its inception, a normative dichotomy, 

undergirding and expressive of a hierarchical social distinction. The male worker, as we have 

seen, initially thought dependent by his having to make recourse to the labour market for 

available work, was gradually recognised as independent. Increasingly, he was understood not 

only in contrast to the truly independent, on whom he depended for work, but also in contrast 

to his dependents, which included both his children and his wife at home. As work was 

conceptually incorporated into “the economy”, it began to take its meaning from the contrast 

 
77 bell hooks, ‘Rethinking the Nature of Work’, in Feminist Theory from Margin to Center 

(Boston, MA: South End Press, 1984), 95–106; Angela Davis, ‘The Legacy of Slavery: 

Standards for a New Womanhood’, in Women, Race & Class (New York: Vintage Books, 

1983), 3–29. 
78 Carole Pateman, ‘Feminism and Democracy’, in Democratic Theory and Practice, ed. 

Graeme Duncan (Cambridge; New York: Cambridge University Press, 1983), 208. 
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between being in work and being in a state of unemployment. Work became the means to earn 

one’s independence as well as a requirement of citizenship. The independence of the male 

“breadwinner” strengthened the contrast to his dependents, his participation was viewed in 

contrast to their passivity; the income of husbands was viewed as a “family wage”.79  

Denied full citizenship and an independent source of income, women were, moreover, 

placed in an actual state of “derivative dependency”.80 Taking care of the dependent left many 

women themselves dependent.81 Importantly, the dependent status of women in turn functioned 

to delegitimise further the performance of reproductive activities and housework, ideologically 

tied to women, as inappropriate for those members of society aspiring to independence and full 

inclusion in the body politic.82 Care, in a dichotomous relation to work, became disqualifying 

of independence and citizenship.  

Feminists, especially the critical discourses and social movements that emerged in the 

decades after the second world war and that have become known as second wave feminism, 

remonstrated against this order of things. To be sure, there was no simple agreement about the 

chief target of feminist critique, nor about the political strategies with which to confront it, or 

the end state necessary to transcend it, yet there were several deep sources of agreement uniting 

feminists in their critique of the institution of work. First, they were in wide agreement about 

the labour-market being skewed in favour of men, and they agreed on the injustice of the 

institution of work itself being imagined as male. Second, they agreed that it was similarly 

unjust that women were assigned most of the responsibility for the tasks of homemaking, 

 
79 Nancy Fraser, ‘After the Family Wage: A Postindustrial Thought Experiment’, in Justice 

Interruptus: Critical Reflections on the ‘Postsocialist’ Condition (New York, NY: Routledge, 

1997), 41–68. 
80 Fineman, ‘Cracking the Foundational Myths’.  
81 Eva Kittay theorises the state as one of “secondary dependency”. Eva Feder Kittay, Love’s 

Labor: Essays on Women, Equality and Dependency, Second edition (New York: Routledge, 

2019), 48–50. 
82 For further discussion of this dynamic, see chapter 5. 
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housework, and of providing care. In short, whilst they disagreed about exactly how, feminists 

insisted that the institution of work had to be reimagined. 

The underlying reason for these points of agreement could of course just be taken to be the 

glaringly obvious facts of the actual conditions. Women were discriminated against on the 

labour-market. They simultaneously had to bear most of the burden of taking care of the home. 

But equally important to notice is the meaning of work that undergirds the significance of their 

critique. Why was it important for second wave feminists to have cooking and cleaning and 

child-rearing recognised as “work”? First, because it was as work that activities were 

recognised as “participation in the economy”, and thus as the kind of contribution that 

integrated women in society on similar terms as men, and which qualified to full and equal 

citizenship.83 Second, because it was based on such a recognition that they would be able to 

lay claim on compensation. Not only do these feminists bring out the widespread appreciation 

of the normative claim that the performance of work ought to be remunerated; they highlight 

that work had become the only properly legitimate means to an income. Why was it important 

also to be able to participate on the labour-market? Because it was primarily through such 

participation one was recognised as someone who could work, and thus an equal participator 

in one’s political community.84  

The feminist critique thus confirms that the institution of work had become a source of social 

integration and a duty of citizenship, and thereby the only legitimate means to an income. At 

the same time, the feminist critique confirms that work, even as it was recast as “participation 

 
83 Admittedly, some feminists such as the autonomist Marxists of the Wages for Housework 

campaign further thought that payment for housework recognised women as exploited, which 

could benefit the revolutionary cause by building greater solidarity amongst the working 

class. 
84 In short it was because of its social and political centrality that the institution had to be 

expanded to grant fair access to all. This feminist critique (or at least the result of this 

critiques) presents a paradigmatic example of what I theorised in the introduction as 

“moderate reformism”. I do not mean thus to trivialise it; many of its results were quite 

radical indeed. 
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in the economy” and as a duty of social citizenship, had not lost its meaning as the performance 

of a necessary social function. For, in addition to highlighting its injustice, it was by appealing 

to the original meaning of work, or to what we now can understand properly as the first aspect 

of the institution of work, that feminists could win acceptance of an interpretation of care as 

work: care is work because caring is socially necessary.85  

 

V.  Conclusion 

 

In this chapter, I have considered the second aspect of the tripartite model of work that I 

seek to develop: work as (b) the only properly legitimate means to an income. This has led me 

to examine the role of work as a source of social integration and as a duty of citizenship. I have 

argued against the functionalist model that the social constructivist, institutionalist perspective 

on work provides a far more plausible account of how work occupies this role, and therefore 

of why work is the only properly legitimate means to an income. To understand work as the 

grounds of integration and inclusion requires that we take notice of the new layers of meaning 

work acquired through the conceptual transformations it underwent in the beginning of the 20th 

century, and the changes in the social imaginary that accompanied them.  

Work went from being a source of derision and exclusion to its opposite by being 

conceptually incorporated into “the economy”, and “participation in the economy” was 

reinterpreted, in a contrast with unemployment, as a fully-fledged status. Work became the only 

properly legitimate means to an income because of the place of this status in the social compact 

undergirding welfare states. Participation in the economy became a duty to contribute to the 

 
85 Or in the words of Martha Fineman, because it is “fundamentally society-preserving”. 

Note, in chapter five, I highlight a further connotation that these feminists had to win 

acceptance for: caring as a burden.  
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social and material conditions required to guarantee social citizenship, a duty grounded in the 

principle of reciprocity, and the aim of class fusion.  

I ended by discussing the gendered nature of the institution of work uncovered and critiqued 

by feminists, in particular those grouped under the heading of second wave feminism. By 

shedding light on the inequities work baked into the social compact, this feminist critique, I 

have claimed, at the same time confirmed the significance of work as a requirement of 

citizenship, and thereby (b) the only properly legitimate means to an income. It also confirmed 

the connection between participation in the economy and work as (a) the practice through 

which we understand ourselves to perform a certain kind of necessary social function, and it 

stressed the incidental (ideological) distinctions delineating the activities that are recognised as 

“socially necessary” in the sense that their performance serves to integrate and to include. 

Finally, it confirmed the labour-market as the mechanism conferring public recognition on an 

activity as work and on the employed as one who works.   

It is worth concluding by noting how the feminist critique changed the meaning of the 

institution. First, it expanded the institution by adding to the activities that were recognised as 

work. From a functionalist perspective, this might simply be understood as bringing about a 

fuller comprehension of the requirements of work’s necessary social function, a more complete 

account of socially necessary activities. From the perspective developed here, when social 

meanings change, so does the institution. Second, feminists broadened the subject of work. As 

William Walters argues, reflecting on the changes the Beveridge model underwent when 

compared to the Blair government’s New Deal, the difference is that with the latter “re-

integration into the labour-market is held up as the optimal outcome for all adults.” Work had 

grown in importance, for whilst the older welfare states “were based on the political and 

cultural assumption that most workers were adult males. The range of different New Deals (…) 
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suggests that now we are all potential workers.” 86 In the next chapter we complete our tripartite 

institutionalist account of work by considering another reason for work’s growing importance.  

 
86 Walters, Unemployment and Government, 129. 



 

Chapter 3: Work and the search for daily meaning 

 

 

“A job is about a lot more than a paycheck. It's about (…) your dignity. (…) It's about 

respect. It's about your place in the community.” 

Joe Biden1 

 

“The joy and moral stimulation of work no longer must be forgotten.” 

Franklin D. Roosevelt2 

 

“The only way to do great work is to love what you do. If you haven’t found it yet, keep 

looking. Don’t settle. As with all matters of the heart, you’ll know when you find it. And, like 

any great relationship, it just gets better and better as the years roll on. So keep looking until 

you find it. Don’t settle.” 

Steve Jobs3 

“Want a job delivering smiles?” 

Amazon billboard 

 

There is and has always been much bad about work. As Studs Terkel opens his classic study 

of work in the US, “This book, being about work, is, by its very nature, about violence—to the 

spirit as well as to the body.”4 Yet Terkel’s oral histories are simultaneously, in his own words 

 
1 Quoted in James A. Chamberlain, Undoing Work, Rethinking Community: A Critique of the 

Social Function of Work (Ithaca: Cornell University Press, 2020), 18. 
2 ‘FDR’s First Inaugural Address Declaring “War” on the Great Depression’, National 

Archives, 15 August 2016, https://www.archives.gov/education/lessons/fdr-inaugural. 
3 Stanford University, ‘Text of Steve Jobs’ Commencement Address (2005)’, Stanford News 

(blog), 14 June 2005, https://news.stanford.edu/2005/06/14/jobs-061505/. 
4 For some (of the countless) more recent exposés of the lives of ordinary workers that bring 

this violence—to the spirit as well as to the body—to light, see Barbara Ehrenreich, Nickel 

and Dimed: On (Not) Getting By in America (New York: Metropolitan Books, 2001); David 

Graeber, Bullshit Jobs: A Theory (London: Penguin, 2018); Erin Elizabeth Hatton, Coerced: 

Work Under Threat of Punishment (Oakland, California: University of California Press, 

2020); Sarah Jaffe, Work Won’t Love You Back: How Devotion to Our Jobs Keeps Us 

Exploited, Exhausted, and Alone (New York, NY: Bold Type Books, 2021). For an account 

of indignities with which workers have been confronted as well as the strategies employed to 

retain and safeguard their self-worth in the face of them, see Randy Hodson, Dignity at Work 

(Cambridge, UK; New York: Cambridge University Press, 2001). 
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“about a search, too, for daily meaning as well as daily bread (…), in short, for a sort of life 

rather than a Monday through Friday sort of dying.”5 Anxiety about the disappearance of work, 

locally and potentially more universally, involves, besides a concern about the loss of income, 

a sense of foreboding at the prospects of a society lacking in direction and purpose. Having 

given an account of work in chapter one as (a) the practice through which we understand 

ourselves to perform a certain kind of necessary social function, and, in chapter two, as a source 

of social integration and a duty of citizenship, and thereby (b) the only properly legitimate 

means to an income, this third chapter completes our tripartite institutionalist account of work 

by investigating its being (c) a significant source of meaning. 

On the functionalist model, work’s importance as a source of meaning is grounded in the 

inherent qualities of the activities required to fulfil its necessary social function. Arguing along 

this line, a growing literature in political theory has argued that meaningful work, understood 

as a particular kind of activity done rightly, is a “fundamental human need”. Whilst this might 

accurately represent work-society’s own self-understanding, in the chapter’s first section I 

argue that if our aim is to understand how the institution of work functions as a source of 

meaning, the conceptualisation is unhelpful. A more fruitful perspective on how the institution 

of work functions as a source of meaning focuses instead on what we can call the “goods of 

work”. These are goods that have become embedded into the institution of work. Uncovering 

these goods amounts to unpacking the ways work appears to us as a source of meaning. Section 

two, the bulk of this chapter, will be dedicated to exploring goods of work, and to explain how 

they have been embedded into the institution.  

This chapter lays the final theoretical groundwork for the argument of the second part of 

this dissertation, where I will be exploring a political project of abolishing work by 

 
5 Studs Terkel, Working: People Talk About What They Do All Day and How They Feel 

About What They Do (New York: Pantheon Books, 1974), 1.  
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“disassembling” the institution. Before I move on to part two, however, I shall conclude this 

first part by demonstrating how its account of work and of work-society also provides us with 

a framework for understanding and assessing contemporary transformations of work. Beyond 

the straightforward threats of losing one’s source of income, as well as the moral hazards of 

bad work, the normative salience of transformations of work, regardless of whether their source 

be technological, economic, or political, can be evaluated based on their effect on the goods of 

work. I shall present this framework by looking at contemporary transformations of work 

whose political ramifications have worried social scientists. Because our models of work 

remain too simplistic, the dynamics through which these transformations put pressure on 

democratic institutions have not been properly accounted for. I show that the framework I have 

developed supplies a more nuanced account of how these transformations puts democracy 

under pressure. 

 

I.  The functionalist defence of work as a significant source of meaning: Meaningful 

work as a fundamental human need 

 

The political theory literature on the importance of meaningful work is growing rapidly.6 

Orienting ourselves within it requires that we begin with some key distinctions. Note first that 

 
6 Indeed, perhaps the best way to understand its rapid growth is as itself an expression of the 

expanding role work has in the ethical imagination of post-industrialised societies. Ruth 

Yeoman, conceptualising meaningful work as a fundamental human need, has argued for a 

“politics of meaningfulness”. Ruth Yeoman, ‘Conceptualising Meaningful Work as a 

Fundamental Human Need’, Journal of Business Ethics 125, no. 2 (December 2014): 235–51; 

Ruth Yeoman, Meaningful Work and Workplace Democracy: A Philosophy of Work and a 

Politics of Meaningfulness (Houndmills, Basingstoke, Hampshire; New York: Palgrave 

Macmillan, 2014). Andrea Veltman takes issue with giving the state a role in securing 

meaningful work but agrees that work is integral to, indeed necessary for, human flourishing. 

Andrea Veltman, Meaningful Work (New York, NY: Oxford University Press, 2016). Adina 

Schwartz’s defence of the salience of meaningful work for normative political theory, based 

on the significance of autonomy and the role of meaningful work in cultivating autonomous 

agents, acts as an important point of reference for many of the more recent contributions. 
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many who defend the importance of meaningful work argue for it on the basis of avoiding the 

harm of meaningless work. As Joanne B. Cuilla has put it, many of the factors involved in 

assessing meaningful work are about securing and promoting the moral conditions of work.7 

For instance, Adina Schwartz and Beate Roessler, who both insist on the salience of meaningful 

work, worry that jobs are degrading when people cannot act as autonomous agents when 

performing them.8 Because we spend so much time working, this represents a significant harm. 

Because work is formative of our moral characters, and degrading work can be detrimental to 

our general ability to act as autonomous agents, it is particularly perilous.  

A defence of meaningful work based on the dangers of meaningless work does not, however, 

identify meaningful work as its own intrinsic good.9 Yet other writers do argue that work can 

provide a good besides the avoidance of the harm of meaningless work (and above and beyond 

 

Adina Schwartz, ‘Meaningful Work’, Ethics 92, no. 4 (1982): 634–46. Beate Roessler in 

particular has developed Schwartz’ argument, criticising liberal and recognition-theoretic 

political theory for not taking the “meaningfulness” of work into account in addition to the 

fairness of working conditions. Beate Roessler, ‘Meaningful Work: Arguments from 

Autonomy’, Journal of Political Philosophy 20, no. 1 (March 2012): 71–93. Adrian J. Walsh 

has advanced the claim that meaningful work ought to be added to the list of basic 

distributive goods. Adrian J. Walsh, ‘Meaningful Work as a Distributive Good’, The 

Southern Journal of Philosophy 32, no. 2 (June 1994): 233–50. Norman E. Bowie has 

defended a Kantian theory of meaningful work, elaborating on six characteristics a Kantian 

might require of work for it to be deemed meaningful. Norman E Bowie, ‘A Kantian Theory 

of Meaningful Work’, Journal of Business Ethics 17 (1998): 1083–92. Todd Mei has 

attempted to understand the meaningfulness of work by an analogy to speech acts. Todd Mei, 

‘The Poetics of Meaningful Work: An Analogy to Speech Acts’, Philosophy & Social 

Criticism 45, no. 1 (January 2019): 50–70. Finally, 2019 saw the publication of an Oxford 

Handbook on the topic of meaningful work, in which, amongst many interesting 

contributions, Ron Beadle defends the importance of meaningful work from within the neo-

Aristotelian virtue-tradition. Ron Beadle, ‘Work, Meaning, and Virtue’, in The Oxford 

Handbook of Meaningful Work, ed. Ruth Yeoman et al. (New York, New York: Oxford 

University Press, 2019), 73–87.  
7 Joanne B. Cuilla, ‘The Moral Conditions of Work’, in The Oxford Handbook of Meaningful 

Work, ed. Ruth Yeoman et al. (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2019), 23–35. 
8 Schwartz, ‘Meaningful Work’; Roessler, ‘Meaningful Work’. See also Bowie, ‘A Kantian 

Theory of Meaningful Work’. 
9 I do not mean to dismiss the importance—at least within work-society—of protecting 

against meaningless work. But I do not think these can capture the full import of work as a 

source of meaning. The avoidance of meaningless work cannot, for instance, be what is 

feared by work’s disappearance.  
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being a source of an income). This argument is best captured by formulations such that 

meaningful work is a “fundamental human need” and “central or integral to a flourishing 

life”.10 Work, these theorists argue, given its nature, is in a privileged position to confer 

meaning to the lives of workers. 

This case for the importance of meaningful work is not based on the amount of time actually 

spent working. To make their argument plausible, theorists of meaningful work turn instead to 

a definition of work with which they try to tie it essentially to its special meaning-conferring 

potential. For such a definition, they reach towards functionalist accounts of work. Ruth 

Yeoman, for instance, takes up George Kovacs’s conception of work, for whom “to work 

means to humanise the world and to produce something”.11 It is by arguing that the activities 

required by work’s necessary social function are characterised by certain intrinsic features, 

including an inherent normative quality, that theorists of meaningful work defend it as a 

“fundamental human need”, and “central or integral to a flourishing life”. 

This creates predicaments, however, that are illustrated nicely by considering the arguments 

of Andrea Veltman. Veltman argues that work is characterised by “purposeful, productive, or 

goal-oriented activity”. In making her case that work is necessary for human flourishing, she 

leans on this definition. She argues that “since deliberate and sustained efforts directed at self-

development or others’s self-development are forms of meaningful work, people cannot 

achieve flourishing without engaging in some amount of meaningful work, at least at some 

junctures in life.” She clarifies; “organizing a charity event takes effort and utilizes personal 

skills in constructively contributing to communities; it is a form of meaningful work”.12  

 
10 Yeoman, ‘Conceptualising Meaningful Work as a Fundamental Human Need’; Veltman, 

Meaningful Work, 12. 
11 Yeoman, Meaningful Work and Workplace Democracy, 2; Yeoman, ‘Conceptualising 

Meaningful Work as a Fundamental Human Need’, 236; George Kovacs, ‘Phenomenology of 

Work and Self-Transcendence’, The Journal of Value-Inquiry 20 (1986): 195–206. 
12 Veltman, Meaningful Work, 16. 
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But if organising a charity event is considered work, what about other kinds of activities 

that would not normally be included by our institution? What about, for instance, writing love 

letters or taking children swimming? Veltman explicitly excludes these, yet the grounds upon 

which she can do so, given her characterisation of work, is not clear. Does not writing love 

letters and taking children swimming “take effort and utilize personal skills in constructively 

contributing to communities”? Are they not “purposeful”? Veltman simply notes that “neither 

align with a shared understanding of work.”13  

It is hard, then, to resist the conclusion that our shared understanding of work delineates a 

narrower set of activities than all those that are purposeful, productive, or goal-oriented. Why 

is it only this narrower set of activities that can confer the meaning that work is meant to confer? 

Veltman could of course respond that she did not intend to argue that work was the only way 

to promote meaning. Perhaps meaningful work is just one of many potentially meaningful 

activities. But if she retreats in this manner, and work shares its meaning-conferring qualities 

with other kinds of activities, has she provided any argument for why work is integral for 

human flourishing? Put differently, why would the value she attributes to meaningful work 

need to be realised in the institution of work? 

As a result of these predicaments, theorists of meaningful work end up vacillating between 

using “work” to denote social function and social institution. They also vacillate between 

describing two different ways in which work relates to human flourishing. Consider this 

passage:  

 

“Meaningful work thus relates to human flourishing in the way that other intrinsically 

valuable goods relate to flourishing: knowledge, health, friendship, bodily integrity, or 

autonomy, for example, each represent important goals and values in a life well-lived, 

 
13 Veltman, 25. 
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and meaningful work does likewise. Work provides ways for individuals to contribute 

capabilities to communities and acquire a range of goods that are integral to well-being, 

including knowledge, intelligence, autonomy, self-respect, recognition, social esteem, 

and self-esteem. A life without meaningful work is not an optimal one, just as a life 

without health, healthy relationships, moral maturity, or intellectual growth (among other 

goods) is not as excellent as it otherwise might be.”14 

 

But can it really be both? Can meaningful work be both a good that is constitutive of human 

flourishing, like knowledge, health and autonomy, and a way of providing access to such 

goods?15 

These predicaments and consequent vacillations are characteristic of defences of meaningful 

work that adopt the functionalist model. Theorists analyse the activities allegedly required by 

the necessary social function of work to explain its intrinsic value, and then rely on common-

sense notions of work and its others to assure us that they are in fact theorising the institution 

of work. The problem is not that either use is illegitimate. One could theorise the nature of 

“humanising the world and producing something”, or “purposeful, productive, or goal-oriented 

activity”, and call what one is theorising “work”. And one could defend these as fundamentally 

meaningful in a unique way, essential components of a good human life. But one would then 

be drawing conclusions about that-which-one-has-defined-as-work. In grounding their 

argument on the intrinsic qualities of the necessary social function performed through work, 

theorists of meaningful work renounce any reason to maintain that this good of meaningful 

 
14 Veltman, 41. 
15 I would not want to rule out here that it would be impossible to be both at the same time. 

Perhaps friendship could be considered at the same time as a constitutive part of human 

flourishing and a practice which provides access to such goods. I only mean to demonstrate 

that Veltman fails to address the tension because she moves so effortlessly between her 

functionalist approach to work and her concessions to “shard understandings”. 
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work must be realised in the institution of work. They thereby lose any claim to explain how 

this institution functions as a source of meaning. If we are interested in how the institution of 

work functions as a source of meaning, how should we conceptualise this?  

 

II.  The goods of work 

 

Instead of thinking of it as a good that is itself constitutive of human flourishing, 

approaching work a social institution should lead us to think of meaningful work as a way of 

accessing such goods. Anca Gheaus and Lisa Herzog provide a template for how to proceed.16 

Importantly, they insist that “the benefits of work are not one (…) but many.” Instead of 

theorising the good of meaningful work based on the intrinsic qualities of a special kind of 

activity, Gheaus and Herzog provide a framework for thinking about benefits that they call “the 

goods of work”. Primarily interested in denying that the goods of work can be reduced to 

money, Ghaeus and Herzog simultaneously refuse to packet all non-pecuniary goods into one. 

“Others have discussed before the importance of “meaningful” work. Our account of the goods 

of work can be read as unpacking the ways in which work can be meaningful.”17 In doing so, 

Gheaus and Herzog conceptualise work as a social site or institution in which certain goods are 

realised. To be sure, just as not all work is good, not all goods are goods of work. As a criterion 

for what to count as a good of work, I will be guided by Gheaus and Herzog’s suggestion that 

 
16 Anca Gheaus and Lisa Herzog, ‘The Goods of Work (Other Than Money!)’, Journal of 

Social Philosophy 47, no. 1 (March 2016): 70–89. Not that they themselves understand their 

account in contrast to “functionalism”. As noted in the introduction, Herzog in other writings 

advances a decidedly functionalist perspective. For an analogous approach, see Vicki Schultz, 

‘Life’s Work’, Columbia Law Review 100, no. 7 (November 2000): 1881–1964.  
17 Gheaus and Herzog, ‘The Goods of Work’, 71. 
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goods should be considered goods of work when “work is a privileged context for realising 

them.”18  

The centrality of work for accessing these goods should be evident in our debates about 

work’s ethical importance. The goods of work ought to account for at least three kinds of 

discourses. First, there must be a good that explains how work “is about your dignity, about 

respect”. This good is highlighted by studies that emphasise the norm of working, and the kind 

of good we derive from being identified as conforming to that norm. That unemployment can 

cause serious decrease in life-satisfaction is well-documented and widely appreciated.19 Yet 

Clemens Hetschko, Andreas Knabe, and Ronnie Schöb demonstrate how contentment can 

increase again when the unemployed are able to define themselves as in retirement as opposed 

to in unemployment.20 They show that unhappiness with unemployment cannot be explained 

by the loss of income nor what one does at work alone. At stake in working is also that one is 

seen as living up to a standard set by work.  

Second, we should expect the goods of work to reflect that we want not only to be 

acknowledged as working, but also somehow recognised for doing it well. Indeed, a series of 

recent books have highlighted the political challenges that have arisen because of how post-

industrial societies have valorised certain forms of excellence at the expense of that which is 

 
18 Gheaus and Herzog, 70. Note, another way Gheaus and Herzog’s argument that labour-

markets can be criticised from a perspective of justice if they fail to distribute the non-

pecuniary goods of work fairly aligns with the purposes here is apparent in its careful 

qualifiers. Their argument, they insist, holds “in a society in which most people have to work 

to make a living”, and “unless and until the social organisation of work will allow for 

sufficient discretionary time for individuals to realise the goods of work (…) outside their 

paid job”. Indeed, at one point they even note that if it turns out to be difficult to regulate the 

fair distribution of the goods of work within paid work, their importance for justice, “can be a 

pro tanto argument for an unconditional basic income”. Gheaus and Herzog, 79–80.  
19 Andrew E. Clark and Andrew J. Oswald, ‘Unhappiness and Unemployment’, The 

Economic Journal 104, no. 424 (May 1994): 648–59; David Cooper, W.D. McCausland, and 

Ioannis Theodossiou, ‘Is Unemployment and Low Income Harmful to Health? Evidence from 

Britain’, Review of Social Economy 73, no. 1 (2 January 2015): 34–60. 
20 Clemens Hetschko, Andreas Knabe, and Ronnie Schöb, ‘Changing Identity: Retiring from 

Unemployment’, The Economic Journal 124, no. 575 (1 March 2014): 149–66. 
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developed in other forms of work.21 Finally, consider the kind of argument we find in Russ 

Muirhead’s book. Muirhead takes note of a kind of career advice - “Do what you love—the 

money will follow” - which seems common enough today but would have appeared strange 

and imprudent only a generation or two ago. “This contemporary advice”, he argues, “embraces 

the aspiration and even the expectation of finding work that “fits” us in some important way”. 

The hope today is that it is in work that we will have the opportunity to do things “that fits our 

dispositions and interests, our passions and purposes”.22 We should expect to find at least these 

three kinds of good, then, embedded in the institution of work, on the one hand pertaining to 

the recognition order of post-industrial society, and on the other associated with what we do at 

work. 

 

Self-respect 

 

Let us begin with the good of work based on the salience of living up to the norm of working. 

Living up to this norm is valuable, I shall argue, because it is an important social basis of self-

respect. I shall follow Axel Honneth in conceptualising self-respect as a relation-to-self, a 

practical self-interpretation, mediated by social relations of recognition.23 Self-respect is 

distinct from self-esteem by virtue of the kind of recognition upon which it is based. As Michael 

Walzer has argued, self-respect warrants (and demands) claims such as: “no self-respecting 

____ would endure such treatment”; and “as a ____, I could never respect myself if I did this”.24 

 
21 Daniel Markovits, The Meritocracy Trap: How America’s Foundational Myth Feeds 

Inequality, Dismantles the Middle Class, and Devours the Elite (New York: Penguin Press, 

2019); Michael J. Sandel, The Tyranny of Merit: What’s Become of the Common Good? 

(New York: Farrar, Straus and Giroux, 2020). 
22 Russell Muirhead, Just Work (Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press, 2004), 1.  
23 Axel Honneth, The Struggle for Recognition: The Moral Grammar of Social Conflicts, 

trans. Joel Anderson (Cambridge, Mass.: Polity Press, 1995). 
24 Michael Walzer, Spheres of Justice: A Defense Of Pluralism and Equality (New York: 

Basic Books, 1983), 276. 
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Whilst esteeming involves interpersonal comparisons, respecting someone means recognising 

them as living up to a certain ideal, to certain standards, identifying us as worthy of respect.25  

Where honour operates as the medium of respect, the standards which one must live up to 

varies according to one’s place in the social order. To defend one’s honour means demanding 

respect, where the basis of that respect is given by one’s position in a social hierarchy.26 Hence 

the blanks in Walzer’s claims above. When offended, the gentleman, to defend his honour, has 

to challenge his offender to a dual because his status as a gentleman is threatened. Given the 

norms pertaining to gentlemen, he could not lay claim to the respect of his fellows if the 

offensive treatment was tolerated. In some societies, honour requires widows of a certain class 

to take their lives. In this case, similarly, suicide is demanded because their status as a woman 

of a certain class is threatened by surviving their husband. As a woman of that class, they could 

not respect themselves should they live on without their husband.  

It is fundamental to our concept of modernity, that we understand it as an overcoming of 

such “traditional”, “hierarchical” society. In modern societies, the standards one must live up 

to in order to demand respect is universalised. The basis of self-respect is no longer captured 

by notions of honour, but by conceptions of dignity.27 As Walzer argues, in post-traditional, 

democratic societies (if not substantially realised democracies, then at least always democratic 

in aspiration), “it is the minimal standards intrinsic to the practice of democracy that set the 

 
25 For a longer discussion of the distinction, see below. 
26 “In a hierarchically ordered society the etiquette of everyday life consists of ongoing 

transactions of honor and different groups relate differently to this process according to the 

principle of “to each his due”.” Peter Berger, ‘On the Obsolescence of the Concept of Honor’, 

European Journal of Sociology 11, no. 2 (1970): 340. “The nature of honor”, as Montesquieu 

puts it, “is to demand preferences and distinctions”. Montesquieu, The Spirit of the Laws, ed. 

Anne M. Cohler, Basia Carolyn Miller, and Harold Samuel Stone (Cambridge: Cambridge 

University Press, 1989), 27.  
27 Berger, ‘On the Obsolescence of the Concept of Honor’; Honneth, The Struggle for 

Recognition; Nancy Fraser and Axel Honneth, Redistribution Or Recognition? A Political-

Philosophical Exchange, trans. Joel Golb, James Ingram, and Christiane Wilke (London; 

New York: Verso, 2003). 
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norms of self-respect.” As these standards spread throughout society, “they make possible a 

kind of self-respect that isn’t dependent on any particular social position”. Instead, it “has to 

do with one’s general standing in the community and with one’s sense of oneself, not as a 

person simply but as a person effective in such and such a setting, a full and equal member, an 

active participant.”28 Exclusion from the arenas of such participation is couched not as an attack 

on one’s honour, but as assault on one’s dignity.29  

In the self-understanding of liberal democracies, the social basis of self-respect inheres in 

one’s legal status. Typically, “the minimal standards intrinsic to the practice of democracy” is 

understood to refer to the practices of democratic participation involved in democratic will-

formation. Therefore, according to the self-understanding of a liberal democracy, through the 

recognition involved in the rights granting every citizen protection from the exercise of 

arbitrary power and formal access to participating in its democratic procedures, it institutes 

practices of recognition enabling universal self-respect. As Honneth puts it, “in the experience 

of legal recognition, one is able to view oneself as a person who shares with all other members 

of one’s community the qualities that make participation in discursive will-formation possible. 

And we can term the possibility of relating positively to oneself in this manner “self-

respect”.”30 Accordingly, the forms of disrespect affecting a person’s self-respect are “those 

 
28 Walzer, Spheres Of Justice, 276. 
29 Note, the universalization of the standards required to claim respect means that the same 

standards apply to all but not that there is only one standard. I shall argue that working was 

included as one such standard, but I do not think it is the only one.  
30 Honneth, The Struggle for Recognition, 120. Or as Jürgen Habermas puts it, ““Human 

dignity” performs the function of a seismograph that registers what is constitutive for a 

democratic legal order, namely, just those rights that the citizens of a political community 

must grant themselves if they are to be able to respect one another as members of a voluntary 

association of free and equal persons. The guarantee of these human rights gives rise to the 

status of citizens who, as subjects of equal rights, have a claim to be respected in their human 

dignity.” Jürgen Habermas, ‘The Concept of Human Dignity and the Realistic Utopia of 

Human Rights’, Metaphilosophy 41, no. 4 (20 July 2010): 469. Original emphasis. 
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forms of personal disrespect to which an individual is subjected by being structurally excluded 

from the possession of certain rights within a society.”31 

Empirical support for this interpretation, according to Honneth, is provided by the 

experience of groups who have been denied their basic rights and understand it from the 

perspective of withheld recognition, i.e., a threat to their self-respect. The primary example 

Honneth gives is the civil rights movement in the US in the fifties and sixties.32 Let us pause 

and consider this example. For in fact, it suggests a different conclusion than that drawn by 

Honneth. Indeed, of the many lessons we should learn from the civil rights movement, one 

surely is that “the minimal standards intrinsic to the practice of democracy” are far less minimal 

than liberal theorists tend to assume. “Full and equal membership”, recognition of “active 

participation” in a liberal democracy, requires more than voting rights. First, as protesters on 

buses and at lunch counters argued with their very bodies, full and equal membership requires 

equal access in the sphere of consumption. One’s formal access to the voting booth is of little 

value if one’s status as an equal member of society is undermined every day by legal and extra-

legal market structures that designate you as a second-class citizen.33 Second, the civil rights 

movement, in addition to being worried about real voting rights, was almost as concerned with 

access to work. “Equality means dignity”, Martin Luther King Jr pronounced in 1963. “And 

dignity demands a job and a paycheck that lasts through the week.”34 The demand for work 

was not simply a demand for an income; it was also a demand for inclusion and respect.  

 
31 Honneth, The Struggle for Recognition, 133. 
32 Honneth, 120. 
33 A general argument to which I am sure Honneth himself, who has stated elsewhere that he 

is “explicitly opposed to the tendency to develop the foundations of a theory of justice solely 

on the basis of juridical concepts”, is highly sympathetic. After all, a central premise of his 

magnum opus on “the social foundations of democratic life” is that many of these “do not 

consist in juridical relations, but in practices, customs and social roles”. Axel Honneth, 

Freedom’s Right: The Social Foundations of Democratic Life, trans. Joseph Ganahl (New 

York: Columbia University Press, 2014), 66–67.  
34 Quoted in Joan C. Williams, White Working Class: Overcoming Class Cluelessness in 

America (Boston Massachusetts: Harvard Business Review Press, 2017), x. Often noted, and 
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Honneth’s own example suggests, then, that, in our society, there is more to “the minimal 

standards intrinsic to the practice of democracy” than access to the practices of democratic 

will-formation. To be recognised as an “active participant”, a “full and equal member”, requires 

working.35 In fact, the grounds of this requirement can be found in the argument of the previous 

chapter. With the emergence of welfare capitalism, work was interpreted as “participation in 

the economy”. Because the economy’s productive capacity was understood as crucial for the 

state’s ability to secure the goods of citizenship, the social contribution of participating in the 

economy became an important duty of citizenship. “The economy” was construed as 

coterminous with the democratic nation-state; working was understood as a form of political 

participation. The opposite of participating, unemployment and the receipt of welfare, was 

constructed as a dependent and undignified social state. From then on, legal recognition 

granting access to the practices of democratic will-formation was not enough to be recognised 

an “active participant”, a “full and equal member”. It was now expected of active participants 

in society that they work. The performance of work has become a basis upon which one earns 

recognition as an “active participant” in society.36  

 

not insignificant, given its symbolic status, the Great March on Washington of that same year 

was officially called the March on Washington for Freedom and Jobs. On Solidarity Day in 

1981, when working men and women gathered in Washington in the largest public gathering 

of organised labour in the history of the US, comparable in size to the March on Washington, 

Coretta Scott King stressed in her speech, that “[i]n a very real sense, Solidarity Day is a 

continuation of the great march on Washington, the latest stop in our long journey toward 

fulfilling the American dream of freedom, justice and equality for all.” Quoted in Lane 

Windham, Knocking on Labor’s Door: Union Organizing in the 1970s and the Roots of a 

New Economic Divide (Chapel Hill: UNC Press Books, 2017), 180. 
35 I do not mean to imply that work is the only social basis of self-respect. Moreover, I do not 

mean to suggest that this is as intrinsic to non-hierarchical, democratic societies as the 

relation between respect and political rights; it is a result of the meaning given to democracy 

by work-society. As my argument in part two will suggest, however, I do think that a state 

aiming to guarantee social citizenship will need an institution extracting some social 

contribution from its citizens. Recognition of active participation, full and equal membership, 

should be guaranteed to all by securing universal and equal access to this institution.  
36 I have already noted the longer history of work and citizenship in the US, where the more 

salient contrast with slavery conferred on work a more important social status even before the 

developments discussed in the previous chapter. 
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It is, as Honneth’s argument suggests, by taking up the perspective of those excluded from 

them, that we grasp the social relations of recognition necessary for self-respect. The argument 

of this section is thus strengthened by noting that long-term unemployment, or even worse, 

structural exclusion from work has become a matter of disrespect. This, as hinted in the last 

chapter, is a necessary basis upon which to understand the feminist critique of work. Much the 

same point is made by those who take up the perspective of the disabled, a group who often 

still find themselves structurally excluded from “participation in the economy”.37 

 

Self-esteem 

 

Self-esteem is comparable in many ways to self-respect. Self-esteem is a relation-to-self, a 

self-interpretation, enabled by social relations of recognition. As with self-respect, self-

esteem’s mediated nature means that under ordinary circumstances, self-esteem requires being 

esteemed by others. Self-esteem is based, however, on different relations of recognition. Whilst 

respecting someone involves recognising them as living up to an ideal, esteem involves 

interpersonal comparisons.38 Self-esteem depends on being recognised as in the possession of 

an attribute or ability of a particularly high quality, relative to other relevant members of 

society. A person of little or no self-esteem, judges themselves “by way of accomplishments 

and natural and social advantages (…) to be distinctly or generally inferior or, at best, 

mediocre.”39 

 
37 Gregory S. Kavka, ‘Disability and the Right to Work’, Social Philosophy and Policy 9, no. 

1 (January 1992): 262–90. 
38 David Sachs, ‘How to Distinguish Self-Respect from Self-Esteem’, Philosophy & Public 

Affairs 10, no. 4 (Autumn 1981): 346–60; Walzer, Spheres Of Justice, 272–80. For a similar 

distinction, made with slightly different terminology, “recognition respect” and “appraisal 

respect”, see Stephen L. Darwall, ‘Two Kinds of Respect’, Ethics 88, no. 1 (October 1977): 

36–49. 
39 Sachs, ‘How to Distinguish Self-Respect from Self-Esteem’, 351. 



 120 

Axel Honneth helpfully ties the emergence of the distinction between respecting and 

esteeming to the demise of honour entailed by the rise of modernity.40 In honouring someone, 

respect and esteem were intertwined. One was respected for living up to the particular standards 

set by one’s position in the social hierarchy; one was esteemed on the same grounds (at least if 

one occupied a position high enough up in the social hierarchy). With modernity, dignity, at 

least nominally tied to universal capacities of human beings, replaced honour as the basis of 

respect. The standards one had to live up to in order to demand respect was universalised. 

Esteem, persisting as a mode of recognising the particularity of persons, thereby arose as a 

distinct practical relation of recognition. Whilst honour identified esteem with the recognition 

of someone’s particular place in the social hierarchy, esteem became tied the recognition of 

someone’s qualities or accomplishments.41 As with the transition from honour to dignity, this 

passage was also marked in the history of concepts “by the transition from concepts of honour 

to categories of social “standing” or “prestige”.”42 

Whilst esteem can be conferred through a variety of social institutions, theorists of 

recognition and of esteem tend to agree that the most important social basis of esteem is the 

labour-market. “Given the narrow range of recognisable achievement in the capitalist 

recognition order,” writes Timo Jütten, “it is not surprising that paid work through regular 

employment is the principal activity through which subjects seek social esteem from their 

fellow subjects.”43 What is it about the labour-market which makes it a primary social 

 
40 Honneth, The Struggle for Recognition. 
41 The entire dissolution of the honour principle, then, according to Honneth, “can thus be 

vividly described as a splitting of the premodern concept of honor into two opposed ideas: 

one part of the honor assured by hierarchy was in a sense democratized by according all 

members of society equal respect for their dignity and autonomy (…), while the other part 

was in a sense “meritocraticized””. Axel Honneth, “Redistribution as Recognition” in Fraser 

and Honneth, Redistibution or Recognition, 141 
42 Honneth, The Struggle for Recognition, 123. 
43 Timo Jütten, ‘Dignity, Esteem, and Social Contribution: A Recognition-Theoretical View: 

Dignity, Esteem & Social Contribution’, Journal of Political Philosophy 25, no. 3 

(September 2017): 264. As Axel Honneth ends the quote from above, “one part of the honor 
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institution for the conferral of esteem? Note first that in order to be the basis of a relation of 

esteem, the quality or achievement recognised must be seen as valuable. The only contributions 

for which one can be quite sure to receive some esteem, are those recognised to contribute to 

the common good. Therefore, the struggle for esteem often takes the form of highlighting 

previously neglected contributions to the common good. In an ethically fractured public sphere, 

“participation in the economy” has the distinctive advantage of comprising a contribution to an 

almost universally acknowledged social good. On a smaller scale, one’s work can be 

acknowledged as a valuable contribution to a business or firm or to a team within that business.  

Second, esteem is directed at particular qualities, or achievements that are characteristic of 

people in their personal difference. “Persons can feel themselves to be “valuable””, as Honneth 

puts it, “only when they know themselves to be recognized for accomplishments that they 

precisely do not share in an undifferentiated manner with others”44 Thus, this form of 

recognition demands a social medium that acknowledges individual accomplishments and 

abilities. Since its inception, it has been held up as a distinctive virtue of capitalistic economic 

life that it allows for increasing specialisation, each individual contributing through their 

distinct qualities. It is therefore, as Nicholas Smith puts it, “the primary social sphere in which 

these accomplishments and abilities are made manifest”.45 These two features of the labour-

market explain why it is the primary social institution for the conferral of esteem. 

Not all relations of esteem are the same. It is worth taking note of a useful distinction 

Stephan Voswinkel has made between appreciation (Würdigung) and admiration 

 

assured by hierarchy was in a sense democratized by according all members of society equal 

respect for their dignity and autonomy (…), while the other part was in a sense 

“meritocracized”: each was to enjoy social esteem according to his or her achievement as a 

“productive citizen”.” Fraser and Honneth, Redistribution Or Recognition?, 141. Emphasis 

added. 
44 Honneth, The Struggle for Recognition, 125. 
45 Nicholas H. Smith, ‘Three Normative Models of Work’, in New Philosophies of Labour: 

Work and the Social Bond, ed. Nicholas H. Smith and Jean-Philippe Deranty (Leiden; 

Boston: Brill, 2012), 201. 
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(Bewunderung). The distinction helpfully displays how esteem through work can be primarily 

based on how the contribution relates to the common good on the one hand, or individual 

accomplishments and abilities on the other. ““Admiration” corresponds to the concept of 

“prestige”,” says Voswinkel, “appreciation with that of “gratitude”. (…) Admiration refers 

primarily to capital, to capabilities, resources, achievements and successes, appreciation on the 

other hand rather to contributions, sacrifices, efforts, commitment, attachment”.46 And 

elsewhere; appreciation “functions as a kind of “payment in return” (Gegenleistung) in 

relations of social reciprocity and expresses appreciation for the contribution of the subject”. 

Admiration “emphasises difference. This is the recognition granted to singularity, great 

achievements, impressive success, superiority, originality”.47  

It would be too simplistic, however, to think of forms of esteem through work as falling 

either into the category of appreciation or admiration. The recognition involved in esteem 

instead contains a combination of appreciation and admiration. We should think of the esteem 

sought and acquired through work as extending on a spectrum that reaches from pure 

appreciation on the one end to pure admiration on the other, depending on the way in which it 

emphasises contribution and commitment relative to originality and difference.  

 

Self-realisation 

 

Both goods of work above are embedded in the institution of work by virtue of its place in 

the recognition order of work-society. Hence, the institution of work is a source of meaning in 

 
46 Stephan Voswinkel, ‘Die Anerkennung Der Arbeit Im Wandel: Zwischen Würdigung Und 

Bewunderung’, in Anerkennung Und Arbeit, ed. Ursula Holtgrewe, Stephan Voswinkel, and 

Gabriele Wagner (UVK, 2000), 41. 
47 Stephan Voswinkel, ‘Admiration Without Appreciation? The Paradoxes of Recognition of 

Doubly Subjectivised Work’, in New Philosophies of Labour: Work and the Social Bond, ed. 

Nicholas H. Smith and Jean-Philippe Deranty (Leiden ; Boston: Brill, 2012), 278. 
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part by virtue of how this institution is embedded into a wider social framework. Self-respect 

and self-esteem contrast to goods of work associated with the activity of working itself. By 

analysing the more recent aspirations that have become associated with work, this is where we 

find the third good of work, self-realisation.  

By “self-realisation”, I do not mean anything like the variety of philosophically complex 

and both morally and materially challenging ideals that it has at times denoted. I have in mind 

something in every sense more mundane. As Jon Elster defined it, we realise ourselves in 

activities where “the purpose is to achieve something, and satisfaction is supervenient upon the 

achievement rather than the immediate purpose of the activity”.48 Self-realisation, according to 

Elster’s conception, is only achieved through the performance of activities with an external 

goal. This goal cannot be self-realisation itself, nor pure enjoyment. The achievement of the 

goal of the activity must be susceptible to evaluation based on standards of quality. The 

performance of the activity can thus be evaluated, according to these standards, by how well it 

achieves its given purpose. Whilst we might also want recognition for performing the activity 

well, the process of learning to do so involves the development of one’s talents and abilities, 

and the identification with and enjoyment of this process itself, we might call self-realisation.49  

The association between work and self-realisation has perhaps much to do with the hold on 

our imagination of the figures of the craftsman and that of the artist. These normative paradigms 

of work have securely embedded self-realisation as a good of work. Autonomous craftsmanship 

has, throughout modernity, been held as a critical standard against which the degeneration of 

mind and body brought about by modern work was understood. Nostalgic perhaps, yet very 

 
48 Jon Elster, ‘Self-Realization in Work and Politics: The Marxist Conception of the Good 

Life’, Social Philosophy and Policy 3, no. 2 (1986): 100. 
49 The good of self-realisation on this formulation approximates to John Rawls’ “Aristotelian 

Principle”, which states that “other things equal, human beings enjoy the exercise of their 

realized capacities (their innate or trained abilities), and this enjoyment increases the more the 

capacity is realized, or the greater its complexity”. John Rawls, A Theory of Justice, Revised 

Edition (Cambridge, Mass.: Belknap Press of Harvard University Press, 1999), 374. 
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much alive and significant as a moral and political ideal, and with eloquent contemporary 

champions.50 Even more significant, however, for how the ideal of self-realisation has been 

understood over the last half-century, is how the artistic model provided resources for a critique 

that, in Luc Boltanski and Eve Chiapello’s formulation transformed the “spirit of capitalism”.51 

Critiques of capitalism can, according to Boltanski and Chiapello, be roughly divided into 

two main camps. Social critiques take aim at the poverty, inequality, and egoism of capitalist 

societies. The source of indignation motivating artistic critiques on the other hand is 

disenchantment, inauthenticity, and oppression. According to Boltanski and Chiapello, the 

social and political crises generated by the period around 1968, though a period characterised 

by a combination of social and artistic critiques, were ultimately interpreted as a rebellion 

against stifling working conditions, stifling, that is, of the autonomous creativity of workers. 

Simply put, capitalism co-opted the critiques of the turbulent 60s by transforming its “spirit”. 

As a result, whilst the hierarchical nature of firms remained, accommodating the professed 

desire for “flexibility” and “autonomy”, the hierarchies were transformed, and to engender 

loyalty, workers were instead encouraged to identify completely with their working selves.52  

 
50 Richard Sennett, The Craftsman (New Haven: Yale University Press, 2008); Matthew B. 

Crawford, Shop Class as Soulcraft: An Inquiry into the Value of Work (New York: Penguin 

Books, 2009). In 1984 Michael Piore and Charles Sabel caused excitement with a book 

arguing that craft forms of production had in fact survived at the margins of mass-production 

and that the then emerging computerisation of the economy could help renew this paradigm. 

Michael Piore, The Second Industrial Divide: Possibilities For Prosperity, Reprint Edition 

(New York: Basic Books, 1986). 
51 Luc Boltanski and Eve Chiapello, The New Spirit of Capitalism (London; New York: 

Verso, 2005). 
52 Boltanski and Chiapello make the argument in part by analysing the entrepreneurial 

management discourse emerging in the 1970s. For a recent study of the American case, 

which traces this discourse back into the era conventionally thought of as entirely dominated 

by the more straightforwardly hierarchical requirements of rational, bureaucratic planning, 

and which thus proposes a slight amendment to Boltanski and Chiapello’s thesis, construing 

the new entrepreneurialism of the late 20th century as “only the strengthened authority of one 

existing tendency within a variegated intellectual field”, see Erik Baker, ‘The Rise of 

Entrepreneurial Management Theory in the United States’, Modern Intellectual History, 2 

November 2021, 1–25. 
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As one theorist described it, we saw an increasing “normative subjectivation” of work. The 

new generation saw work “also as an opportunity to learn something new, to develop oneself 

further, and to achieve a sense of competence and independence”.53 One wanted now “to be 

able to act in one’s work not as an anybody, but as a subject with particular abilities, 

proclivities, and talents, and to interpret the activities along the dimension of personal 

development and self-realisation”.54 According to some theorists, the result was the creation of 

an entirely novel historical subject. As the enterprise is depicted as the site of individual 

flourishing, the productive self of industrial times gives way to the entrepreneurial subject of 

neoliberalism.55 At the core of entrepreneurial selfhood is the desire for self-realisation in work; 

the entrepreneurial self delights in the opportunity for self-realisation awarded by working.  

Importantly, for most workers, at least most workers without higher education, “flexibility” 

did not mean real autonomy. “Delivering smiles” is probably not as merry is attempts to sound, 

nor should we expect working in one of Amazon’s “fulfilment centres” to be very fulfilling.56 

Nevertheless, whilst critical accounts of this transformation often primarily emphasise its 

negative consequences, it would be a mistake, as Pierre Dardot and Christian Laval argue, to 

disparage “the entrepreneurial ethic as merely an imposture and fraud.” It is important to 

recognise that “[i]t is the ethic of our time”.57 It is this ethic Russ Muirhead appeals to when he 

 
53 Martin Baethge, ‘Arbeit, Vergesellschaftung, Identität — Zur Zunehmenden Normativen 

Subjektivierung Der Arbeit’, Soziale Welt 42, no. 1 (1991): 9. 
54 Baethge, 7–8. This transformation was not lost on more contemporary commentators 

either. See Johannes Behrens, ‘“Selbstverwirklichung” – Oder: Vom Verblassen aller 

Alternativen zur Berufsarbeit. Umfragen und Fallstudien zur Krise der Arbeit in Familie und 

Erwerbstätigkeit’, in Ansprüche an die Arbeit: Umfragedaten und Interpretationen, ed. Hans-

Joachim Hoffmann-Novotny and Friedhelm Gehrmann (Frankfurt/Main: Campus, 1984), 

117–35. 
55 Pierre Dardot and Christian Laval, The New Way of the World: On Neoliberal Society 

(London, England; Brooklyn, New York: Verso Books, 2014). 
56 Jake Alimahomed-Wilson and Ellen Reese, eds., The Cost of Free Shipping: Amazon in the 

Global Economy (London: Pluto Press, 2020); Alec MacGillis, Fulfillment: Winning and 

Losing in One-Click America (New York: Farrar, Straus and Giroux, 2021). 
57 Dardot and Laval, The New Way of the World, 265. 
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notes “the aspiration and even the expectation of finding work that “fits” us in some important 

way”.58 What this is, is an ethic which “makes work the privileged vehicle of self-realisation”.59  

 

III. Transformations of work and democratic decay 

 

“The crisis consists precisely in the fact that the old is dying and the new cannot be born; 

in this interregnum a great variety of morbid symptoms appear.” 

Antonio Gramsci60 

 

We are approaching the end of part one. I have sought over these first three chapters to 

develop a thoroughly institutionalist model of work. In chapter one, I analysed work as (a) the 

practice through which we understand ourselves to perform a certain kind of necessary social 

function. Work is the compartmentalisation of social reproduction in an independent social 

practice. This compartmentalisation emerged with what I theorised as the social dominance of 

the labour market. In chapter two, I considered work as (b) the only properly legitimate means 

to an income. This was analysed in relation to the role work, understood as “participation in 

the economy”, occupies in the social imaginary of welfare capitalism, as a source of social 

integration, and to its place in the social compact undergirding welfare-capitalist states, as a 

 
58 Muirhead, Just Work, 1. 
59 Dardot and Laval, The New Way of the World, 265. Some might object that the ethic is far 

from equally significant in all corners of the economy. This is a fair point but should itself not 

be overstated. Accounts of its transformations often describe the cutting-edge of economic 

and organisational development; they often rely on similar accounts of a small number of 

American firms. Yet, as Sennett defends himself from this objection, “this small slice of the 

economy has a cultural influence far beyond its numbers.” Exactly as a cutting-edge standard, 

it exerts “a profound moral and normative force (…) for how the larger economy should 

evolve.” Richard Sennett, The Culture of the New Capitalism (New Haven: Yale University 

Press, 2007), 10–12. It is after all this moral and normative force, embedded in the practice of 

work, which we are after. It is in this context it is significant to note how Amazon represents 

the reportedly gruelling work performed in their warehouses and delivery trucks.  
60 Antonio Gramsci, Selections from the Prison Notebooks, ed. Quintin Hoare and Geoffrey 

Nowell Smith, Reprint, 1989 Edition (New York: International Publishers Co, 1971), 276. 
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duty of citizenship. In this chapter, I have looked at work as (c) a significant source of meaning. 

Work is meaningful, I have argued, to the extent that it provides access to what I have called 

the “goods of work”. Self-respect, self-esteem, and self-realisation are three goods of work.61 

By unpacking the institution, we have gained a perspective on our society as work-society. 

The meaning of work-society emerges when we view the institution of work as something of 

an organising principle. At the same time, by accounting for each aspect of the institution of 

work by reference to the material structures, social imaginary, and ideology of that society, I 

have attempted to denaturalise the institution, thus laying the groundwork for the political 

project that will be considered in part two. There I shall discuss how work could be abolished 

by disassembling the institution. Before I move on to part two, however, I want to conclude 

this first part by demonstrating how this account of work provides not only a framework for 

 
61 A note on the status of this list: naturally, there are other possible ways of unpacking 

work’s meaningfulness. Gheaus and Herzog list the goods of work as (i) excellence, (ii) 

social contribution, (iii) community, and (iv) social respect. Gheaus and Herzog, ‘The Goods 

of Work’. Vicki Shultz on the other hand ground the significance of work in (i) citizenship, 

(ii) community, and (iii) identity. Schultz, ‘Life’s Work’. We should not be deceived, 

however, by the apparent lack of overlap to think that there is no agreement between theorists 

about the goods of work. Writers might theorise similar goods under different names or 

distinguish between them in slightly different ways; the overall pictures might overlap more 

than what is apparent from a quick glance at the lists of goods. Take for instance Gheaus and 

Herzog’s second good. Whilst the possibility to make a social contribution might appear not 

to be included by my account, I have theorised the recognition of one’s social contribution as 

an important basis for self-esteem. I agree it is involved in work’s meaningfulness.  

Nevertheless, some might want to include being of use to others as an independent good of 

work, on a par with self-realisation. I do not deny that this case could be made. (An important 

element of some portrayals of the local disappearance of work, is the feeling of being 

forgotten. See for instance Anne Case and Angus Deaton, Deaths of Despair and the Future 

of Capitalism (Princeton University Press, 2020). As it was put to me by a friend: “the 

opposite of being forgotten is being asked for help.” See also Kimberley Brownlee, ‘The 

Lonely Heart Breaks: On the Right to Be a Social Contributor’, Aristotelian Society 

Supplementary Volume 90, no. 1 (June 2016): 27–48.) Nor do I rule out that other goods 

could be shown to be goods of work. In short, whilst I do want to insist that each of the goods 

above should be included as goods of work, I will not insist that it represent a finished, 

complete list. Although the more complete the list, the fuller the picture, I do not think a 

finished list is necessary for the more theoretical points I wish to make about work as a 

source of meaning. These are: first, that work is a source of meaning by virtue of being a site 

for the realisation of goods such as the above; and second, that the goods of work, however 

we enumerate them, need not be realised in the institution of work.  



 128 

understanding work and work-society, but also for interpreting its contemporary 

transformations, and for assessing their normative salience. Beyond the straightforward threats 

of losing one’s source of income, as well as the moral hazards of bad work, the normative 

salience of transformations of work must be understood, I want to show, based on their effect 

on the goods of work.  

I shall present this framework by looking at contemporary transformations of work whose 

political ramifications have worried social scientists and political commentators. Democracies 

worldwide are under stress.62 They are, we are told, dying, ending, deconsolidating, and 

backsliding. On the rise is “electoral authoritarianism”, “competitive authoritarianism”, 

“populism”, and “illiberal democracy”. As the proliferation of labels indicates, we do not yet 

have a full grasp of what the present threats to democracy consist of. Nevertheless, the old is 

gasping for breath, and whilst the new cannot fully be born, the morbidity of the symptoms of 

the interregnum appears at least to confirm one of the most dominant narratives of our present 

political moment; liberal democracy is in crisis.  

The suspicious synchronicity with which democracies have found themselves under 

pressure has stimulated a profusion of attempts to account for this stress by relating it to broader 

transformations of the cultural and economic environment of post-industrial societies.  One the 

one hand some writers posit the recent political trends as an effect, as one book puts it, of a 

“cultural backlash”.63 On the other hand, apparent references to the autonomous logic of the 

 
62 For attempts at measuring the extent of this crisis empirically, see Larry Diamond, ‘Facing 

Up to the Democratic Recession’, Journal of Democracy 26, no. 1 (2015): 141–55; Anna 

Lührmann and Staffan Lindberg, ‘A Third Wave of Autocratization Is Here: What Is New 

about It?’, Democratization 26, no. 7 (2019): 1095–1113. 
63 Pippa Norris and Ronald Inglehart, Cultural Backlash: Trump, Brexit, and Authoritarian 

Populism (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2019). For a more popular version, in 

every sense of the word, of the culturalist case, see David Goodhart, The Road to Somewhere: 

The Populist Revolt and the Future of Politics (London: Hurst, 2017). For some important 

academic precursors of the argument, see Geertje Lucassen and Marcel Lubbers, ‘Who Fears 

What? Explaining Far-Right-Wing Preference in Europe by Distinguishing Perceived 

Cultural and Economic Ethnic Threats’, Comparative Political Studies 45, no. 5 (May 2012): 
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cultural are dismissed by those who instead emphasise the economic roots of the political 

turbulence of the last decade. Whilst they disagree about the underlying dynamics, some 

stressing globalisation, some automation, and some a combination of both combined with bad 

political management, this latter group of writers all try to explain recent political 

developments as a consequence of transformations in the economy, and transformations of 

work in particular.64  

Predictably, there are those who reject the above as a fake dichotomy, repudiating the 

choice between either a cultural or an economic explanation of the reshaping of politics. 

Cathrine de Vries makes this point forcefully. “While proponents on both sides of the debate 

have put forward ample evidence, by focusing on either side of it”, she argues, “we seem to 

have lost track of one important point, namely that economic and cultural grievances 

interact.”65 Now, it is not so clear that we have lost track of this point entirely. Norris and 

Inglehart have no problem conceding that economic conditions accelerate the “cultural 

backlash”. Moreover, on the side of the theorists who stress the primacy of the economic, few 

deny that economic transformations have politically salient cultural ramifications. Typically, 

their point is rather, as Rodrik puts it, that “[w]hat may look like a racist or xenophobic backlash 

 

547–74; Elisabeth Ivarsflaten, ‘What Unites Right-Wing Populists in Western Europe?: Re-

Examining Grievance Mobilization Models in Seven Successful Cases’, Comparative 

Political Studies 41, no. 1 (January 2008): 3–23. 
64 For the globalisation side, see for instance Dani Rodrik, The Globalization Paradox: 

Democracy and the Future of the World Economy (New York: W. W. Norton & Company, 

2011); Dani Rodrik, ‘Populism and the Economics of Globalization’, Journal of International 

Business Policy 1, no. 1–2 (June 2018): 12–33. For the automation argument, see Carles 

Boix, Democratic Capitalism at the Crossroads: Technological Change and the Future of 

Politics (Princeton, NJ: Princeton University Press, 2019). For the final group, more explicit 

in their critique of government, see Martin Sandbu, The Economics of Belonging: A Radical 

Plan to Win Back the Left Behind and Achieve Prosperity for All (Princeton, NJ: Princeton 

University Press, 2020); Eric Lonergan and Mark Blyth, Angrynomics (Newcastle upon 

Tyne: Agenda Publishing, 2020). 
65 ‘The Globalization Backlash: It’s Both Culture and the Economy, Stupid’, Social Europe 

(blog), 5 July 2018, https://www.socialeurope.eu/the-globalization-backlash-its-both-culture-

and-the-economy-stupid. 
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may have its roots in economic anxieties and dislocations.”66 Moreover, as a corrective to the 

dichotomy constructed between the economic and the cultural, it is not satisfactory. 

A conceptual scheme which ties together the economic and the cultural through interaction 

rests on a prior separation. Conceiving of the cultural as the emotional and value-laden, the 

economic is reduced to instrumental rationality. Work, on this model, from the perspective of 

those who work, is conceived, above all, as a means to an income. Attempts to clarify how the 

interaction between the economic and the cultural is meant to take place thus typically refer to 

the importance of “ressentiment”: economic hardship, manifested in the disappearance of work 

and worsening working conditions, create “economic anxieties”. Simmering for a while under 

the surface, passions then erupt into the political culture as ressentiment, bitter indignation at 

having been treated unfairly, anger against those perceived as enjoying unmerited advantages. 

Economically rooted distress is “expressed” as cultural anxiety.67 

I do not wish to dispute that this hints at something both true and important. No serious 

political history of the last decade can be told without reference to the global financial crash of 

2008, and the pain rooted in the economic hardships caused jointly by the Great Recession and 

the austerity measures imposed to confront it. Present day UK, John Lanchester points out, has 

suffered “the longest period of declining real incomes in recorded economic history”. 

“Recorded economic history” means as far back as to the end of the Napoleonic Wars. That is, 

as he notes, “a truly stupendous statistic”. If “you knew nothing about the economy, sociology 

or politics of a country, and were told that single fact about it–that real incomes had been falling 

for the longest period ever–you would expect serious convulsions in its national life.”68 But 

 
66 Rodrik, ‘Populism and the Economics of Globalization’, 26. 
67 As seen from each perspective delineated above; worsening economic conditions 

accelerate the “cultural backlash”, or; “[w]hat may look like a racist or xenophobic backlash 

may have its roots in economic anxieties and dislocations.”  
68 John Lanchester, ‘After the Fall’, London Review of Books, 5 July 2018, 

https://www.lrb.co.uk/the-paper/v40/n13/john-lanchester/after-the-fall. 
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would you know what kind of convulsions to expect? Would you expect these convulsions? If 

one wishes to posit transformations of work as one underlying condition of contemporary crises 

of democracy, then more needs to be done to tie these transformations to the specific processes 

that are putting democracies under stress today. That is exactly what the framework developed 

in this dissertation can do.   

We should be sceptical of anyone claiming to be able to provide a complete account and 

explanation of the contemporary crises of democracy. It is important to emphasise the diversity 

of the national contexts within which this democratic decay is taking place.69 Nevertheless, if 

we stick to post-industrial liberal democracies, the strain on these is in part constituted by 

certain elements that recur across national contexts. These include, first, the loss of support of 

the historically dominant parties occupying the traditional centre on account of the 

weaponization, primarily by parties on the far right, of an exclusionary image of “the people” 

or “the nation”. Second, an increasingly important political polarisation between those with 

and those without higher education, and a growing animosity towards professionals. And third, 

widespread cynicism as regards the legitimate authority of specialised knowledge, and 

suspicion of the figure of “the expert”, custodian of this knowledge.70 Picking up on these 

 
69 Clearly, the democratic deficits in Russia and China are not of a kind with the troublesome 

developments in the US, which again are different from the challenges facing various 

European states. Moreover, the reasons for the support of AfD in Germany cannot simply be 

equated with those explaining the rise of Fidesz in Hungary, which again do not perfectly 

correspond to the causes of the electoral victories of the M5S or Lega Nord in Italy. It is 

important to reject an overly homogenising picture first, because by painting it one might risk 

distorting local conditions, and second, because it is critical to parry the potentially dangerous 

inclination to view the spread of authoritarianism as inevitable. Not only is this narrative one 

that anti-democratic actors themselves promote, but it might also contribute to diffuse the 

kind of cynicism within which they thrive. 
70 Any attempt to pick out recurring elements of strain will leave out salient yet less general 

features. Nevertheless, that these three headings pick out some important and potentially 

pernicious currents of present-day politics in post-industrial societies is at least well-

supported by the literature on the contemporary “crisis of democracy”. For a selection of 

important socio-theoretical analysis, see Jan-Werner Müller, What Is Populism? 

(Philadelphia, Pa: University of Pennsylvania Press, 2016); Pankaj Mishra, Age of Anger: A 

History of the Present (UK: Allen Lane, an imprint of Penguin Books, 2017); Markovits, The 
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elements of strain, I shall seek now to employ the framework I have developed to make 

plausible how transformations of work have contributed to their prevalence. I shall argue that 

it is by altering expectations about the realisation of the goods of work, that transformations of 

work have contributed to an environment within which democracies are under stress.  

The transformations of work on the basis of which we shall try to account for these elements 

of strain are two of the most widely accepted trends of post-industrial political economies over 

the last decades: the undersupply of work, and what economists call labour market polarisation. 

Let me clarify what I take these to mean. First, the undersupply of work affects most 

dramatically the lives of those who lose their job. Yet it is best understood as a broader social 

process affecting those who are made unemployed most immediately, but many more at the 

same time, whose work is experienced as increasingly insecure. Understood in this way, the 

undersupply of work interacts with trends variously described as “flexibilization” and 

 

Meritocracy Trap; Wendy Brown, In the Ruins of Neoliberalism: The Rise of Antidemocratic 

Politics in the West (New York: Columbia University Press, 2019); Nadia Urbinati, Me the 

People: How Populism Transforms Democracy (Cambridge, Massachusetts: Harvard 

University Press, 2019); Adam Przeworski, Crises of Democracy (Cambridge: Cambridge 

University Press, 2019); Thomas Piketty, Capital and Ideology (Cambridge, Massachusetts: 

Harvard University Press, 2020). One additional trend, however, merits mentioning. There 

has been quite a lot of concern across post-industrial countries over a growing divide between 

rural and urban communities. Political polarisation between groups in areas of different 

population-density need not, however, be threatening to democracy. Moreover, although it is 

particularly hard to make cross-national generalisations in this context, there is empirical 

evidence suggesting that rural-urban cultural divisions are not irreducibly geographical Paige 

Kelly and Linda Lobao, ‘The Social Bases of Rural‐Urban Political Divides: Social Status, 

Work, and Sociocultural Beliefs’, Rural Sociology 84, no. 4 (December 2019): 669–705; 

Sandbu, The Economics of Belonging. We are faced, then, with the challenge of explaining 

how certain geographical differences could bolster anti-democratic developments. For those 

convinced by the arguments offered in this chapter, it should, I think, not be hard to extend 

the argument to account for the worrying aspects of geographical polarisation by pointing to 

the economic landscape and distribution of work created by de-industrialisation Patrick 

Emmenegger et al., eds., The Age of Dualization: The Changing Face of Inequality in 

Deindustrializing Societies (Oxford; New York: Oxford University Press, 2012). 
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“precarisation”; the dismantling of the rights and securities previously conferred to the 

employer by the employment contract.71  

The second of these transformations, labour-market polarisation, is another development 

which has caused an increasing amount of concern amongst economists over the last two 

decades.72 It denotes a process altering the distribution of the kind of jobs available, with an 

increasing demand for highly skilled and highly educated workers, increasing or steady demand 

for low-skilled and low-educated workers, and reducing demand for those in between. In short, 

what researchers argue we are seeing across post-industrial societies is a polarisation of the 

labour-market, with jobs variously described as “lousy” or “gloomy” on one end and “lovely” 

or “glossy” jobs on the other crowding out the historically relatively attractive well-paid mid-

skilled jobs in the middle. 

So how does the undersupply of work and labour-market polarisation alter the realisation 

and distribution of the goods of work, and how does this cause certain elements of strain on 

liberal democracies? Let us start with self-respect. A spell of transitional unemployment need 

not constitute a severe harm. When work disappears from your community, however, and the 

 
71 Nancy Fraser, ‘From Discipline to Flexibilization? Rereading Foucault in the Shadow of 

Globalization’, Constellations 10, no. 2 (June 2003): 160–71; Arne L. Kalleberg, ‘Precarious 

Work, Insecure Workers: Employment Relations in Transition’, American Sociological 

Review 74, no. 1 (February 2009): 1–22; Beatrice Appay, ‘’Precarization’ and Flexibility in 

the Labour Process’, in Globalization and Precarious Forms of Production and Employment: 

Challenges for Workers and Unions, ed. Carole Thornley, Steve Jefferys, and Beatrice Appay 

(Cheltenham, UK; Northampton, MA: Edward Elgar, 2010), 23–39; Aaron Benanav, 

Automation and the Future of Work (London; New York: Verso Books, 2020).   
72 Commentators appear to agree that the term first appeared in 2003. Maarten Goos and Alan 

Manning, Lousy and Lovely Jobs: The Rising Polarization of Work in Britain, electronic 

resource, Discussion Paper, no. 604 (London: Centre for Economic Performance, London 

School of Economics and Political Science, 2003), 

http://cep.lse.ac.uk/pubs/abstract.asp?index=2005. But the process is also sometimes referred 

to as the ALM-thesis, based on the authors of a different piece published the same year. 

David H. Autor, Frank Levy, and Richard J. Murnane, ‘The Skill Content of Recent 

Technological Change: An Empirical Exploration’, The Quarterly Journal of Economics 118, 

no. 4 (1 November 2003): 1279–1333. The subsequent literature on labour market 

polarisation is copious.  
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hope of it being replaced wanes, when people are pushed permanently out of the labour-market 

and are compelled to request welfare instead, this amounts in work-society to a challenge to 

their self-respect. As we saw above, the performance of work has become the medium through 

which one earns recognition as an “active participant” in society. The “minimal standards 

intrinsic to the practice of democracy that set the norms of self-respect” have come to include 

“working”. Failing to live up to the norm of work means failing to live up to the standards 

through which one is expected to earn respect. 

Combine increased insecurity with this loss of respect and there arises a strong motivation 

to transform material interests into identity-politics.73 In response to this kind of disrespect, no 

wonder one might be interested in new standards distinguishing oneself as worthy of respect. 

It is worth noting that populist rhetoric often signals the distinction between insiders and 

outsiders by distinguishing the former as having proved themselves through working, and thus 

worthy of being protected from the loss of work, or naturally entitled to a good job. This 

contrasts with the outsiders for whom the appropriateness of their state of jobless dependency 

reveals their natural inferiority. Yet this language, trading on the established conceptions of 

active participation and social membership is nonetheless supervenient on the underlying 

distinction that populists make between those who are and those who are not understood as 

deserving of being respectfully included. What the populist weaponization of an exclusionary 

conception of “the people” amounts to is the erection of new standards distinguishing the 

“active participants” and “full and equal members” from dependants, or in the worst case, 

parasites. The new standards replace work with symbolic membership in an essentially 

exclusionary imaginary community distinct from that determined by legal citizenship. As 

stated above, the undersupply of work need not affect only those who in fact lose their job. It 

suffices that enough work disappears, or is at the risk of disappearing, and that jobs are held 

 
73 Philip Manow, Die Politische Ökonomie Des Populismus (Berlin: Suhrkamp, 2018). 
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less securely, for the expectation of this good of work, self-respect, being altered, and the 

attraction of a populist narrative to increase.  

This explanation contrasts with the more reductionist one given by those who adhere to the 

separation of the economic and the cultural and the concomitant instrumentalist model of work. 

Martin Sandbu’s recent book, for instance, is premised on what he calls “the primacy of 

economics”. Economics is treated “as both the root cause of antiliberalism and the key to 

disarming it.”74 According to him, anti-democratic forces are on the rise because “Western 

economies have turned into something that many people legitimately feel they no longer belong 

to.” Having lost the economic security they had become used to and were promised, citizens 

of post-industrialised countries turned against their political leaders. The populist antisystem 

offer, he argues, is this: “since the system and its elites failed you in upholding the economic 

part of the bargain, you should now throw them and their whole social contract out”.75 From 

the perspective of the argument offered here, this reduction of populism to an angry rejection, 

a resentful reaction against arrogant elites, loses sight of what it also offers more positively; a 

non-economic basis for belonging and self-respect. The reason theorists like Sandbu fail to see 

this is that they have too narrow, economistic a view of what work offered in the first place.  

In addition to much work being held less securely, post-industrial societies are experiencing 

labour market polarisation. To understand the effects of this on the goods of work, we must 

consider how it interacts with two other processes: the intensification of the ethic of self-

realisation, and the transformations of the esteem-based recognition-order of welfare-capitalist 

societies.  

First, labour-market polarisation has worked in tandem with, feeding off of, and itself 

stimulating, the ethic of self-realisation. As discussed above, half a century ago the importance 

 
74 Sandbu, The Economics of Belonging, 14–15. 
75 Sandbu, 10. 
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of self-realisation in and through work started to grow. The new generation wanted work to 

which they could devote their person and develop their abilities. And proliferation of high-

skilled work has made it easier for highly educated workers to find employment that they could 

embrace with passionate enthusiasm. Granting the validity of the critique of how the demand 

for a world more responsive to our instinctual playfulness was defused, and the instinct co-

opted by being channelled into passion for elite work, working in the new economy 

nevertheless did provide many highly educated and highly skilled workers with opportunities 

of self-development through work.  

For most workers, however, and especially most workers without higher education, 

“flexibility” never meant autonomy, and it certainly did not mean increased opportunities for 

self-realisation. Flexibility in the age of labour market polarisation instead meant less 

stimulating work, harsher working conditions, and increasing job insecurity. As a result, 

because of the significance of the ethic of self-realisation through work and the elimination of 

much mid-skilled work, we are seeing a starker contrast between the highly educated, who 

increasingly find themselves in jobs that yield opportunities to develop their skills and talents, 

and those without higher education, for whom work remains an instrumentally necessary social 

demand with fewer intrinsic rewards.76 

Second, this divide caused by the increased significance of the ethic of self-realisation in 

conjunction with labour-market polarisation has been further strengthened and further poisoned 

by the transformation of the esteem-based recognition-order of welfare-capitalist societies. As 

Daniel Markovits argues in his attack on the place of the idea of merit in American society: 

 
76 As Behrens puts it; “The old distinction between those who are and those who are not 

required to work was – according to the thesis – with the valorisation of work within work 

itself inserted, as a distinction between two groups of workers; the intrinsically motivated, 

oriented towards self-development, and the extrinsically motivated, lowlier on Maslow’s 

hierarchy of needs.” Behrens, ‘“Selbstverwirklichung”’, 119. He adds, and we shall now go 

on to investigate why and how, that the self-conception of the latter group increasingly 

approaches a stigmatisation. 
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“[e]lites increasingly monopolise not just income, wealth, and power, but also industry, public 

honor, and private esteem”.77 To fully understand this evolution, however, we must see it in 

conjunction with an underlying and far-reaching shift of the social salience of forms of esteem. 

As Johannes Behrens argued, as the ethos of vocational work spreads, a work ethic based 

merely on the compliance with duty “cannot (or no longer?) expect recognition”.78 Why not? 

We distinguished between forms of esteem on a spectrum that reaches from pure 

appreciation on the one end to pure admiration on the other. Forms of esteem vary depending 

on the degree to which they emphasise contribution and commitment relative to originality and 

difference. As Stephan Voswinkel has argued, as regards the sphere of work, the neoliberal 

epoch has been characterised by a crowding out of appreciation by admiration.79 The 

appreciation of employees in Fordism was based on their long-term membership in a 

corporation. In the standard employment contract, they were recognised through various rights, 

to workplace protection, to rightful leave, and to benefits, securing their status as valuable 

members of the enterprise, and reflecting the reciprocal obligations this membership involved. 

Post-Fordism on the other hand is epitomised by the admiration of the creative destruction of 

management consultants, their swift yet consequential engagements, tying recognition to 

measurable economic impact. It is characterised on the one hand, by an ever-increasing focus 

on singular achievements, and on the other, by an ever-decreasing commitment of employees 

to their firm, apart from the requirement to identify with its profit-maximising purpose. 

Not only does the transformed recognition-order of post-Fordism involve the ballooning of 

the consultancy-industry, however, or the rising esteem of similar types of highly educated, 

highly esteemed, high-skill workers. This process correlates with the disappearance of mid-

level jobs, and the remaking of low-skilled work to correspond to the admiration-based esteem 

 
77 Markovits, The Meritocracy Trap. xii 
78 Behrens, ‘“Selbstverwirklichung”’, 118. 
79 Voswinkel, ‘Admiration Without Appreciation?’ 
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of consultants.80 This means thinner forms of attachment between worker and employer at all 

levels of the labour process, i.e. a waning commitment of the worker to the firm and fewer 

responsibilities of the firm in relation to the worker, as well as constant, “performance”-based 

evaluations and esteem tied to measurable profit-making contributions.81 In the extreme, this 

transformation involves the very dissolution of the workplace in the gig economy, firms 

conceived of as “platforms”, presenting themselves as mere facilitators of the connection 

between “private contractors” and consumers, and consumers who constantly evaluate their 

experience with these “private contractors”.82 Workers whose labour cannot be reconfigured 

to correspond to the demands of the new recognition order are losing their status as valuable 

members in a shared enterprise. In fact, work that does not fit the demands of the neoliberal 

recognition order is increasingly stigmatised.83 

This explanation contrasts with the more common analysis, offered for instance by Michael 

Sandel, according to which what Sandel calls meritocracy reconfigured recognition by telling 

non-professionals that the work they do “is a lesser contribution to the common good, and so 

less worthy of social recognition and esteem.”84 Non-professional work was made less worthy 

of esteem not primarily because it was reconstrued as a lesser contribution to the common 

good, but because the recognition order was transformed such that originality and difference 

 
80 Louis Hyman, Temp: How American Work, American Business, and the American Dream 

Became Temporary (New York: Viking, 2018). 
81 Gabriele Wagner, ‘“Exclusive Focus on Figures. Exclusive Focus on Returns.” 

Marketisation as a Principle of Organisation and a Problem of Recognition"’, in New 

Philosophies of Labour: Work and the Social Bond, ed. Nicholas H. Smith and Jean-Philippe 

Deranty (Leiden ; Boston: Brill, 2012). 
82 At the heart of the gig economy stands “the idea of workers who are not employees of a 

firm and for whom the firm accepts no employer responsibilities, but who can be disciplined 

by that firm.” Colin Crouch, Will the Gig Economy Prevail? (Cambridge, UK; Medford, MA: 

Polity Press, 2019), 1–2. 
83 Manual labour and unskilled work is represented as “residual work”, from which “anyone 

who is qualified enough would rather escape”. Baethge, ‘Arbeit, Vergesellschaftung, 

Identität’, 16. The culture of “non-elite work denies the merit of the workers who do it and 

reinforces the gloom that low pay also expresses”. Markovits, The Meritocracy Trap, 206. 
84 Sandel, The Tyranny of Merit, 198. 
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was emphasised ahead of contribution and commitment, admiration-based esteem crowding 

out appreciation. 

What does all of this amount to? The result of labour market polarisation in conjunction 

with these two processes—the reinforcement of the ethic of self-realisation and the 

concomitant transformation of the recognition-order—is a greater social division between the 

members of society with and without higher education. First, there is less and less of a 

resemblance between the work performed by those with and those without higher education. 

Whilst we are all told to devote ourselves to what we love, higher education dramatically 

increases one’s chance of finding work in which one can seek fulfilment in and through one’s 

self-actualisation.  

Second, the economy of recognition is less attuned to the contributions made by low-skilled 

workers, who receive less recognition for the contributions they make, and are simultaneously 

forced to accept harsher and more precarious working conditions.85 Exalting elite jobs and 

degrading middle-class ones, the result is, in the words of Markovits, “a new partisan politics 

of work”.86 We are as participants in the economy no longer (only) divided by our economic 

class-positions, but now (also) along lines marked by education. Politically salient class 

resentment is increasingly aimed “at the professional classes rather than at the entrepreneurial 

or even hereditary super-rich: not at oligarchs but rather at the doctors, bankers, lawyers, and 

scientists”.87 

 
85 There is an important relationship between the change in the recognition-order and the 

increased social significance of the professions. As Raymond Geuss has argued, jobs for 

which you require higher education, professions, are distinguished from those which 

“merely” require skills that are considered binary. The latter involve fewer tasks which can 

express degrees of accomplishment. Raymond Geuss, A Philosopher Looks at Work 

(Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2021), 42–43. As he makes sure to point out, this 

separation is partly an ideological fiction. Labour-market polarisation might nevertheless 

have contributed to make it more of a reality. 
86 Markovits, The Meritocracy Trap, 70. 
87 Markovits, 64; Joan C. Williams, ‘What So Many People Don’t Get About the U.S. 

Working Class’, Harvard Business Review, 10 November 2016, 
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The second element of this social division, in part a consequence of this new partisan 

politics of work, is the generation of mistrust of the principles and institutions that undergirds 

the privileges accrued through education, including professional knowledge itself. As 

Markovits argues, “[t]he exclusion [from education and work, income and status] naturally 

breeds resentment and mistrust, directed against the ideals and institutions that meritcracy 

valorizes”. This includes “a deep and pervasive mistrust of expertise”.88 How exactly does this 

mistrust arise? On one view, technological developments are to blame. On this view, it is not 

so much mistrust of expertise which is the problem, rather, because of a revolution in the 

accessibility of information, experts are made redundant. With all the information they require 

readily available, people choose to seek out the experts whose views are consistent with theirs. 

I do not think this analysis suffices. Whilst technology might have made it easier to “choose 

your own expert”, this orientation to knowledge already presupposes that the independent 

authority of expertise has been undermined. Technological developments cannot by themselves 

account for mistrust of expertise. 

On the analysis offered here, this mistrust arises due to the equation of the exercise of 

professional knowledge, and the authority claimed for it, with the monopolisation of two goods 

of work: self-realisation and self-esteem. David Runciman has argued that although “[n]ot all 

of the educated are winners in this world, (…) almost all of the winners are educated. [And 

this] gives the impression that knowledge has become a proxy for influence.” The danger of 

knowledge becoming a prerequisite of power, he contends, is that “it no longer speaks for itself. 

It appears to speak for the worldview of the people who possess it. At that point it ceases to be 

 

https://hbr.org/2016/11/what-so-many-people-dont-get-about-the-u-s-working-class. For 

analysis of extensive data showing that education has become a central dimension of political 

conflict across Western democracies, see Piketty, Capital and Ideology, 717–965. The new 

educational cleavage, says Piketty, “is particularly striking for certain categories of work”. 

Piketty, 751. 
88 Markovits, The Meritocracy Trap, xvi, 64. 
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knowledge and simply becomes another mark of privilege”.89 This is true. But it does not go 

deep enough. It presents the problem as based on a misunderstanding of the uneducated. 

Runciman grants only that knowledge is a mark of privilege because he construes privilege too 

narrowly. Education is not only a source of privilege because it is an almost necessary condition 

for a higher income, or for access into the hegemonic culture of progressive cosmopolitanism. 

It is primarily a source of privilege because it is required if you wish to be eligible for work in 

which you shall have opportunities of self-realisation, and for the performance of which you 

shall receive esteem and avoid stigma. Knowledge is not just an indication of privilege; it is 

through professional knowledge itself that the goods of work are realised, goods that are 

increasingly reserved for one part of the workforce cut off from the rest. 

Runciman argues that “[o]nce knowledge is assumed to be just another one of the perks of 

power, then the basis to trust others to take decisions for us becomes eroded. Asserting the facts 

and asserting your privilege grow increasingly difficult to distinguish”.90 But asserting the facts 

and asserting your privilege grow increasingly difficult to distinguish because they are 

increasingly less distinct. Knowledge is losing its authority because it is seen, correctly, as in 

part the actualisation of privilege. I intend this not as an attempt to delegitimise knowledge as 

simply the play of power. Knowledge is more than the mere exercise of privilege, and certain 

forms of knowledge ought to be the basis of certain kinds of authority. But professional 

knowledge has also become the exercise of a certain kind of privilege. Knowledge is for 

professionals simultaneously the way in which authority is exercised and the medium through 

which the goods of work are realised. Worse still, because of the transformations of the 

recognition order and labour market polarisation, it is through the salience of professional 

 
89 David Runciman, ‘How the Education Gap Is Tearing Politics Apart’, The Guardian, 5 

October 2016, sec. Politics, https://www.theguardian.com/politics/2016/oct/05/trump-brexit-

education-gap-tearing-politics-apart. 
90 Runciman. 
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knowledge that large parts of the workforce are excluded from the goods of work, and become 

victims of misrecognition. Because a steadily rising number of citizens are excluded from the 

goods of work through the salience of education-based knowledge, the authority of professional 

knowledge is increasingly suspect. 

 

IV. Conclusion 

 

According to widespread public sentiment and a growing academic literature, the 

democratic systems of post-industrial societies are under an unusual amount of pressure. 

Accounts of this distress are ordinarily categorised by how they emphasise “the economic” 

versus “the cultural”. On both side of this argument, however, theorists agree that 

transformations in the economy, and of the labour market in particular, have contributed to 

contemporary crises of democracy. It is undoubtedly true that the economic hardships of the 

last decade have changed post-industrial politics. Acknowledging this, however, does not go 

very far in explaining how the particular challenges now facing democracies have arisen. I have 

tried to demonstrate how the model of work developed in this dissertation, as a tripartite 

institution and organising principle of work-society, provides a richer theoretical perspective 

on work that can help make sense of how its transformation can have played a part in creating 

and nourishing the particular elements of stress constituting the crises of democracy. By 

conceiving of work as among other things a privileged site for the realisation of goods of work, 

we can analyse transformations of work based on their effect on these. Three goods of work 

are self-respect, self-esteem, and self-realisation. It is by altering expectations about the 

realisation of these that transformations of work have contributed to an environment within 

which undemocratic forces flourish.  
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Allow me to stress once more that I do not think we can explain all of what is interesting, 

novel, and/or potentially dangerous in our politics by reference to the transformations of work. 

Although I do think I have picked up on some important and potentially pernicious currents in 

our politics, naturally, contemporary democratic decay consists of more than what can be 

discussed in half a chapter. Furthermore, even the elements of strains that have been analysed 

cannot be fully accounted for by the transformations of work alone.91 What I do hope to have 

shown is that if we want to understand how transformations of work affect the political and 

cultural environment of post-industrial work-societies, the tripartite institutionalist model of 

work provides the superior model with which to investigate this.  

This concludes part one of the dissertation. In the second part, I turn from developing the 

institutionalist account of work to an argument for its abolition. Work-society is based on our 

century-long struggle to put people to work. In doing so we have invested more and more, both 

economically and morally, in the institution. I want to show that a different society is possible 

as well as attractive, where it need not remain our greatest primary task. 

 
91 For one thing, the transformations of work and its ramifications interact with phenomena 

that already structure our socio-political environment. For instance, I argued that the 

disappearance of work contributes to the salience of exclusionary conceptions of “the 

nation”, or “the people”. These conceptions are very often racialised. This does not mean 

racism can be reduced to economics. Moreover, a stylised account of the altered recognition 

order of neoliberal society such as the one above, and the effects of labour-market 

polarisation, cannot take fully into account the variegated ways this impacts diverse 

populations. 



  

 

Chapter 4: Bringing the realm of necessity under common control  

 

 

“One never merely survives.” 

Rahel Jaeggi1 

“It was the scientist in Marx, and the ambition to raise his “science” to the rank of natural 

science, whose chief category then was still necessity, that tempted him into the reversal of 

his own categories. Politically, this development led Marx into an actual surrender of 

freedom to necessity.” 

Hannah Arendt2 

“The point of leading a free life—both individually and collectively—is not to transcend 

the realm of necessity but to be able to negotiate its relation to the realm of freedom.” 

Martin Hägglund3 

“People have a way of taking it for granted that all work is done for a sound purpose. They 

see somebody else doing a disagreeable job, and think that they have solved things by saying 

that the job is necessary.”  

George Orwell4  

 

In part one, I have sought to develop a perspective on work to help us interpret its 

contemporary transformations and assess their normative salience. I have approached work not 

as a particular kind of activity but as a social institution. Moreover, I have rejected functionalist 

models of the institution, which posit that what the institution is ultimately “for” is the 

organisation of a necessary social function, and according to which to work therefore means, 

in the final analysis, to partake in this social function. On the tripartite, social constructivist 

 
1 Rahel Jaeggi, On the Critique of Forms of Life, trans. Ciaran Cronin (Cambridge, 

Massachusetts: The Belknap Press of Harvard University Press, 2018), 136. 
2 Hannah Arendt, On Revolution (New York: Penguin Books, 2006), 55. 
3 Martin Hägglund, This Life: Secular Faith and Spiritual Freedom (New York: Pantheon, 

2019), 278. 
4 George Orwell, Down and Out in Paris and London (s.l.: Bibliotech Press, 2012), 103. 
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model I have developed, it is the recognition of an activity as work across a society that 

constitutes it as such, and, furthermore, the institution of work serves a range of different ends. 

In chapter one, I discussed work as (a) the practice through which we understand ourselves 

to perform a certain kind of necessary social function. Through work, I argued, we understand 

ourselves to partake in society’s social reproduction, taking care of socially necessary 

activities. The first end work serves, then, is social reproduction, compartmentalising it in an 

independent social practice. In chapter two, I considered work as (b) the only properly 

legitimate means to an income. I examined the construal of work in the social imaginary of 

welfare capitalism and the place this came to occupy in the social compact undergirding 

welfare states. Work, understood as “participation in the economy”, became a duty of 

citizenship grounded in a principle of social reciprocity and the way to affirm the solidaristic 

vision of society underlying social citizenship, as a cooperative venture for mutual advantage. 

Finally, in chapter three, I argued that work is (c) a significant source of meaning because of 

how it is thought to be a privileged site for the realisation of “goods of work”. Self-respect, 

self-esteem, and self-realisation are three goods of work.  

This analysis of work has revealed it as an organising principle of our society; unpacking 

the institution of work has provided us with an account of work-society. From this perspective, 

work-society is constituted by the centrality of work, and the centrality of work is in turn based 

on the way it assembles these different aspects into one single institution. Through work we 

reproduce society. To be understood as someone who works is necessary to be recognised as 

one who contributes to society and satisfies one’s duty of social reciprocity. Working qualifies 

you for an independent source of income and confers respect. Work is a crucial arena in which 

to make contributions that attract esteem, and to pursue self-realisation. At the same time, by 

showing how material structures, social imaginary, and ideology is related to each constitutive 

part of the institution as its grounds, the social constructivist model I have developed has also 
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demonstrated how, from a second perspective, it is work that is produced and put together by 

work-society. Work and work-society are, in a word, co-constitutive. 

In the second part of this dissertation, I shall, based on this denaturalised, social 

constructivist model of work, explore a way of abolishing it. By asking how, when freed from 

thinking of them necessarily fused in one institution, we should try to realise each end work 

serves independently, I shall investigate how to “disassemble” the institution. On the model I 

have developed, this disassembling constitutes work’s abolition. Because investigating how to 

disassemble the institution means exploring how new institutions could take better care of each 

aspect now understood to constitute work, abolishing work entails at the same time abolishing 

work-society. Through the exploration of work’s disassembling, I shall thus present an account 

of post-“work-society”. 

I shall start in this chapter by taking up the social function now understood to be performed 

through work by the compartmentalisation of social reproduction in an independent social 

practice. For inspiration, I shall be returning once again to Marx. There is an unresolved tension 

in Marx between two models of freedom and its relation to work. Each gives rise to a distinct 

vision of how society ought to organise social reproduction; one according to which utopia 

consists of the end/abolition of work, the emancipation from labour, and one according to 

which it brings about its fulfilment/realisation, the emancipation of labour. In the first section, 

I explore these tensions in Marx’s writings, their basis in his oscillation between different 

functionalist models of work, and I lay out the traditions of Marxism that have emerged out of 

the emphasis on each. I also explain how they correspond to the two dominant positions in 

contemporary debates about the future of work. 

In the second section, I begin to uncover a third vision in Marx’s writings and thus to 

construct a corresponding third alternative position in our present debates about the future of 

work. On this third vision, Marx’s principal aspiration was to bring what he calls “the realm of 
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necessity” under common control, thereby enabling, moreover, everyone’s fullest possible 

development in “the realm of freedom”. On the interpretation I advance, the distinction 

between the realm of necessity and the realm of freedom must be understood to concern the 

purpose structure of our activities; neither realm can be said to correspond to, nor fully 

encompass, all socially necessary activities. Bringing the realm of necessity under common 

control requires instead putting an end to the compartmentalisation of social reproduction. 

Building on the arguments from chapter one, concerning the emergence of the concept and 

practice of work on the basis of the social dominance of the labour market, transcending these, 

I shall argue, would in turn require dethroning the market in labour.  

In the third section, I move beyond Marx to consider how the social dominance of the labour 

market could be undermined by a universal basic income (UBI)—if its political purpose was 

recast and it was implemented with this justification in mind. I show how this would entail 

bringing the realm of necessity under common control by forcing the body politic collectively 

to confront the questions delineating the boundaries of the realm of necessity. In short, by 

considering how ideally to organise the social reproduction of society, and why this would 

require transcending its social compartmentalisation, this chapter presents the basic contours 

of a society beyond the institution of work. 

 

I.  Emancipation from or emancipation of? 

 

There is an unresolved tension in Marx between two models of freedom and two ideals of 

work. As argued by Jan Kandiyali, Marx moves throughout his writings “between two ways of 

thinking about freedom and its relation to necessity which (…) give rise to two different models 
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of unalienated labour.”5 In the terms developed in this dissertation, Marx oscillates between 

two functionalist models of work, two ways of characterising the activities through which the 

necessary social function of work is fulfilled. This gives rise to two contrasting visions of how 

ideally to organise social reproduction. 

One the one hand, most pithily and most forcefully expressed in The Communist Manifesto, 

the logic by which capitalism supposedly undoes itself, creating the preconditions for a utopian, 

classless society, is by a dramatic expansion of the forces of production and the need for human 

beings to work.6 The goal of humanity is understood as the emancipation from labour, the 

creation of a society post-work.7 This normative vision locates freedom outside of work. It rests 

on the instrumentalist model, interpreting work as an inherent unfreedom, as nothing but a 

means, valuable only for the ends it realises external to itself.  

One place where Marx might appear to lend support to this conception of freedom and work, 

is the passage from the third volume of Capital wherein Marx draws his famous distinction 

between the realm of necessity and the realm of freedom. Whilst those activities we are 

compelled to perform to produce and reproduce our material life belong to the realm of 

necessity, the realm of freedom, according to Marx, encompasses those activities we perform 

for their own sake. “The realm of freedom”, he argues, “begins only where labour which is 

 
5 Jan Kandiyali, ‘Freedom and Necessity in Marx’s Account of Communism’, British Journal 

for the History of Philosophy 22, no. 1 (2 January 2014): 119, 105.  
6 As Marx writes, the crises of capitalism, wherein society “suddenly finds itself put back into 

a state of momentary barbarism”, arise because “there is too much civilisation, too much 

means of subsistence, too much industry, too much commerce. The productive forces at the 

disposal of society no longer tend to further the development of the conditions of bourgeois 

property; on the contrary, they have become too powerful for these conditions”. Karl Marx, 

Karl Marx: Selected Writings, ed. David McLellan, 2nd Edition (Oxford; New York: Oxford 

University Press, 2000), 250. 
7 The proletariat, in its communist revolution, “will use its political supremacy to wrest, by 

degrees, all capital from the bourgeoisie, to centralize all instruments of production in the 

hands of the State (…); and to increase the total of productive forces” in order to create a 

classless society “in which the free development of each is the condition for the free 

development of all.” Marx, 261–62. 



 149 

determined by necessity and mundane considerations ceases; thus in the very nature of things 

it lies beyond the sphere of actual material production.”8 In the terms of this passage, this first 

vision of the higher form of society replacing capitalism would consist of the universalisation 

of the realm of freedom on the basis of an abolition of the realm of necessity. 

Another important place where Marx appears to advance this vision of social emancipation 

is the now almost equally famous “Fragment on Machines” from the notebooks known as the 

Grundrisse. Freedom, Marx argues there, or “[t]he free development of individualities” 

consists of “the general reduction of the necessary labour of society to a minimum, which then 

corresponds to the artistic, scientific etc. development of the individuals in the time set free”. 

“Real economy–saving–consists of the saving of labour time” and “this saving [is] identical 

with development of the productive force.” Whilst interpreters who emphasise these pages have 

struggled to make sense of Marx’s hopes for “fixed capital” reaching a point where “the 

conditions of the process of social life itself have come under the control of the general intellect 

and been transformed in accordance with it”,9 they have agreed that the emancipatory hopes 

attached to it come to life as a view towards the emancipation from labour. 

On the other hand, especially in some of Marx’s earlier texts, Marx’s normative vision 

appears to rest not on ending work but on realising its true nature. The corresponding normative 

imperative is not an emancipation from but of labour. This view rests on an expressivist model 

of work. The activities through which the necessary social function of work is fulfilled are 

characterised as inherently humanising, and the central deformity of capitalist society is that it 

distorts life in a manner which deprives human beings of the ability to realise themselves freely 

in their labour. “Supposing that we had produced in a human manner; each of us would in his 

 
8 Marx, 533. 
9 Karl Marx, Grundrisse: Foundations of the Critique of Political Economy, trans. Martin 

Nicolaus, Penguin Classics (London; New York, NY: Penguin Books in association with 

New Left Review, 1993), 706, 711.  
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production have doubly affirmed himself and his fellow men”, Marx argues in “Comments on 

James Mill”. He proceeds to discuss how, concluding that “[m]y work would be a free 

expression of my life, and therefore a free enjoyment of my life.”10  

According to this second view, the first vision, which understands work in opposition to 

freedom, falls prey to a distortion of bourgeois ideology. Indeed, elsewhere in the Grundrisse, 

discussing Adam Smith’s view of labour as only a sacrifice, Marx concedes that this “correctly 

expresses the subjective relation of the wage worker to his own activity” but rejects that it 

captures all of what labour is or can be. In its historic forms “labour always appears as 

repulsive, always as external forced labour”, yet overcoming of the kind of obstacles that work 

essentially consists of “is in itself a liberating activity”. Stripped of “the semblance of merely 

external natural urgencies” and “posited as aims which the individual himself posits” labour is 

“self-realization, objectification of the subject, hence real freedom”. It “goes without saying”, 

Marx writes in the very same “Fragment on Machines” that appeared to fortify the first vision, 

“that direct labour time itself cannot remain in the abstract antithesis to free time in which it 

appears from the perspective of bourgeois economy.”11 

Out of this tension, two distinct traditions of Marxist thinking about social reproduction 

have arisen. Selectively emphasising passages supporting one interpretation or the other has 

 
10 Marx, Karl Marx, 132.  
11 Marx, Grundrisse, 611–14, 712. Some interpreters have tried to resolve the tension by 

arguing that Marx changed his views about work and about communism. According to them, 

Marx relinquished the Hegelian inflected romanticism of his early days, settling instead on 

the utopian demand to reduce and eventually eliminate work. Whilst it is true that the vision 

of communism as the emancipation of work is most pronounced in some of Marx early, 

philosophical writings, these passages from the Grundrisse are evidence of their echo 

throughout Marx’s corpus. Famously, towards the very end of his life, Marx announced in the 

“Critique of the Gotha Program” that the highest form of communism is only possible “after 

labour has become not only a means of life but life’s prime want”. Marx, Karl Marx, 615. Jan 

Kandiyali has convincingly discredited the narrative according to which Marx changed his 

mind and shown how the two conflicting conceptions of freedom and necessity are present 

throughout Marx’s writings. Jan Kandiyali, ‘Freedom and Necessity in Marx’s Account of 

Communism’, British Journal for the History of Philosophy 22, no. 1 (2 January 2014): 104–

23.  
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allowed Marx-inspired thinkers right up until the post-work theorists of today to claim it as the 

basis of Marx’s true vision. Corresponding to the view of communism as the emancipation 

from work, arose what Kathi Weeks has dubbed a tradition of socialist modernisation. “In this 

vision, communism is equated with the full realization of the productive potential of the forces 

of production developed under capitalism.”12  

Vladimir Lenin stands at the forefront of this tradition. According to Lenin, capitalist 

exploitation was holding back the forces of industrialisation. So immense will a socialist 

development of the productive forces be that the need for the coercive political apparatus of 

the state will disappear. Socialism on this view is equated with the escape from scarcity. It will 

thus provide “the economic basis for the withering away of the state”. “[W]hen we see how 

incredibly this development is already being retarded by capitalism,” Lenin writes in The State 

and Revolution, “when we see how much progress could be achieved on the basis of the level 

of modern techniques already attained, we are justified in saying with the fullest confidence 

that the expropriation of the capitalists will inevitably result in a gigantic development of the 

productive forces of human society.”13  

A very different kind of Marxist, Herbert Marcuse, nurtured similar communist aspirations. 

No matter how justly and how rationally society’s material production may be organised, he 

argued, “it can never be a realm of freedom and gratification. (…) The more complete 

alienation of labor, the greater the potential of freedom: total automation would be the 

optimum.”14 Around the same time, G. A. Cohen also leaned on an interpretation of the 

 
12 Kathi Weeks, The Problem with Work: Feminism, Marxism, Antiwork Politics, and 

Postwork Imaginaries (Durham: Duke University Press, 2011), 83. 
13 Vladimir Ilich Lenin, The State and Revolution, trans. Robert Service (London; New York: 

Penguin, 1992), 86. 
14 Herbert Marcuse, Eros and Civilization: A Philosophical Inquiry into Freud (London: 

Abacus, 1972), 117. Quoted in Shaun Wilson, The Struggle over Work: The ‘End of Work’ 

and Employment Alternatives in Post-Industrial Societies (London; New York: Routledge, 

2004), 23.  



 152 

distinction between the realm of necessity and the realm of freedom to infer a “dismal 

perception of the labor that remains under communism” underlying Marx’s “program for a 

nature which produces by itself, with minimal human input”, and his “need to forecast a virtual 

disappearance of labor”.15 

Other writers, motivated in part by Western disenchantment with the gruesome 

industrialising projects of the Soviet Union and other “actual, existing socialisms”, developed 

a tradition which drew inspiration from pronouncements such as those in the “Comments on 

James Mill”. They delighted in the discovery of more of Marx’s earlier texts and notebooks.16 

Weeks, letting Erich Fromm stand as its primary representative, calls it a model of Marxist 

humanism. To Marxist humanists, rather than rejecting work in toto, “labor is understood as an 

individual creative capacity, a human essence, from which we are now estranged and to which 

we should be restored.”17 In Fromm’s words: “[i]n this process of genuine activity man 

develops himself, becomes himself; work is not only a means to an end—the product—but an 

end in itself, the meaningful expression of human energy; hence work is enjoyable”.18  

 
15 G. A. Cohen, ‘Marx’s Dialectic of Labor’, Philosophy & Public Affairs 3, no. 3 (Spring 

1974): 260–61. See also G. A. Cohen, Karl Marx’s Theory of History, Expanded Edition 

(Princeton, NJ: Princeton University Press, 2000), 323–25. The theorists who have made the 

“Fragment on Machines” from the Grundrisse and in particular the notion of the General 

Intellect central to their reading of Marx, and central to developing a “post-work” Marxism, 

are above all those associated with Marxist autonomist movements. Steve Wright, Storming 

Heaven: Class Composition and Struggle in Italian Autonomist Marxism, Second Edition 

(London: Pluto Press, 2017). 
16 Which might explain its continued association with an alleged “early” Marx. 
17 Weeks, The Problem with Work, 86. Weeks’ label—“Marxist humanism”—might be 

somewhat misleading. It is ordinarily applied to a much wider and more eclectic group of 

theorists, including for instance both the Praxis group in Yugoslavia and the writers behind 

the New Left Review in England. Many of them spotlighted Marx’s earlier writings. 

However, these theorists were more loosely united in using them to emphasise human agency 

and subjectivity, and in stressing the ethical as well as socio-theoretical nature of Marxism, 

than they were unified behind the utopian strand of theorising represented by Erich Fromm. 
18 Erich Fromm, Marx’s Concept of Man (New York: Frederick Ungar Publishing, 1961), 41–

42. Quoted in Weeks, The Problem with Work, 86.  
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We discover a similar line of thought in, for instance, some of the writings of Jean-Paul 

Sartre. The revolutionary, Sartre argues, is necessarily a worker, and it is as a worker that he is 

oppressed. At the same time, “the liberating element for the oppressed person is work”. Whilst 

employers try to appropriate it as their property, and managers attempt to reduce it to an object 

of hate, working activity offers at the same time “the beginning of concrete liberation”. 

Between the initial imposition of work and the theft of its final product, Sartre maintains, “his 

work bestows mastery over things upon [the worker].” He does not learn of his freedom “by a 

reflective movement back upon himself, but rather transcends his enslaved state by his action 

on phenomena which (…) reflect the image of a concrete freedom, the power to modify these 

phenomena.” And “since the liberating relationship is the relationship between man and 

things”, this will form the basic structure of the liberated society. “The liberated society will 

be a harmonious enterprise of exploitation of the world.”19 

In the introduction, I explained how debates about the future of work commonly function as 

an extension or continuation of the conflict between the instrumentalist and the expressivist 

model of work. As these Marxian visions of how to organise social reproduction are so 

intimately tied to their respective model, it is perhaps not surprising that in their underlying 

normative commitments, they thus correspond quite neatly to the two primary positions in 

contemporary debates about the future of work.  

On the one hand, some theorists have seized on the latest technological transformations, and 

the anxieties surrounding them and other pathologies of work, to maintain the need for a new 

 
19 Jean-Paul Sartre, ‘Materialism and Revolution’, in Literary and Philosophical Essays, 

trans. Annette Michelson (New York: Collier Books, 1962), 237–39. In this expression, the 

argument manifestly harkens back to Hegel’s master-slave dialectic. Hegel’s thought is 

commonly understood to have been rendered available for this kind of appropriation by a new 

generation of Marxists by Alexandre Kojève’s lecture series in the 1930s on Hegel’s 

Phenomenology of the Spirit, a critical act of intellectual mediation. Alexandre Kojève, 

Introduction to the Reading of Hegel: Lectures on the Phenomenology of Spirit, ed. Allan 

Bloom, trans. James H. Nichols, Jr (Ithaca, N.Y.: Cornell University Press, 1980). 
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politics based on the demand maximally to reduce work. This group commonly argue that a 

universal basic income (UBI) will be necessary in the face of an increasingly automated 

economy, but they emphasise it as a welcome chance to redesign economic redistribution and 

reduce the importance of work.20 More radical versions of this argument are again promoting 

unabashedly techno-utopian visions of “post-work”, under headings such as “fully automated 

luxury communism”.21 At the core of this vision lies the conviction that the dramatic expansion 

of our productive capacities capitalism has brought about finally is creating the conditions 

required for “humanity’s exit from what [Marx] called the “realm of necessity” and entrance 

into the “ream of freedom””.22 The vision is for a new society in which there would be no need 

to work, no time for unfreedom. All our time could be free time.23 

 
20 This argument first rose perhaps to real, public prominence when Andrew Yang made it the 

leading idea of his presidential platform. Andrew Yang, The War on Normal People: The 

Truth About America’s Disappearing Jobs and Why Universal Basic Income Is Our Future 

(New York: Hachette Books, 2018). For some of the contributions to the debate preparing 

this popularisation, see Erik Brynjolfsson and Andrew McAfee, The Second Machine Age: 

Work, Progress, and Prosperity in a Time of Brilliant Technologies, Reprint Edition (New 

York: W. W. Norton & Company, 2016); Martin Ford, Rise of the Robots: Technology and 

the Threat of a Jobless Future, Illustrated Edition (New York: Basic Books, 2016); Guy 

Standing, Basic Income: And How We Can Make It Happen (London: Pelican, 2017). 
21 Aaron Bastani, Fully Automated Luxury Communism: A Manifesto (London: Verso, 2019). 

See also Nick Srnicek and Alex Williams, Inventing the Future: Postcapitalism and a World 

Without Work (London: Verso, 2015); Paul Mason, PostCapitalism: A Guide to Our Future 

(London: Allen Lane, an imprint of Penguin Books, 2015); John Danaher, Automation and 

Utopia: Human Flourishing in a World without Work (Cambridge, Massachusetts: Harvard 

University Press, 2019). 
22 Bastani, Fully Automated Luxury Communism, 54. 
23 Some such theorists also write under the banner of “accelerationism”. The aforementioned 

Srnicek and Williams notably penned the “ACCELERATE MANIFESTO for Accelerationist 

Politics”, where they emphasise the need to “revive the argument that was traditionally made 

for post-capitalism: not only is capitalism an unjust and perverted system, but it is also a 

system that holds back progress. Our technological development is being suppressed by 

capitalism, as much as it has been unleashed.” They describe “accelerationism” as “the basic 

belief that these capacities can and should be let loose by moving beyond the limitations 

imposed by capitalist society.” Nick Srnicek and Alex Williams, ‘ACCELERATE 

MANIFESTO for Accelerationist Politics’, Critical Legal Thinking, 14 May 2013, 

http://criticallegalthinking.com/2013/05/14/accelerate-manifesto-for-an-accelerationist-

politics. 
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On the other hand, the arguments of Marxist humanists echo through the contemporary 

literature discussed in chapter three on “meaningful work”. Recall Ruth Yeoman’s account 

according to which “to work means to humanise the world and to produce something”.24 

Conceding that other valuable activities exist, contributors to this literature are nevertheless 

concerned to show that work is its own peculiar human good, a “fundamental human need”,25 

the satisfaction of which is integral to, indeed necessary for, human flourishing.26 They are 

supported by theorists such as Jan Kandiyali, who promote the legacy of the Marxist humanist 

tradition more explicitly. Kandiyali aims to contribute to the literature on meaningful work by 

“put[ting] Marx’s concern with alienation and nonalienation back on the table.” Unalienated 

production, according to Kandiyali’s interpretation of Marx, which rests heavily on a reading 

of the passage from the “Comments on James Mill”, “involves realizing oneself through 

providing others with the goods and services they need for their self-realization.”27 Theorists 

of meaningful work agree that far from ending or abolishing work, or using UBI to reduce its 

importance, we should concentrate our efforts on fulfilling or realising the potentials inherent 

to working. These arguments are popular amongst public intellectuals from both sides of the 

 
24 Ruth Yeoman, Meaningful Work and Workplace Democracy: A Philosophy of Work and a 

Politics of Meaningfulness (Houndmills, Basingstoke, Hampshire; New York: Palgrave 

Macmillan, 2014), 2. The definition is lifted from George Kovacs, ‘Phenomenology of Work 

and Self-Transcendence’, The Journal of Value-Inquiry 20 (1986): 195–206. 
25 Ruth Yeoman, ‘Conceptualising Meaningful Work as a Fundamental Human Need’, 

Journal of Business Ethics 125, no. 2 (December 2014): 235–51. 
26 In addition to the writers mentioned and discussed in the previous chapter, other important 

contributions include James Bernard Murphy, The Moral Economy of Labor: Aristotelian 

Themes in Economic Theory (New Haven: Yale University Press, 1993); Russell Muirhead, 

Just Work (Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press, 2004); Lisa Herzog, Die Rettung der 

Arbeit: Ein politischer Aufruf (Berlin: Hanser Berlin, 2019).  
27 Jan Kandiyali, ‘The Importance of Others: Marx on Unalienated Production’, Ethics 130, 

no. 4 (1 July 2020): 555, 557. Recall, moreover, Honneth’s early attempt to return to Marx to 

make available a concept of non-alienated labour for Critical Theory. Axel Honneth, ‘Work 

and Instrumental Action: On the Normative Basis of Critical Theory’, in The Fragmented 

World of the Social: Essays in Social and Political Philosophy, ed. Charles W. Wright 

(Albany: State University of New York Press, 1995), 15–49. 
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political spectrum, urging their parties to (re)claim “meaningful work” to all as the central 

plank of their political platform.28  

 

II.  Revisiting the realms: On bringing the realm of necessity under common control 

 

I shall now begin to explore the “disassembling” of work by uncovering from Marx’s 

writings a third vision of how society ought to organise its social reproduction. Its realisation 

would require, I shall argue, transcending work, i.e., ending the compartmentalisation of social 

reproduction in an independent social practice. By developing this vision, I shall lay out the 

basic contours of a third, alternative position in contemporary debates about the future of work. 

As in chapter one, I should clarify that although I hope what is said could be of interest to 

Marx-scholars, my primary ambition is not to contribute to the scholarship on Marx. I do not 

claim to have discovered Marx’s one, true, normative vision. The arguments below, although a 

sincere attempt at reconstructing one such vision, do not attempt to tie together all Marx’s 

normative and quasi-normative pronouncements. They should be judged on their own merits.  

Nevertheless, let us start by noting that post-work theorists who use the distinction between 

the realm of freedom and the realm of necessity to advocate their version of an emancipation 

from work ignore much of what Marx says and thus twist the central ideas he develops. First, 

Marx accepts that grappling with social reproduction will remain the ineluctable precondition 

for any human society. “Just as the savage must wrestle with Nature to satisfy his wants, to 

maintain and reproduce life, so must civilized man,” Marx writes, “and he must do so in all 

social formations and under all possible modes of production.”29  

 
28 For two contributions from different countries and opposite ends of the political spectrum, 

see Oren Cass, The Once and Future Worker: A Vision for the Renewal of Work in America 

(New York: Encounter Books, 2018); Jon Cruddas, The Dignity of Labour (Medford, MA: 

Polity Press, 2021). 
29 Marx, Karl Marx, 533. Emphasis added. 
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Second, also contrary to post-work theorists, Marx allows for a special kind of freedom 

within the realm of necessity. It is not, however, as Marxist humanists would have it, realised 

through unleashing the individual’s creative capacity in “work”. According to Marx, only 

beyond the realm of necessity “begins that development of human energy which is an end in 

itself, the true realm of freedom”.30 A distinct kind of freedom is nonetheless available within 

the realm of necessity. It consists, Marx says, “in sozialised man, the associated producers, 

rationally regulating their interchange with Nature, bringing it under their common control, 

instead of being ruled by it as by the blind forces of Nature, and achieving this with the least 

expenditure of energy and under conditions most favourable to, and worthy of, their human 

nature.”31  

Here then we see the outlines of a view which conforms neither to post-work theorists’ nor 

to Marxist humanists’ vision of how to organise social reproduction. On the view sketched 

here, an emancipated society would, first, bring “the realm of necessity” under common 

control, and second, on this basis, enable the fullest possible development of all in “the true 

realm of freedom”. What does Marx mean by this? To flesh out this vision, we need first to 

clarify the meaning of the distinction between the realm of necessity and the realm of freedom. 

As it appears from the perspective of functionalist accounts of work, the realm of necessity 

corresponds to the process of social reproduction. Moreover, the distinction between this realm 

and the realm of freedom is one which inheres intrinsically in the character of the activities 

themselves. In the realm of necessity, we perform labour, we provide the necessary means for 

our survival; from the functionalist perspective, this process of social reproduction is a quasi-

natural process. The distinction between activities that are and activities that are not “socially 

necessary” appears as if it were given by facts that a society tries only to discover. Recall, a 

 
30 Marx, 534. 
31 Marx, 534. 
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functionalist account of work attempts to identify the activities through which the necessary 

social function is really fulfilled. Regardless of how work appears in the society in question (or 

whether anything appears as work), the theorist can delineate its true boundaries.  

Whilst functionalist theorists disagree in their normative evaluation of the realm of 

necessity, they agree, moreover, to ground that evaluation on similarly intrinsic qualities of its 

activities. On the view of post-work theorists, who adopt the instrumentalist model, the 

distinction between the realm of necessity and the realm of freedom is one between “work”-

activities on the one hand and “leisure”-activities or “free time” on the other. The activities we 

perform which contribute to maintain and reproduce our society, by virtue of comprising the 

labour process, belong to the realm of necessity and are therefore unfree.32 Our work in the 

realm of necessity enables us in the realm of freedom to tend to our commitments or live out 

our desires, in short, to do as we please. According to Marxist humanists’ expressivist model, 

on the other hand, post-work theorists’ contrast between the process of social reproduction and 

freedom is only valid as an articulation of the distorted view of capitalist society. Abolishing 

capitalism would transform the work we perform in the realm of necessity into an expression 

of our freedom.  

There are two problems with this manner of construing the distinction between the realm of 

necessity and the realm of freedom. First, why should we think that “socially necessary 

activities” by virtue of being “socially necessary” should be either inherently unfree, i.e., mere 

means, or fundamentally free and inherently pregnant with meaning. Surely, there are many 

 
32 As a further illustration, consider this interpretation of the distinction: “The realm of 

freedom comprises those activities that are ends in themselves, most especially activities 

constitutive of the all-round development of the individual. The realm of necessity comprises 

those productive activities necessary to sustain the material requirements of society.” James 

C. Klagge, ‘Marx’s Realms of “Freedom” and “Necessity”’, Canadian Journal of Philosophy 

16, no. 4 (December 1986): 774. (Klagge concedes that materially productive activities could 

be “experienced as free” under a communist mode of production but it is unclear what he 

means by this, since he rules out that they could be ends in themselves.) 
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kinds of practices we engage in, many social institutions we maintain, which we recognise as 

“socially necessary” yet which we are committed to above and beyond our consideration of 

them as necessary.33 On the other hand, the opposite view, that by virtue of being necessary 

from the perspective of social reproduction an activity is distinctively “humanising” and 

thereby uniquely expressive of freedom, is equally dubious. Some practices are engaged in, 

some social institutions are maintained, only because someone has to. In short, contrasting and 

comparing social reproduction with free activities is to commit a category mistake. 

Second, and more fundamentally, from the perspective of the social constructivist model 

developed in this dissertation, the functionalist construal of social reproduction appears 

artificially naturalised. As shown in chapter one, we have not always classed activities together 

by virtue of their being socially necessary. There is nothing in the nature of things, or more 

specifically, in the activities themselves, that imposes or insists on this category; the 

compartmentalisation of social reproduction in an independent social practice arose out of, and 

belongs to, a social system where the market in labour is socially dominant.  

To this we now add that whether to recognise an activity as “socially necessary” is not a 

question that is even in principle answerable through empirical investigation alone. Consider 

care. We have already agreed that there were good reasons for much care to be included as 

work. Yet is it plausible to maintain that care is in and of itself socially necessary? Let us agree 

that any decent society would tend to the needs of those who are unable to care for themselves. 

Does not this imply, however, the conceivability of societies neglecting or dismissing their 

duties of care? What about childcare? Or what about the satisfaction of a basic need like 

hunger? Could anyone deny that food-production is socially necessary?  

 
33 As G. A. Cohen puts it, albeit as a critique of Marx, “That a task must be and is fulfilled 

does not imply that the motive for its performance is that its performance is necessary.” 

Cohen, Karl Marx’s Theory of History, 324.  
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Even what we appear to do for “mere survival”, however, we never do only to survive. As 

Marx himself argued, “Hunger is hunger, but the hunger gratified by cooked meat eaten with a 

knife and fork is a different hunger from that which bolts down raw meat with the aid of hand, 

nail and tooth.”34 The point is not that hunger is not a need that must at some time be satisfied 

if a human being is to survive. The point is that we never only act under the description 

“hunger-satisfaction”. We always satisfy our hunger by doing something other, or more.35 Even 

if the production of some food is necessary for the reproduction of society, that in and of itself 

does not even conceptually distinguish any actual social practices or institutions as socially 

necessary.  

To be clear, the argument is not that it is meaningless to speak of an activity as socially 

necessary. The argument is that this is always a normative claim. In truth, nearly everything 

we do together contributes to upholding and reproducing an ensemble of social practices and 

social institutions that together constitutes a region of social life. Social reproduction depends, 

as argued by Will Kymlicka and Sue Donaldson, not only on what we do for our employers, or 

even on a set of activities that could in principle be distinguished and organised on the market, 

but “upon a broader and more diffuse set of disposition and activities, including the ongoing 

willingness of members to exercise self-restraint in public spaces, to comply with social norms 

of civility, to uphold a public culture of tolerance and the rule of law, to respond to signals of 

distress or discomfort amongst friends and neighbours, and so on.”36 Any claim about the 

indispensability of some activity must be understood as a normative claim about the loss of 

 
34 Quoted in Jaeggi, On the Critique of Forms of Life, 136.  
35 As Jaeggi puts it, human needs are “by their very nature historically specific and culturally 

shaped.” Jaeggi, 136. “One never merely survives.” 
36 Sue Donaldson and Will Kymlicka, ‘Animal Labour in a Post-Work Society’, in Animal 

Labour: A New Frontier of Interspecies Justice?, ed. Charlotte Blattner, Will Kymlicka, and 

Kendra Coulter (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2019), 217. See also Weeks, The Problem 

with Work; James Livingston, No More Work: Why Full Employment Is a Bad Idea (Chapel 

Hill: The University of North Carolina Press, 2016). 
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integrity society would suffer without anyone performing this practice, maintaining this 

institution. In short, the fact that a society must be reproduced to continue to exist does not in 

any way determine how it ought to be reproduced. And the boundaries of social necessity are 

irreducibly normative; their delineation is impossible without first determining the way one 

wishes to see society reproduced.  

If the functionalist perspective fails to convince, how should we then interpret the distinction 

between the realm of necessity and the realm of freedom? The “true realm of freedom”, Marx 

says, consists of “that development of human energy which is an end in itself”. Let the realm 

of freedom, then, refer to those activities that are performed for reasons intrinsic to the activity. 

The realm of freedom begins, as Marx argued, “only where labour which is determined by 

necessity and mundane considerations ceases”. On an alternative, non-functionalist 

interpretation, the crucial point is that the realm of necessity comprises activities “determined 

by necessity and mundane considerations”.37 The realm of necessity consists of activities that 

are mere means to an end external to the activity itself.38  

On this alternative interpretation, the dichotomy does not refer to a distinction which inheres 

in the essential character of activities themselves but concerns what Martin Hägglund has called 

their “purposive structure”. The realm of freedom comprises activities that “essentially belong 

to the purpose of what I am doing”.39 These can be considered “free” because the time devoted 

to these activities is valuable in and of itself. If we could achieve their end without in fact 

 
37 Admittedly, Marx says that the realm of freedom “begins only where labour which is 

determined by necessity and mundane considerations ceases; thus in the very nature of things 

it lies beyond the sphere of actual material production.” Cohen’s critique of Marx is that he 

thus commits the category mistake identified above. Luckily, as clarified above, my aim is 

not to demonstrate the universal consistency of Marx’s statements but to reconstruct one, 

independently cogent strand of argument which I submit rests confidently on its own merits. 
38 This conception of the realm of necessity might appear to agree with the instrumentalist 

account. The instrumentalist account, however, is an account of work, and thereby mistakenly 

identify the realm of necessity with a naturalised field of socially necessary activities.  
39 Hägglund, This Life, 221. 
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performing the activity, we would not thereby have good reasons to avoid engaging in them.40 

The realm of necessity encompasses on the other hand those activities that do not “essentially 

serve the purpose of what I am doing”. The time devoted to them is not valuable in itself but 

based only on an end external to them.41 If we could achieve their end without actually 

performing the activity, we would happily do something else.42 

What would it mean, on this interpretation, to bring the realm of necessity under common 

control? What would it require to “achieve this with the least expenditure of energy and under 

conditions most favourable to, and worthy of, [our] human nature”? As Marx finds this helpful, 

let us first consider society as if it were comprised of one individual. Robinson Crusoe, 

“[u]ndemanding though he is by nature” still “has needs to satisfy, and must therefore perform 

useful labours of various kinds.”43 What useful tasks must he take care of? 

Determining this involves deciding what needs he would like to see satisfied. How would 

he like to see the conditions of his continued life produced? Recall, there is no necessary 

overlap between useful tasks that would satisfy his needs and the realm of necessity, considered 

simply as activities that are only instrumentally valuable. Many useful tasks belong to the realm 

of freedom. Others, however, he would only ever perform due to the necessity of their end. 

What he must decide, therefore, is how much toiling in the realm of necessity he is willing to 

endure. This would in turn depend, however, on the kind of needs he would like to see satisfied, 

 
40 I shall distinguish between free activities and activities that are performed freely. For an 

activity to be freely or voluntarily performed it must not be the case that it is performed in the 

absence of acceptable alternatives. As long as adequate alternative are available to us, we can 

freely perform an activity for reasons purely external to the activity itself.  
41 The qualification, specifying that the activity is a means to an end external to the activity 

itself, is important. If the activity relates to the final end as a constitutive means, it is not a 

“mere means” as discussed above. 
42 See also Aaron Benanav, ‘Automation and the Future of Work—2’, New Left Review, no. 

120 (December 2019): 117–46; Aaron Benanav, Automation and the Future of Work 

(London; New York: Verso Books, 2020). 
43 Karl Marx, Capital: Volume 1: A Critique of Political Economy, trans. Ben Fowkes, 

Penguin Classics (London; New York, NY: Penguin Books in association with New Left 

Review, 1990), 169. 
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on the kind of truly free time it would provide him with. If he wants a lavish dinner every day, 

more time must perhaps be spent looking for food than he would consider a “development of 

human energy which is an end in itself”. If he remains content with one elaborate dinner per 

week, more time can be spent, albeit less luxuriously, in the realm of freedom.  

For a single person, bringing the realm of necessity under their control consists, therefore, 

in determining its size and structure in light of the free activities it enables. Besides the free 

activities of the realm of freedom itself, there is freedom, I am suggesting, in this ability to 

choose how much drudgery to endure for what kind of freedom. In Hägglund’s words, one 

lives a free life in this sense when one is able “not to transcend the realm of necessity but to 

(…) negotiate its relation to the realm of freedom.”44  

Let us now consider a real society comprised of a multiplicity of people. They must also 

find a way to determine what needs they find it collectively important to satisfy. What 

conditions of their continued social life would they like to see produced? In fact, Marx 

speculates that if the capitalist form of production was abolished, necessary labour-time would 

expand to take up more of the day, “because the worker’s conditions of life would improve, 

and his aspirations become greater”.45 Perhaps. But since the process of reproducing society is 

no natural process, there is no one single or non-normative perspective on what activities it 

should comprise. What is required is for the polity to find a way of making that decision that 

respects their reasonable disagreement. 

Some of the activities which would be determined as necessary at least someone would 

presumably find intrinsically satisfying. Others would, however, only be performed if someone 

were made to perform them for the sake of the necessity of their end. As for Robinson, there is 

no necessary overlap between the kinds of activities that a polity would determine as necessary 

 
44 Hägglund, This Life, 278. 
45 Marx, Capital, 667. 
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and the realm of necessity, considered simply as activities that are purely instrumentally 

valuable. If the realm of necessity refers to useful activities which are “determined by necessity 

and mundane considerations”, it would delineate, at most, a subset of socially necessary 

activities. To bring the realm of necessity under common control would have to involve, first 

of all, collectively identifying this subset of activities. It would mean choosing, in light of the 

kind of truly free time it would provide them with, how much time to spend in the realm of 

necessity, and to do it in a manner consistent with a community’s aspiration to be collectively 

self-determining.46 As Martin Hägglund argues, “The point of leading a free life—both 

individually and collectively—is not to transcend the realm of necessity but to be able to 

negotiate its relation to the realm of freedom.”47 

Bringing the realm of necessity under collective control would thus require that one found 

a manner collectively to confront and address two sets of questions. First: what tasks do we 

consider to be of necessary importance, such that someone needs to perform them? What 

institutions is it critical for us that someone maintains? And second: which of these would no 

one perform for reasons intrinsic to the activity itself? Which of these would it therefore be a 

shared social responsibility to take care of?  

 
46 Perhaps, if we discover it is true what some theorists have been arguing, that much 

contemporary labour is entirely meaningless, and recognised as such by those who are 

required to perform it, contrary to what Marx’s anticipation, bringing the realm of necessity 

under common control would dramatically shrink it. Roland Paulsen, Empty Labor: Idleness 

and Workplace Resistance (Cambridge, UK: Cambridge University Press, 2015); David 

Graeber, Bullshit Jobs: A Theory (London: Penguin, 2018); Dennis Nørmark and Anders 

Fogh Jensen, Pseudowork How We Ended Up Being Busy Doing Nothing (Copenhagen: 

Gyldendal Business, 2021); Raymond Geuss, A Philosopher Looks at Work (Cambridge: 

Cambridge University Press, 2021), 147–58. Or perhaps much work is not so much 

meaningless as in the service of luxuries that we would happily dispense with were we forced 

to share in the burdens of their creation. Eyal Press, Dirty Work: Essential Jobs and the 

Hidden Toll of Inequality in America (New York: Farrar, Straus and Giroux, 2021). In any 

case, it would represent the end of taking it for granted that all work is done for a sound 

purpose, thinking we have solved the problem of disagreeable jobs by saying that they’re 

necessary.  
47 Hägglund, This Life, 278. 
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The subsidiary challenge consists in how to organise the performance of these tasks. 

Because these activities are by definition unfree—they are mere means to social ends we have 

collectively determined to be necessary—taking care of their performance “with the least 

expenditure of energy and under conditions most favourable to, and worthy of, (…) human 

nature” would seem to demand that all members of society share in their performance. What is 

clearly wrong is when “free time is produced for one class by the conversion of the whole 

lifetime of the masses into labour-time.”48 Enabling the fullest possible development of all in 

the realm of freedom requires that all spend time in the realm of necessity.49  

 

III.  Transcending work: The case for UBI 

 

Bringing the realm of necessity under common control would require transcending the 

concept and practice of work as discussed in chapter one. It would require the end of the 

compartmentalisation of social reproduction in an independent social practice.50 Getting 

 
48 Marx, Capital, 667.  
49 Note, I only mean to rule out here that someone is entirely free of sharing in the 

performance of socially necessary burdens. Note more generally, that there might be a 

tension between the two desiderate Marx suggests here. The most efficient manner of taking 

care of burdensome socially necessary tasks might not be the most worthy of human nature. 

If so, this would provide a further argument for distributing the responsibility for these tasks 

widely. The only way a community would be in a position to make equitable decisions about 

the burdens of efficiency, is if these were shared by all. 
50 Here I part company with Hägglund. Hägglund speaks of the need for a “revaluation of 

value”. Whilst there is much to commend in his discussion, it is ultimately unclear how such 

a revaluation of value would formalise and institutionalise the distinction between the realm 

of necessity and the realm of freedom interpreted as a distinction concerning the purposive 

structure of our activities. That is perhaps because it is also unclear whether there will in fact 

remain a category of unfree, merely instrumentally valuable activities in Hägglund’s ideal of 

democratic socialism, or if all activities, even those of the supposed realm of necessity, would 

become free expressions of our social commitments. Under democratic socialism, Hägglund 

insists, “no one is forced to participate in social labor” instead “we will be intrinsically 

motivated to participate in social labor when we can recognize that the social production is 

for the sake of the common good and our own freedom to lead a life.” Hägglund, This Life, 

308. If so, however, Hägglund is in effect advocating the abolition of the realm of necessity. 

On my view, the shortcomings of Hägglund’s discussion arise because he does not address 



 166 

society to address these two questions would mean that there would no longer remain a central 

distinction in our social life between activities that are and activities that are not “socially 

necessary”. The attempt would instead have to be made to draw the contrast between activities 

determined to be socially necessary and which are purely instrumentally valuable, and all 

others. How would it be possible to transcend the concept and practice of work?  

Luckily, the account developed in chapter one provides a perspective that can help us make 

sense of both the meaning of transcending the practice and of how to achieve it. Recall, on the 

view which was there attributed to Marx, the dichotomy between work and its others is not 

strictly speaking false. It expresses a truth, but not the kind of truth it purports to express, a 

transhistorical truth. It is valid, but not in the manner in which it presents itself, transcending 

social form. Marx argued that the perspective according to which some activities are distinct 

by virtue of being “socially necessary” belongs fully, i.e., it is properly valid, or true in practice, 

to a society where it is in fact performed as a practice. The concept and practice of work are 

co-dependent, and both arose as a product of the new social relations created by the social 

dominance of the labour market.  

 

the requirement to transcend work. He does not insist on the normativity of the boundaries of 

social necessity, and he does not distinguish clearly enough between social reproduction and 

instrumentality.  

Aaron Benanav also comes very close to describing the Marxian vision developed in this 

essay. “The reorganization of social life to reduce the role of necessary labor is not”, he 

argues, “about overcoming work as such; it is about freeing people to pursue the activities 

that cannot be described simply as either work or leisure.” Yet because he does not develop a 

critique of work, these same problems plague Aaron Benanav’s discussion. He also argues, 

for instance, that “[i]nducements to work would not take the form of threats of starvation, but 

invitations to cooperate.” Benanav, Automation and the Future of Work, 91, 89. Either 

Hägglund and Benanav are promoting a naïve voluntarist vision of spontaneous cooperation 

as the basis of all social reproduction, and thus in effect aspire to abolish the realm of 

necessity, or they must explain how to formalise and institutionalise a distinction which cuts 

across that now drawn by work, and they must admit the role of an institution extracting from 

citizens some burdensome but socially necessary contributions. For critiques of Hägglund 

along this line, see the Symposium on This Life in the Los Angeles Review of Books, 

especially Benjamin Kunkel, ‘Free Time and Paid Work’, Los Angeles Review of Books, 15 

July 2020, https://lareviewofbooks.org/article/free-time-and-paid-work/. 
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However, the concept and practice of work are, according to Marx, under the social 

conditions under which they emerged, not only valid but inescapable. As long as the social 

structures to which they belong remain intact, the distinction they formalise will remain valid. 

Since they emerged with the rise of the market in labour to social dominance, this suggests that 

transcending the concept and practice of work will require dethroning the labour-market. In 

this final section, I shall move beyond Marx. I shall seek to show how a universal basic income 

(UBI), if its function was recast and it was implemented with this purpose in mind, could 

abolish the social dominance of the market in labour. I shall demonstrate how this would entail 

bringing the realm of necessity under common control by forcing society to address the two 

required sets of questions above, enabling the realisation of the third Marxian vision of how to 

organise social reproduction.  

In the arguments of post-work theorists, UBI is proposed as a response to a coming 

technological revolution. In the view of these writers, in particular because of the advances in 

machine-learning and the exponential growth in computing power, we are all, or nearly all, 

about to be replaced as workers by machines. But this is a good thing. As long as we find ways 

of redistributing the wealth increasingly created by machines in a new way, we should embrace 

the potential of less work and more leisure. UBI is defended as a means to turn a potentially 

dystopian future into a utopian one.  

There are other arguments for UBI. Less convinced that we are all fated for technological 

unemployment, there are those who highlight the increasing number of people in flexible, 

insecure work. They emphasise the stress associated with the lack of a regular income and the 

standard protections of full-time employment, i.e., the plight of what Guy Standing has termed 

the “precariat”, and the benefits a UBI could bring to them.51 Three decades ago, Philippe van 

 
51 Guy Standing, The Precariat: The New Dangerous Class (London; New York: 

Bloomsbury Academic, 2011). 
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Parijs pioneered liberal arguments for UBI from the point of view of distributive justice.52 From 

a republican perspective, on the other hand, it is the power a universal basic income would give 

workers in relation to their bosses, by enabling them to exit unfavourable work-contracts, that 

is UBI’s greatest virtue.53 Other arguments for UBI are inspired by feminist scholarship, racial 

justice advocacy, socialist ideals, and recognition-theoretical and ecological thought.54  

Many of these cases are compatible with what I shall argue, and some arguments may even 

overlap in significant ways.55 The argument made here is nevertheless distinct and independent 

of other lines of reasoning. The argument I shall make conceives of UBI as an institution 

implemented in order to abolish the social dominance of the labour-market and force society 

to take common control over the realm of necessity.56  

 
52 Philippe Van Parijs, ‘Why Surfers Should Be Fed: The Liberal Case for an Unconditional 

Basic Income’, Philosophy & Public Affairs 20, no. 2 (1991): 101–31. 
53 Philip Pettit, ‘A Republican Right to Basic Income?’, Basic Income Studies 2, no. 2 (17 

January 2008); David Casassas and Jurgen De Wispelaere, ‘Republicanism and the Political 

Economy of Democracy’, European Journal of Social Theory 19, no. 2 (May 2016): 283–

300. 
54 Carole Pateman, ‘Democratizing Citizenship: Some Advantages of a Basic Income’, 

Politics & Society 32, no. 1 (March 2004): 89–105; Almaz Zelleke, ‘Institutionalizing the 

Universal Caretaker Through a Basic Income?’, Basic Income Studies 3, no. 3 (31 January 

2008); Tommie Shelby, ‘Justice, Work, and the Ghetto Poor’, The Law & Ethics of Human 

Rights 6, no. 1 (6 December 2012): 69–96; Tommie Shelby, ‘A Blow to Ghettoization’, Text, 

Boston Review, 3 May 2017, https://bostonreview.net/forum/basic-income-just-

society/tommie-shelby-blow-ghettoization; Erik Olin Wright, ‘Basic Income as a Socialist 

Project’, Basic Income Studies 1, no. 1 (28 January 2006); David Calnitsky, ‘Debating Basic 

Income’, Catalyst 1, no. 3 (Fall 2017); Roisin Mulligan, ‘Universal Basic Income and 

Recognition Theory – A Tangible Step towards an Ideal’, Basic Income Studies 8, no. 2 (1 

January 2013); Nicholas H. Smith, ‘Basic Income, Social Freedom and the Fabric of Justice’, 

Critical Review of International Social and Political Philosophy, 27 February 2019, 1–21; 

André Gorz, Capitalism, Socialism, Ecology, trans. Chris Turner (London: Verso, 2013); 

Philippe Van Parijs, ‘Political Ecology: From Autonomous Sphere to Basic Income’, Basic 

Income Studies 4, no. 2 (7 January 2010). 
55 There are of course also justifications of UBI that will be incompatible with what I shall 

argue. There are for instance those who promote UBI as a replacement of the public goods 

provided by the welfare state.  
56 Certain prominent alternatives to UBI, such as for instance Basic Capital or Universal 

Stakeholding Grants, or a Job Guarantee, which are compared favourably to UBI from a 

number of the above perspectives by their proponents, are evidently not fit to challenge the 

social dominance of the labour market. Regardless of the arguments that they would better 

serve, say real freedom for all, these proposals can here thus be safely bracketed. Anne 
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A universal basic income is a guaranteed income paid out by the state to all members of 

society regardless of age and employment status.57 Importantly, on the view promoted here, its 

exact level would be left to be determined by ordinary democratic decision-making procedures. 

In some way it must be ensured, however, that it did not fall below a minimum level required 

to live decently without having to rely on further income. It would not be possible, nor 

desirable, to remove questions regarding the minimum level of a UBI entirely from politics. 

They should, however, be placed at one remove from the day-to-day political process, shielded 

from the kind of pressures and procedures which would determine its exact level. Conceptually 

we can think of a UBI, therefore, as the incorporation of an economic right to subsistence into 

the charter of basic rights. A UBI is a constitutionalised guarantee to all members of society 

that they shall receive the means required for decent living.58  

The UBI would be unconditional in the sense that it would not require that one participated 

or sought employment on the labour market.59 Whilst unemployment benefits today are 

 

Alstott and Bruce A. Ackerman, The Stakeholder Society (New Haven, Conn.: Yale 

University Press, 2000); Bruce Ackerman and Alstott, Anne, ‘Why Stakeholding?’, in 

Redesigning Distribution: Basic Income and Stakeholder Grants as Cornerstones for an 

Egalitarian Capitalism, ed. Bruce Ackerman, Anne Alstott, and Philippe van Parijs (London; 

New York: Verso, 2006), 43–65; Pavlina R. Tcherneva, ‘The Job Guarantee: Delivering the 

Benefits That Basic Income Only Promises – A Response to Guy Standing’, Basic Income 

Studies 7, no. 2 (31 January 2012); Pavlina R. Tcherneva, The Case for a Job Guarantee 

(Cambridge, UK; Medford, MA: Polity Press, 2020). 
57 Some advocates of UBI argue all residents should receive it, others maintain it must be 

limited to citizens. I use the term “member of society” to avoid entering into this debate here. 
58 Thinking in terms of the institutions of representative democracy that exist today, we can 

thus imagine that political parties defended and promoted different exact levels of UBI and 

negotiated a settlement after elections as they today negotiate other budgetary settlements. 

We could also imagine that the level of UBI was determined in regularly held, independent 

referendums. It would not be possible, however, to reduce the UBI to below the level 

required for a decent living. This leaves it open whether it should be courts, alternative 

independent experts, or perhaps more “ordinary” citizens, in something like what Hélène 

Landemore has theorised as open, deliberative “mini-publics”, which should be authoritative 

in deciding the level required for decent living. Hélène Landemore, Open Democracy: 

Reinventing Popular Rule for the Twenty-First Century (Princeton, NJ: Princeton University 

Press, 2020). 
59 It would not be unconditional in that it would require the institutionalisation of new duties 

of citizenship, primarily the duty to participate in mandatory schemes of universal basic civic 
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ordinarily paid out on the condition that those receiving it look for a replacement of it, a UBI 

would end the requirement that all who are able find employment. Constitutionalising a UBI 

would not terminate all employment. It would not make it impossible to learn a trade, take a 

temporary job or accept a permanent position, start a business or a cooperative, or sell your 

products or your services. In short, any kind of economic activity that people engage in now, 

and which they wished to continue to engage in, would be possible even on a UBI. UBI as 

imagined here, however, would make all this economic activity, and, crucially, the performance 

of any such economic activity at all, voluntary in a sense in which it is not today. By voluntary, 

I mean that it would not be performed in the absence of acceptable alternatives. Today, when 

we “choose” to look for employment, we do so knowing that the alternative is at best relative 

poverty, social stigma, and state harassment, and at worst destitution. A UBI would make the 

alternative acceptable and thus employment voluntary.60 

A UBI, then, would end the requirement to work and instead institutionalise the view that 

one is entitled to the means required for decent living by virtue of being a member of society. 

Without abolishing the labour market, and without ending all employment, a UBI would thus 

undermine its social dominance.61 It would, in short, undercut the labour market as “the ground 

 

service, discussed in the next chapter, and it would not be possible to renounce one’s right to 

a UBI in order to avoid this duty. 
60 The argument that it would make economic activity voluntary by institutionalising a decent 

alternative has long been central to UBI advocates. As Brian Barry for instance has argued, 

“[p]roviding the basic income is genuinely adequate, we can then say that nobody is 

exploited, however low the pay. For the job is freely chosen in preference to an acceptable 

alternative of not having a job.” Brian Barry, ‘The Attractions of Basic Income’, in Equality, 

ed. Jane Franklin (London: IPPR, 1997), 167. As far as I am aware, however, this argument 

has not been construed in the manner advanced here, with the aim of undermining the social 

dominance of the labour-market in order to take control of the realm of necessity.  
61 To be clear, a universal basic income as such would not undermine the social dominance of 

the labour market and bring about the transcendence of work. Different versions of UBI are 

endorsed by activists and political theorists across the political spectrum and UBI as such is a 

fairly apolitical idea. The consequences of implementing it would depend in large part on the 

ideology of the political forces behind its implementation. As Brian Barry famously put it 

somewhere else, “[a]sking about the pros and cons of basic income as such is rather like 

asking about the pros and cons of keeping a feline as a pet without distinguishing between a 
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on which society stands”. At the same time, I shall now argue, UBI would force a renewed 

engagement with the question of social reproduction by making the conditions of its own 

realisation a matter of public concern.  

To see how, let us turn to how a UBI forces society to address the questions delineating the 

realm of necessity. The first question was: what activities do we consider to be of necessary 

importance, such that someone needs to perform them? Already, states spend on everything 

from infrastructure to education and the public funds thus allocated can be considered an 

expression of a political community’s commitment to the necessity of certain activities and 

institutions. These are normative commitments. That is, they are not interpretations of 

something like a natural requirement, but expressions of what to the community is important. 

They identify tasks which it considers it a collective responsibility that someone performs, 

institutions the maintenance of which it regards as a shared duty. A UBI adds a democratically 

decided base level of universally distributed income to these expenditures. By thus positing a 

minimum level of value over which the political community requires control, the UBI forces 

the political community to determine the boundaries of “social necessity”.  

The second question was: which of the activities determined to be necessary would no one 

perform for reasons intrinsic to the activity itself? Which of these would it therefore be a shared 

social responsibility to take care of? A UBI, by undermining the social dominance of the labour 

market, also provides a mechanism to assist the political community answer this question. As 

suggested above, there is little reason to think that a UBI would suddenly end all employment. 

Why? Because we can reasonably assume that many take up forms of employment that they 

find intrinsically satisfying. Even if they could live decently without it, they do not engage in 

 

tiger and a tabby.” Brian Barry, ‘UBI and the Work Ethic’, Text, Boston Review, 2000, 

https://bostonreview.net/forum/basic-income-all/brian-barry-ubi-and-work-ethic. This 

dissertation only defends UBI as one element of a political project with broader emancipatory 

aspirations. The argument is that a UBI could bring about the transcendence of work if it 

were implemented by political forces aiming to use it for this purpose.  
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employment only as a means to an income. That is, they would not gladly avoid it were they 

no longer in need of that income. A UBI thus approximates a delineation of those forms of 

employment which, even if determined to be socially necessary, belong to the realm of 

freedom, to “that development of human energy which is an end in itself”.62 By the same token, 

a UBI would help determine the contours of the realm of necessity. For we can also reasonably 

assume that some would decide, were they to receive a UBI, to end their employment. And it 

is likely that some of these perform social tasks that would be considered necessary, necessary, 

that is, in part to provide all with their basic level of subsistence. These are the tasks that a 

society that had brought the realm of necessity under common control would need to find a 

way to share fairly. 

Some critics of UBI, who think that a fundamental reorganisation of production is required, 

hold it against UBI that it is limited to reimagining distribution.63 Were a UBI to be 

implemented with the intention to undermine the social dominance of the labour market, this 

critique fails. To see this, consider an opposite objection to UBI. This second objection one 

most commonly hears as a rhetorical question. Sympathetic to the ultimate aims of a universal 

 
62 I say approximate because we can imagine people on a UBI engaging in economic activity 

for at least two kinds of reasons. The first is that they would find enough of the proposed 

responsibilities of that employment intrinsically satisfying. Regardless of receiving an 

income, the time they devote to these tasks is valuable in and of itself. We can also imagine 

that employment would be accepted primarily because of the promise of a more-than-basic 

income. Even with decent living secured, if the UBI is not particularly high, it is reasonable 

to suppose that some would want simply to increase their purchasing power, and that they 

would therefore accept employment responsibilities which they would not perform for 

reasons intrinsic to the activity itself, but simply for the sake of its economic compensation. 

Just as the first kind of job might include some tasks which its takers would rather avoid, 

however, and these would be freely accepted for the sake of assuming its intrinsically 

meaningful responsibilities, as explained above, the tasks of the second kind of job would be 

accepted, in a sense in which it cannot be said to be now, voluntarily. The more accurate 

formulation would therefore be that UBI would delineate the realm of freedom including 

voluntary excursions into the realm of necessity. In practice, I presume most economic 

activity is engaged in for a combination of reasons. These matters are further discussed in 

subsequent chapters, especially chapter five and the conclusion.  
63 Hägglund, This Life, 285–89; Benanav, Automation and the Future of Work. 
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basic income, this second group of sceptics still asks: if a UBI is meant to be substantial enough 

to provide everyone with means enough to live, how would we be able to fund it? A 

constitutionalised right to the means required for decent living, these critics suggest, because 

it undermines the social dominance of the labour market, erodes the social conditions that 

ensure the production of the means everyone require to live.  

This second objection suggest our response to the first. Instead of reading it as a piece of 

rhetoric, the question—how to fund this level of UBI?—is the way in which a UBI would 

demand an engagement not only with matters of distribution, but also with how to produce the 

value to be distributed as UBI.64 Because the UBI would enable citizens to give up some forms 

of employment which the political community at the same time would recognise as necessary, 

it would delineate for them the realm of necessity, the tasks which they would have find some 

way of sharing fairly. In short, a UBI, as imagined here, makes the conditions of its own 

realisation a matter of public concern. 

Moreover, the higher the UBI, the more tasks would presumably be required of us in 

common. By being able to choose the exact level of the universal basic income guaranteed to 

all, society would be able to determine the value of our realm of freedom in light of the demands 

this would place on us collectively. In short, we would be collectively determining, in light of 

the kind of truly free time it would provide us with, how much time to spend in the realm of 

necessity, and we would do it in a manner consistent with a community’s aspiration to be self-

governing. A UBI could thereby enable us not to transcend the realm of necessity but 

collectively “to negotiate its relation to the realm of freedom”. A UBI could create the 

conditions for “the associated producers, rationally regulating their interchange with Nature, 

 
64 I do not rule out that answering this question might in turn necessitate a “revaluation of 

value” of the kind Hägglund theorises. That question, however, is beyond the purview of this 

dissertation. In the conclusion, I do, however, discuss some of the dynamics we could 

imagine would structure politics in post-“work-society”. 
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[to bring] it under their common control, instead of being ruled by it as by the blind forces of 

Nature”. 

 

IV.  Conclusion 

 

In this chapter, I transitioned from developing a social constructivist model to begin to 

explore a way of abolishing work. By asking how, when freed from thinking of them 

necessarily fused in work, we should try to realise each end it serves independently, I shall 

investigate how to “disassemble” the institution. I have started in this chapter by taking up the 

social function now understood to be performed through work. By developing a vision, inspired 

by Marx, which would involve transcending the compartmentalisation of social reproduction 

in an independent social practice, I have outlined the basic contours of a society beyond work. 

On the vision which I have developed, Marx principally aspired to bringing what he called 

the realm of necessity under common control, thereby enabling, moreover, the fullest possible 

development of all in the realm of freedom. On this view, the aim is neither to eliminate all the 

tasks we now perform as work nor make them all pleasurable, rather it is to enable society to 

choose how much drudgery to endure for what kind of freedom. This would require 

transcending work in that it would entail ending the division in our social life that the concept 

and practice of work formalises between activities that are and those that are not “socially 

necessary”. Replacing this would be a division between activities determined to be necessary 

but which no one would perform freely and all others. By sharing the burdens of the realm of 

necessity, moreover, this would enable the fullest possible development of all in those activities 

performed for reasons intrinsic to the activity itself. 

Moving beyond Marx, I have considered how a universal basic income could be 

implemented to subvert the social dominance of the labour market, undermine the 
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compartmentalisation of social reproduction in an independent social practice, and force the 

polity to confront the questions delineating the realm of necessity. Although a UBI would not 

eliminate employment, it would make economic activity voluntary. UBI, therefore, could assist 

in identifying the kinds of activities the political community considered necessary, in the 

irreducibly normative sense of being required for them to live up to their social commitments, 

but which no one would perform freely. A UBI, that is, would help delineate the realm of 

necessity by making the conditions of its own realisation a matter of public concern. 

This remains only a vision of a different future. In terms of its level of abstraction, it is 

comparable to emancipatory models against which the vision was contrasted, i.e., the 

emancipation from or the emancipation of work. My hope for now is only that some basic 

contours have been outlined. I shall attempt to flesh out the vision in the coming two chapters. 

To do so, I shall proceed along two argumentative paths. First, by considering how to organise 

our shared social responsibility for the realm of necessity and how to conceive of our personal 

development in the realm of freedom, I shall be supplementing this vision of transcending the 

social practice of work. Second, by responding to two concerns about UBI and the 

transcendence of work, each grounded in the aspects of work analysed in chapters two and 

three respectively, I shall be developing the idea of the institution’s disassembling. I shall begin 

in the next chapter with a worry about UBI that will take us back to the reasons for work now 

being the only properly legitimate means to an income.  



  

 

Chapter 5: Post-work social citizenship 

 

 

“Citizenship is a status bestowed on those who are full members of a community. All who 

possess the status are equal with respect to the rights and duties with which the status is 

endowed”. 

 T. H. Marshall1 

“[N]ot only has housework been imposed on women, but it has been transformed into a 

natural attribute of our female physique and personality, an internal need, an aspiration, 

supposedly coming from the depth of our female character. (…) Once housework was totally 

naturalised and sexualised, once it became a feminine attribute, all of us as females are 

characterised by it. If it is natural to do certain things, then all women are expected to do 

them and even like doing them”. 

 Sylvia Federici2 

 

In this chapter, I begin to flesh out the picture I have presented of a society beyond work by 

considering a common concern about UBI. A UBI would be unconditional in the sense that 

receiving it would not be contingent on participation on the labour market. It would provide all 

citizens with a free-standing source of income, thus strengthening the decommodification of 

each individual qua citizen. Whilst it might appear thereby to align with the aspirations of social 

citizenship, a UBI is commonly seen as an essential threat to the philosophy of the welfare 

state. In the first section, I show that to understand this concern about UBI’s compatibility with 

the politico-economic order that would be tasked with providing it, and to sharpen it into an 

objection, we must return to the details of the social compact undergirding the welfare state to 

consider how work became (b) the only properly legitimate source of an income. 

 
1 Thomas Humphrey Marshall, Citizenship and Social Class: And Other Essays (Cambridge: 

Cambridge University Press, 1950), 28–29. 
2 Sylvia Federici, Wages Against Housework (Power of Women Collective, 1975), 2, 4. 

Original emphasis. 



 177 

In the second and third section, I respond to the concern by considering how, in a society 

beyond work, the shared social responsibility for the realm of necessity could be organised by 

combining UBI with the (re-)introduction of civic service, a universal basic civic service 

(UBCS). I call the alternative social compact thus constructed “post-work social citizenship”. 

Detailing how the normative ideals and aspirations undergirding the political centrality of work 

in welfare capitalism have been insufficiently realised in work-society, I argue that post-work 

social citizenship would more appropriately instantiate the principle of social reciprocity 

(section two), and better serve the goals of class fusion (section three). In the fourth section, by 

considering the case of care, I respond to another concern pertaining to the realm of necessity, 

the worry that post-work social citizenship rests on and would reinforce a problematic 

romanticisation of the private sphere. 

In the overall arch of the argument of the dissertation, this chapter thus seeks to do two 

things at once. First, by considering how to organise the shared social responsibility for the 

realm of necessity through distributing its tasks in a civic service, it fleshes out the vision of 

work’s transcendence sketched in the previous chapter. Second, by considering how this civic 

service could better realise the values and normative aspirations on the basis of which work is 

now the only legitimate means to an income, it continues to develop the idea of work’s 

disassembling.  

 

I.  Worrying about UBI 

 

A welfare state is a state which aims to secure social citizenship. Social citizenship was the 

result of the incorporation into the status of citizenship, which already included civil and 

political rights, of social rights. The rationale for social rights lies in the danger to the equal 

status posited by citizenship inherent in the inequalities of social class; the purpose of social 
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rights is to make a reality of the status of citizenship under the conditions of a market economy 

by bringing about a degree of decommodification of each individual qua citizen. Social rights 

take aim at substantively realising the equal status promised by citizenship through a kind of 

“class fusion”, a class fusion which is both undergirded and expressed in the form of “a new 

common experience”. 

Based on this brief recapitulation, it would be reasonable to think that a universal basic 

income would suit the normative aspirations of the welfare state perfectly. Admittedly, not all 

advocates of UBI seek to align it with the purpose of the welfare state. Libertarian versions of 

UBI, which aim to take apart the idea of social citizenship, plainly depart from its normative 

underpinnings, sometimes explicitly so.3 As conceded already, versions of UBI are endorsed 

by theorists across the political spectrum, and the consequences of implementing it would 

depend in large part on the ideology of the political forces behind its implementation.4 Yet UBI 

could be combined with existing social goods and services to provide all citizens with the ideal 

protection from the vagaries of the market. UBI as considered in this dissertation, a 

constitutionalised guarantee to all members of society that they shall receive the means required 

for decent living, implemented to undermine the social dominance of the labour market, would 

appear to bring about the ultimate decommodification of each individual qua citizen.  

Moreover, because funding it would appear to be impossible without distributing a nation’s 

wealth more equally, the mere implementation of a UBI would probably decrease economic 

inequality. And when the exact level of UBI is up to citizens themselves to determine, this 

would provide them with a new instrument to determine more directly the tolerable limits to 

inequality. If, for instance, some of the predictions of automation-theorists turn out to be 

correct, and levels of inequality increased as a result, citizens could decide to raise the level of 

 
3 Charles Murray, ‘Guaranteed Income as a Replacement for the Welfare State’, Basic 

Income Studies 3, no. 2 (19 January 2008). 
4 Chapter four, fn 61. 
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UBI. Not only would everyone’s income floor rise, but one would also have to hike up taxes 

on the profits of robot-owners to fund this rise, bringing down inequality simultaneously from 

both above and below. Finally, and perhaps most importantly, in contrast to welfare payments, 

a UBI involves treating the entire population, as Marshall recommended, “for this purpose 

[equalisation] as though it were one class”. A UBI would contribute to class fusion by replacing 

many of the means-tested government programs which today operate as sources of stigma.5 

More generally, it would manifest concretely the community’s emphasis on, and priority of, 

the equality of status above the inequalities of social class. 

Nevertheless, a universal basic income (UBI) is commonly seen as an essential threat to the 

politico-economic order that would be tasked with providing it. As Branko Milanovic puts it, 

“moving from the current system to UBI would not only be a technical and financial change; 

it would entail an overall change in the philosophy that has dominated the welfare state for 

more than a century.”6 Milanovic does not explain how UBI would challenge the philosophy 

of the welfare state. Jon Elster, however, focuses our attention by arguing that a universal basic 

income “completely lacks the potential for being (…) wedded to a conception of justice”.7 It 

is, then, at least in large part, to the normative underpinnings of the welfare state that UBI is 

seen as an essential threat. And indeed, history appears to substantiate this concern. In apparent 

defiance of those self-styled realists who might sympathise with the aims of a UBI yet dismiss 

it due to a worry that citizens would never accept the required increase in public expenditure, 

according to Sue Donaldson and Will Kymlicka, when a version of UBI was discussed in the 

 
5 Mark Schlesinger and Jennifer Stuber, ‘Sources of Stigma for Means-Tested Government 

Programs’, Social Science & Medicine 63, no. 3 (August 2006): 933–45. 
6 Branko Milanovic, Capitalism, Alone: The Future of the System That Rules the World 

(Harvard University Press, 2019), 204.  
7 Jon Elster, ‘Comment on Van Der Veen and Van Parijs’, Theory and Society 15, no. 5 

(1986): 709. 
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US in the 1970s, “the decisive objection was not its cost, but its ethics”.8 In short, sceptics insist 

that there are reasons that the institution of work is the only properly legitimate source of an 

income, and these reasons are inscribed into the normative logic of the welfare state. 

I do not, of course, deny the existence of such reasons. Indeed, I aimed in chapter two to 

account for them. Citizenship includes both rights and duties. As put by Marshall, “all who 

possess the status of citizenship are equal with respect to the rights and duties with which the 

status is endowed”, and the duties of social citizenship, I argued, are as important as its rights 

for at least two reasons. First, guaranteeing the rights of citizenship depends on the fair 

cooperation of citizens. Second, the duties of citizenship are equally necessary for the class 

fusion of social citizenship. With respect to both, the duty to work has been of paramount 

importance. Let me quickly recap these arguments. 

As for the first reason, guaranteeing the social rights constitutive of social citizenship 

depends on the provision of certain social and material conditions. Because the health of “the 

economy” was seen as crucial for the state’s ability to establish these social and material 

conditions, work, understood as “participating in the economy”, was interpreted as the chief 

way in which one contributed to this provision, and therefore an essential duty of social 

citizenship. The duty to work was thus grounded in a principle of social reciprocity, the 

nonvoluntary social obligation to contribute to the social goods one receives. I argued further 

that this duty could be defended as a norm constitutive of democratic societies in general. Non-

reciprocation would, in John Rawls’ terms, be incompatible with citizens’ conception of 

themselves as free and equal persons. As Stuart White has put it, whilst imagining oneself to 

exist only to create benefits for others and never to enjoy benefits created by them smacks of 

 
8 Sue Donaldson and Will Kymlicka, ‘Animal Labour in a Post-Work Society’, in Animal 

Labour: A New Frontier of Interspecies Justice?, ed. Charlotte Blattner, Will Kymlicka, and 

Kendra Coulter (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2019), 216; Brian Steensland, The Failed 

Welfare Revolution: America’s Struggle over Guaranteed Income Policy (Princeton: 

Princeton University Press, 2008). 
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servility, thinking of oneself as deserving of the benefits created by others yet under no 

obligation to create benefits for them in return smacks of aristocracy, both of which violate the 

“ethos of democratic mutual regard”.9 

As for the second reason, the welfare state rests on a solidaristic vision of society. The class 

fusion and common experience of social citizenship refers in part to the constraints on the 

inequalities of social class, and to the treatment of the population by the state as if it were one 

class. It is also brought about, however, by the discharging of the duties required by this status 

itself. Here again, work is of paramount importance. In working, ideally, citizens are thought 

to experience their lives as partly tied together in the common venture of creating and 

sustaining a political community upholding their status as full and equal members. In short, the 

welfare state rests on a picture of society, in another Rawlsian formulation, as a “cooperative 

venture for mutual advantage”. In the institution of work, citizens are thought to affirm this 

vision and to contribute to its realisation. This undergirds the sense, in the words of Stuart 

White again, that “work in itself is, or can be, directly expressive of good citizenship – of civic 

concern and commitment”.10  

Indeed, it is based on just these reasons that critics are sceptical of UBI. First, they appeal 

to a principle of social reciprocity. Would not a social policy like UBI have to be funded 

through the productive activity performed by someone? If so, it “goes against a widely accepted 

notion of justice”, Elster maintains; “it is unfair for able-bodied people to live off the labour of 

others”.11 This more specific objection to UBI is sometimes called the exploitation or 

reciprocity objection. As Elster insists, any sizable universal basic income “would fail because 

 
9 Stuart White, The Civic Minimum: On the Rights and Obligations of Economic Citizenship 

(Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2003), 67. 
10 Stuart White, ‘The Republican Case for Basic Income: A Plea for Difficulty’, Basic Income 

Studies 2, no. 2 (17 January 2008): 5. 
11 Elster, ‘Comment on Van Der Veen and Van Parijs’, 709. 
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it would be perceived as unfair, indeed as exploitative”.12 And as Russel Muirhead explains, 

the “perception that a guaranteed income would be exploitative rests on the argument that it 

violates social reciprocity”.13 Second, critics raise objections that point in the direction of 

work’s role in affirming and promoting class fusion, and the welfare state’s underlying 

solidaristic vision of society. Muirhead, for instance, also celebrates the “affirmation of the 

working life” which “reflects in a democratic culture a kind of equality or shared condition that 

tempers even when it does not eliminate differences in income, wealth, power, and ability.”14  

There are thus indeed reasons for work’s being the only legitimate source of income and 

they have become inscribed into the normative logic of the welfare state. Yet I tried in chapter 

two not only to account for the reasons work is the only properly legitimate source of an 

income, I also aimed to so in explicit opposition to the naturalisation of these reasons 

effectuated by the functionalist model of work. On the functionalist model, these reasons are 

grounded in the intrinsic normative quality of working activities, i.e., activities through which 

we fulfil work’s necessary social function. On the institutionalist model I developed, the 

normative meanings of work have a purely socially constructed basis. They are a matter of how 

the institution of work is embedded into a wider social imaginary, and of the moral terms of 

the political compact in work-society. I do not strictly speaking disagree with Milanovic’s 

claim that a UBI “would entail an overall change in the philosophy that has dominated the 

welfare state for more than a century”. Yet it is not to the philosophy of social citizenship that 

UBI is a challenge; it is to the shape social citizenship assumes in work-society.  

Far from an argument against abolishing work, this concern about UBI must therefore be 

taken as a challenge. The construction of post-“work-society” through the disassembling of 

 
12 Jon Elster, Solomonic Judgements: Studies in the Limitation of Rationality (Cambridge 

University Press, 1989), 215.  
13 Russell Muirhead, Just Work (Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press, 2004), 17. 
14 Muirhead, 20. 
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work would have to involve novel institutionalisations of the underlying moral principles and 

normative aspirations. Over the next two sections, I shall take up this challenge. I shall argue 

that a society the basic contours of which was described in the previous chapter, a society which 

implemented a UBI to take common control over the realm of necessity, would be in a position 

more appropriately to instantiate the principle of social reciprocity, and better to serve the goals 

of class fusion. To do so, I shall consider how to organise our shared social responsibility for 

the realm of necessity. I shall contend that the burdens of the realm of necessity ought to be 

shared in a fair manner by (re-)introducing mandatory schemes of civic service. 

 

II.  The case for universal basic civic service: Social reciprocity  

 

By civic service, I mean an institution whereby citizens are enlisted for the mandatory 

performance of socially useful tasks. In return, citizens in civic service would either have their 

basic needs satisfied directly or they would receive a minimal monetary compensation to cover 

those expenses necessary for their subsistence. Civic service is thus distinct on the one hand 

from paid employment, the demand for which as well as rate of pay is determined on the 

market, and on the other from volunteering. By universal basic civic service, I mean a civic 

service paired with universal basic income.15  

In chapter four I showed how a UBI could be implemented with a view towards undermining 

the social dominance of the labour-market, forcing society to take common control of the realm 

of necessity. By guaranteeing to all members of society that they shall receive the means 

required for decent living, and at the same time removing the requirement to seek employment, 

a UBI would make the conditions of its own realisation a matter of public concern. It would 

 
15 Thanks to Alejandra Mancilla for suggesting the parallel terminology of universal basic 

income and universal basic civic service.  
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force two sets of questions. First, what tasks do we consider to be of necessary importance, 

such that someone needs to perform them? What institutions is it critical for us that someone 

maintains? And second: which of these would no one perform for reasons intrinsic to the 

activities themselves? Which of these would it therefore be a shared social responsibility to 

take care of? Although we can assume most citizens would continue to want to perform socially 

useful tasks, including in forms of employment, the polity would have to decide on the exact 

level of UBI based in part on the residue of necessary tasks this would leave them responsible 

for in common. It is above all these tasks I suggest should be taken care of in a universal basic 

civic service.16 

Why would this more appropriately instantiate the principle of social reciprocity? Let us 

take a step back. The primary challenge for someone who wants to institutionalise a duty of 

social reciprocity, is to find a way of picking out what we might call “contributive tasks”. By 

this I simply mean to denote directly the kinds of tasks responsibility for which would satisfy 

one’s duty of social reciprocity. Contributive tasks, I shall now show, are identified by two 

criteria. I shall then argue that even if we (implausibly) assume that all forms of work could 

 
16 Lest we succumb to intuitive anxieties about the intrinsically illiberal nature of mandating 

civic service, let me preface this discussion by noting that civic service, in the form of 

military service (with a proxy civic service for conscientious objectors), has been central to 

many Western states, and still exists, at least nominally, in some of them. (Hence, “(re-

)introducing” civic service.) We should not exaggerate the novelty represented by a universal 

basic civic service. Although it is often maintained that military service was only 

implemented with regard to the most essential of the state’s tasks, the defence of its citizens 

and of the state itself, it is worth noting that social integration, the creation of a cohesive 

national citizenry, was always also an important objective of military service. As one study 

from the turn of the present century concluded, “[i]n countries such as Germany where 

conscription still prevails the rationale seems to be founded more on social concerns than on 

military needs.” Gerd Greune and Michela Lai, ‘European Union without Compulsory 

Military Service: Consequences for Alternative Service. A Comparative Study on the Policies 

in EU-Member States’, Heinrich-Böll-Foundation EU-Study Papers, no. 1 (2000): 4. 

(Conscription was put into abeyance in Germany in 2011.) More prosaically, and perhaps just 

therefore also more significantly, most would take for granted the right of the state to 

mandate the entire population to perform some activity, for their own good and for the good 

of the community, in the case of a basic education. 
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satisfy the first condition, they certainly do not all satisfy the second. The socially useful 

burdens of the realm of necessity delineated through the implementation of a UBI, however, 

do satisfy both these criteria. 

The first condition for a task to count as contributive has already been identified; through 

their performance one needs to contribute to the relevant social good. Contributive tasks must 

have been determined to contribute to the provision of the material and social conditions 

necessary to guarantee social citizenship. Evidence of the salience of this criterion was drawn 

from the importance of the long feminist struggle discussed in chapter two against the 

distinction between the “productive” and the “reproductive”. As discussed in chapter two, for 

a long time, this distinction excepted housework and caretaking responsibilities, 

overwhelmingly assigned to women, as duties qualifying to full social citizenship. One way in 

which these were differentiated from “work” was by a distinction between productive tasks, 

activities with a social function, performed publicly, as part of “the economy”, and private, 

reproductive tasks, taken care of within the family. Thus, one part of the struggle to get 

reproductive tasks recognised as work was to mark them as equally “necessary”, equally 

socially useful, as those formally included in “the economy”.  

This struggle, however, can also help to shed light on a second criterion of a contributive 

task. For on some level, practices of social reproduction have always been recognised as 

necessary.17 Its gendering nevertheless undergirded a paradoxical interpretation of the private 

realm. Through the ideological constructions underlying a “cult of domesticity”, reproductive 

tasks were tied essentially to women. Not only were the practices taken care of within the 

family understood to be the task of women, an essential fit was posited between women and 

 
17 After all, central to the construction of “woman” as a social category, and the 

accompanying marginalisation of those subsumed under it, has been the notion that women 

are caught up in the endless cycle of natural necessity. 
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reproduction.18 As Sylvia Federici explained it in relation to housework, “not only has 

housework been imposed on women, but it has been transformed into a natural attribute of our 

female physique and personality, an internal need, an aspiration, supposedly coming from the 

depth of our female character.”19 It was thereby made appropriate for women not only to 

perform housework and to take care of reproductive labour, but to do it gladly, i.e., “freely”.  

It is against this background that we must understand Federici’s philippic against the “fraud 

that goes under the name of love and marriage”. It “affects all of us,” she argued, “even if we 

are not married, because once housework was totally naturalised and sexualised, once it 

became a feminine attribute, all of us as females are characterised by it. If it is natural to do 

certain things, then all women are expected to do them and even like doing them”.20 As 

occupants of their “private” social function, women were hence understood to be at the same 

time fully submerged in the sphere of necessity and “free” of the burdens of that productive 

“work” in “the economy” for which men received a wage and which qualified to full 

citizenship. Thus, the second part of the struggle to have reproductive tasks recognised as 

“work” was for it to be acknowledged, at least much of it, as equally gruelling, equally 

“laborious”, just as much a sacrifice, as “productive” work, for which men were rewarded with 

a wage and which qualified for social citizenship.21 

The second condition, then, for something to count as a contributive task—a task 

responsibility for which satisfies one’s duty of social reciprocity—is that it is burdensome. 

What could ground the normative significance of the burdensomeness of contributive tasks? 

Why is it only through sacrifices that one satisfies one’s duty of social reciprocity? Further 

 
18 Francesca M. Cancian and Stacey J. Oliker, Caring and Gender (Thousand Oaks, CA: Pine 

Forge Press, 2000). 
19 Federici, Wages Against Housework, 2. 
20 Federici, 4. Original emphasis.  
21 Meg Luxton, More Than a Labour of Love: Three Generations of Women’s Work in the 

Home (Toronto, Ont: Women’s Press, 1980). 
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support for the salience of this criterion can be drawn from the fact that it can be defended on 

the very same grounds as the principle of social reciprocity itself. Just as non-reciprocation, 

reciprocation without sacrifice would, in Rawls’ terms again, be incompatible with citizens’ 

conception of themselves as free and equal persons. That is, paraphrasing Stuart White this 

time, imagining oneself happy to make sacrifices for others and never demand that others make 

any sacrifice to benefit oneself smacks of servility, and thinking of oneself as deserving of the 

sacrifices of others and yet under no obligation to make sacrifices for them in return smacks of 

aristocracy. Both of which violate the “ethos of democratic mutual regard”. 

A contributive task, then—a task responsibility for which would satisfy one’s duty of social 

reciprocity—is identified by two criteria. It must contribute to the provision of the material and 

social conditions necessary to guarantee social citizenship, and it must be, in the relevant sense, 

burdensome. Do all forms of work satisfy these two conditions? In work-society, it is, as I have 

shown, inclusion on the labour market which confers public recognition on a task as work. Let 

us therefore consider employment. As for the first condition, critics of work have long pointed 

out both that many socially useful contributions fail to be recognised as work and that not 

everything that is recognised as work is socially useful.22 Opponents might respond, however, 

that we could imagine a reformed labour market which corrected for this.23 What is not so 

common is to question whether all work is, in the normatively relevant sense, burdensome. 

 
22 Silvia Federici, Revolution at Point Zero: Housework, Reproduction, and Feminist 

Struggle (PM Press, 2012); Alyssa Battistoni, ‘Bringing in the Work of Nature: From Natural 

Capital to Hybrid Labor’, Political Theory 45, no. 1 (February 2017): 5–31; Alasdair 

Cochrane, ‘Labour Rights for Animals’, in The Political Turn in Animal Ethics (London: 

Rowman & Littlefield, 2016), 15–32; David Graeber, Bullshit Jobs: A Theory (London: 

Penguin, 2018); Dennis Nørmark and Anders Fogh Jensen, Pseudowork How We Ended Up 

Being Busy Doing Nothing (Copenhagen: Gyldendal Business, 2021); Raymond Geuss, A 

Philosopher Looks at Work (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2021), 147–58. 
23 Indeed, the intention of what I have called moderate reformist critics is commonly to urge 

just these kinds of reforms. For an argument against the view that even an idealised market 

could manage to delineate all socially useful activities, see Markus Furendal, ‘Defining the 

Duty to Contribute: Against the Market Solution’, European Journal of Political Theory 18, 

no. 4 (October 2019): 469–88. 
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What critics rarely do is ask what the relevant criterion of burdensomeness is, and how one 

would try to identify burdensome social contributions.  

It might at first sight appear reasonable to think that any kind of employment is burdensome. 

If it were not, then what is the purpose of the pecuniary reward? Let us begin by considering 

what criterion of burdensomeness this view assumes. The strict opposite of a burdensome 

activity is one which is free. As discussed in the previous chapter, free activity is performed 

for reasons intrinsic to the activity itself.24 An unfree activity, on the other hand, is an activity 

which is a mere means to an end external to the activity itself. Because the time devoted to this 

activity is not valuable in and of itself, it appears reasonable to consider it burdensome. If we 

could achieve its end without engaging in the task, we would happily do something else; the 

performance of the activity appears to be a sacrifice. The view above assumes this 

understanding of burdensomeness because it invokes the supposition that if employment were 

not burdensome, i.e., if it were free, accepted and engaged in for reasons intrinsic to the office 

itself, the pecuniary reward would not be necessary. One would still want it and accept it even 

if one did not receive any compensation.  

But it is not correct that the pecuniary reward of employment reveals it to be unfree. In 

work-society, some compensation is necessary, whether you endorse your being responsible 

for the tasks for which you are compensated or not. In work-society, if wages disappeared, one 

would simply be required to find a different job. Should we then conclude that all work is 

necessarily unfree? This would be equally hasty. In fact, in work-society, when practically all 

citizens are faced with the requirement to find work in order simply to make a decent living, 

there is no uncontroversial way to determine about any task, whether responsibility for it 

 
24 As Martin Hägglund put it, free activities are activities that “essentially belong to the 

purpose of what I am doing”. Martin Hägglund, This Life: Secular Faith and Spiritual 

Freedom (New York: Pantheon, 2019), 221.  
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represents, for the person responsible for it, a sacrifice.25 How do we know whether we have a 

job because we want to assume the responsibilities of the job, or because we need to accept the 

responsibilities of some job? Under conditions where one is forced by economic necessity to 

accept some employment, it is hard to know whether this is true about one’s practical relation 

to one’s own job. It is impossible to say anything confidently about other people.26 

What a universal basic income does, if introduced as discussed in the previous chapter, is to 

change these conditions. What this UBI does is to guarantee to all citizens that they shall 

receive the means required for decent living regardless of employment status. By providing the 

basic monetary end of employment by other means, citizens could now live well without 

performing their current job or any other job. Would you remain committed to the 

responsibilities of your office? If yes, I propose it should not be considered a burdensome job. 

If it is performed by a person who receives an income high enough to survive on irrespective 

of the acceptance of it or any other job, this employment should not be considered a sacrifice. 

If you would be happy to quit the job and live off the UBI, or try to find something else to do, 

and if no one else would want to take it up in your stead, I propose that the bundle of tasks 

comprising the job should be considered burdensome. 

This criticism also implies an amendment to the assumed criterion of burdensomeness. Not 

all unfree activities are, in the relevant sense, burdensome. Consider first that a job consists of 

many kinds of activities. We should not assume many cases where each one of them is free in 

the sense of being performed for reasons intrinsic to the activity itself. In the case of 

employment including activities accepted merely for the privilege of the accompanying 

intrinsically meaningful tasks, these are voluntarily accepted burdens. Second, what about 

 
25 Obviously dangerous, exhausting, and demeaning tasks might be considered exceptions.  
26 As long as we are required to perform some job, it is questionable if it even makes sense to 

try to distinguish between free and unfree employment. Again, except perhaps in the case of 

obviously dangerous, exhausting, or demeaning jobs. 
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employment that is accepted, even on a UBI, not for reasons intrinsic to its tasks, but only, or 

primarily, because one wants more than a basic income? The responsibilities of the office 

would be mere means to an end external to the activities themselves, viz., the added income. 

Since the means of a decent life—as the political community has defined this—has been 

provided, however, if this job is a burden, it is a voluntarily accepted burden. It consists of 

unfree activities, but these are freely performed; it is perhaps a sacrifice, but it is a personal 

sacrifice.27 It should not therefore qualify as a task responsibility for which would satisfy one’s 

duty of social reciprocity. Strictly speaking, then, the relevant sense of burdensome for an 

activity to count as contributive is not that it is an unfree activity, but an involuntarily 

performed unfree activity.28  

 
27 As discussed in the previous chapter, by voluntary, I mean that it is not performed in the 

absence of acceptable alternatives. I believe this corresponds to Gerald Dworkin’s 

understanding of acting freely, viz., acting for reasons for which one doesn’t mind acting. 

Gerald Dworkin, ‘Acting Freely’, Noûs 4, no. 4 (November 1970): 367–83. I should note, 

however, that one could in post-“work-society” of course still be said to be subject to 

manipulation and ideological distortions. Just as post-“work-society” will not undermine the 

need for attention to how to protect the freedom and safeguard the dignity of employees, a 

UBI would in no way spell the end of attempts by social critics to uncover ways in which we 

fail to act as freely as we think we do. Consider for instance Theodor Adorno’s argument that 

“free time depends on the totality of social conditions” and whilst it remains “shackled to its 

opposite” this “oppositional relationship in which it stands imbues free time with certain 

essential characteristics” which means people won’t “dispose of genuine freedom over 

themselves”. As a memorable example, Adorno considers “the behaviour of those who grill 

themselves brown in the sun merely for the sake of a sun-tan, although dozing in the blazing 

sunshine is not at all enjoyable, might very possible be physically unpleasant, and certainly 

impoverishes the mind.” Theodor W. Adorno, ‘Free Time’, in The Culture Industry: Selected 

Essays on Mass Culture, ed. J. M. Bernstein (London; New York: Routledge, 2001), 189, 

191. This exact argument would, of course, not retain its force—free time’s opposite being, 

of course, “work”. One wonders if post-“work-society” would enable those now suffering 

through the requirement of “dozing in the blazing sunshine” instead to approach Adorno’s 

famous ideal of “[r]ien faire comme une beté, lying on water and looking peacefully at the 

sky.” Theodor W. Adorno, Minima Moralia: Reflections from Damaged Life, trans. E. F. N. 

Jephcott (London; New York: Verso, 2006), 157.  
28 I would like to stress that we are searching for an understanding of burdensome appropriate 

for a particular context or question. We are not after a universally relevant definition of 

burdensome; we are after an understanding of burdensome delineating the kinds of socially 

useful tasks responsibility for which should satisfy one’s duty of social reciprocity. What 

denying that all “unfree” activities are burdensome involves is the claim that it is reasonable 
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UBI can thus be implemented to help a polity identify the burdensome tasks required to 

guarantee social citizenship. These should be organised in a universal basic civic service. We 

saw above how the principle of reciprocity is invoked by theorists in the “exploitation 

objection” against UBI. The truth, however, is quite the opposite. The principle of reciprocity 

undergirding the welfare state requires not only that everyone participates in the provision of 

the material conditions required to guarantee the rights of social citizenship. The principle of 

reciprocity demands a fair distribution of the burdens required to guarantee the rights of social 

citizenship. A UBI, I argued, is needed to identify these burdensome tasks. Universal basic 

civic service is required for the fair implementation of any duty to contribute grounded in the 

principle of reciprocity. The first argument for (re-)introducing mandatory schemes of civic 

service is that it would more appropriately instantiate and institutionalise the principle of social 

reciprocity. 29 

 

to ask of someone on a UBI who accepts some employment because they want a more-than-

basic-income also to contribute by taking part in a universal basic civic service.  
29 Readers might worry I have still said little to appease the scepticism anticipated above 

about the force and unfreedom involved in mandating a civic service. Do we not have a right 

to self-ownership? Does not this include a right against conscription? That is not self-evident. 

On the one hand, Hillel Steiner, anxious to defend the centrality of self-ownership and the 

wide moral prerogatives it confers to control our own bodies, has nevertheless defended its 

compatibility with conscription. Hillel Steiner, ‘Self-Ownership and Conscription’, in The 

Egalitarian Conscience: Essays in Honour of G. A. Cohen (New York; Oxford: Oxford 

University Press, 2006), 88–101. Cécile Fabre on the other hand, less convinced, I dare say, 

about the merits of self-ownership, has advanced the argument that justice gives individuals a 

right against third parties to the material resources they need in order to live minimally 

flourishing lives, that this includes a right to their personal services, and that in case there are 

some services required that too few people are willing to perform, or that it would be 

prohibitively expensive to organise via the market, this justifies instituting a morally and 

legally mandatory civic service. See Cécile Fabre, Whose Body Is It Anyway? Justice and the 

Integrity of the Person (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2006), 55–71. For a similar 

argument, see Lucas Stanczyk, ‘Productive Justice’, Philosophy & Public Affairs 40, no. 2 

(March 2012): 144–64. In a sly reversal of Nozick’s famous analogy of taxation with forced 

labour, Fabre tries to reduce concern about civic service by comparing it with taxes. It is 

“entirely unclear”, she claims, “that having to pay taxes to the tune of 25 per cent to 50 per 

cent of one’s income in the course of one’s life constitutes less of an interference than having 

to provide personal services—for which one will be paid—for one year.” Fabre, Whose Body 

Is It Anyway?, 68.  
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Before I move on to the second argument, and to how a universal basic civic service would 

better serve the goal of class fusion, I should like to consider a potential objection to what has 

already been argued in order to make an important clarification. Am I suggesting that no one 

who would continue in their job if they received UBI makes any socially useful contribution? 

To take what has appeared over the last couple of years as the paradigmatic essential worker, 

is it not quite plausible that many nurses would still want to be nurses even if they received 

UBI? Surely it is not reasonable to deny, even if that were the case, that nurses make valuable 

contributions to the conditions of social citizenship? It is not. The question, however, is not 

 

It seems to me, however, that there are important and relevant difference between taxation 

and conscription. For one thing, taxation does not appear to impinge on my freedom to decide 

what kinds of activities to perform in a way that conscription certainly does. Moreover, my 

claim on my body, including my right to decide what I want to do with it, appears more 

salient to me than my entitlement to all the value my activities generate (in concert with that 

of countless other people). In response to scepticism about entrusting the state with the power 

to mandate a civic service, therefore, I would instead emphasise the sense in which the tasks 

organised in a universal basic civic service represent socially useful burdens. This means that 

they are kinds of tasks that have been determined to be necessary to guarantee social 

citizenship yet which no one, or not enough people, perform for reasons intrinsic to the 

activity, and which it is not possible to entice people to perform voluntarily when they have 

been guaranteed the means required to live decently. It is important to keep in mind that 

someone is in fact compelled to perform these tasks today. The alternative to using the state 

to organise a universal civic service to take care of these tasks is that someone is forced to 

take care of them by economic necessity, subjecting themselves, moreover, to all the forms of 

domination that characterise modern firms. Elizabeth Anderson, Private Government: How 

Employers Rule Our Lives (and Why We Don’t Talk about It) (Princeton University Press, 

2017). The question should not be if we are wrong to worry about the state mandating a 

universal basic civic service, but whether this is to be preferred over the current kind of force 

and unfreedom. Its universality, enabling us all to share in the sacrifices required to live up to 

the commitments we have made to each other, ensures the moral superiority of civic service.  

Allow me to add one final point concerning the tension between personal freedom and 

shared social obligation. Let us accept that welfare states must strike a balance between the 

number and depth of the provisions and protections we bake into the status of social 

citizenship, and the sacrifices required by us collectively to provide them. Even if we accept 

that for most people, work-society’s system of work-requirement and taxation is less 

intrusive, it means burdensome tasks are unevenly distributed. Set aside the unfairness of this 

arrangement, that is, the requirement grounded in the duty of social reciprocity for all to 

contribute by performing burdensome tasks required to guarantee social citizenship. This also 

deprives the community of the shared knowledge required for it to strike a reasonable 

balance. If one is collectively to strike a balance between benefits and burdens, it is necessary 

that both benefits and burdens are shared by all. 
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simply whether nurses make important contributions. A contributive task is a task responsibility 

for which would satisfy the duty of social reciprocity. That it contributes to the social and 

material conditions of social citizenship is only one criterion of a contributive task. The other 

condition is that the office is in the relevant sense burdensome, i.e., that it is not performed 

freely. The relevant distinction that our institutions must find a way to track is not that between 

those who do and those who do not make valuable contributions, but that between socially 

useful tasks that are burdensome and those that are freely undertaken.  

Yet we can imagine the objector pressing on. Do not nurses make plenty of sacrifices? If 

nurses are, by the logic of this argument, potentially deemed not to make any normatively 

relevant sacrifice and thus to fail to satisfy their duty of social reciprocity, should not this 

instead have us question this logic? The first thing to say in response to this is that the question 

is not whether nurses make sacrifices, the question is whether it is a sacrifice to be a nurse.30 

The argument is that since on UBI no one is required to be a nurse or to take up any other form 

of employment, it is reasonable to consider those who do so, as doing it freely. The claim is 

that it is therefore not unreasonable to ask them also to contribute by performing inherently 

undesirable tasks that no one voluntarily performs. Journalists surely also make contributions 

to a democracy that are crucial for its proper functioning. It is still in many ways a privilege to 

be a journalist. It is not unreasonable to demand that they also contribute by taking on some 

inherently burdensome tasks that we also require that someone performs.  

If this claim seems less convincing in the case of nurses, however, we should ask ourselves 

why this might be so. One reason could be that nurses, as compared to journalists, generally 

 
30 Does it even make sense to ask this question? Is it not a constitutive feature of any job that 

it involves some sacrifices and some privileges? Perhaps. And it is just because of the 

challenge of determining whether it is an overall sacrifice or privilege that I suggest the use 

of UBI as an epistemological tool. The best we can do is to use UBI to make the background 

conditions as free of coercion as possible, thereby revealing the overall burdensome forms of 

employment. 
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face harsher working conditions. This would plausibly be less prominent in a society with a 

constitutionalised guarantee to the means to decent living, which might hopefully force hospital 

administrators seeking to recruit enough nurses to better employment conditions. A second 

reason one might react differently to this argument when imagining applying it to nurses instead 

of journalists, however, is that many nurses are perhaps made responsible for more tasks that 

have little to do with their training, and which perhaps also have little to do with what motivated 

them to become nurses in the first place.  

In the face of this, it is important to insist that no bundle of tasks that currently make up a 

job is forever fixed.31 We might concede the implausibility of saying today to a nurse that they 

do not contribute by performing burdensome labour. Perhaps in order to attract nurses on UBI, 

however, one would have strategically to redesign the job, or give nurses much more freedom 

to determine the kinds of tasks for which they would be responsible.32 It does perhaps not 

appear as problematic then to demand of these nurses that they also contribute through civic 

service—in part by performing, with everyone else, some of the tasks they rejected to perform 

as nurses. In short, when we speak of the realm of necessity, and of the burdensome tasks 

responsibility for which would satisfy one’s duty of social reciprocity, it is not existing jobs 

we should imagine. Instead, we should allow for the possibility that the combination of 

universal basic income and universal basic civic service would force an overhaul of the 

 
31 Michael Albert, Parecon: Life After Capitalism (London: Verso Books, 2003), 103–11. 
32 There is plenty of research to suggest that amongst the most important factor in 

determining job satisfaction, is the degree of autonomy to control the structure of their tasks 

granted employees. Daniel H. Pink, Drive: The Surprising Truth About What Motivates Us 

(New York, NY: Riverhead Books, 2009). Whilst surprising for some perhaps, Aaron 

Benanav is right to point out that the recent literature is rediscovering ideas that have been 

evident to generations of more radical thinkers. In the words of Peter Kropotkin, “the best 

situation for man is when he produces in freedom, has choice in his occupations, has no 

overseer to impede him, and when he sees his work bring a profit to himself and others like 

him.” Quoted in Aaron Benanav, Automation and the Future of Work (London; New York: 

Verso Books, 2020), 89. 



 195 

technical as well as the social division of labour. It is in fact the class of socially necessary 

burdensome tasks which a UBI can help us delineate, and which are distributed in the UBCS.33  

 

III.  The case for universal basic civic service: Class fusion 

 

The more common arguments for civic service refer not primarily to social reciprocity, 

however, but to its potential sociological, educatory, or even patriotic function.34 Many of these 

make rather uncritical references to William James’ classic essay, “The Moral Equivalent of 

War”. Suggestive though this title is, we should note that James was concerned above all with 

criticising pacifistic arguments against war which did not take more seriously the aesthetic and 

ethical viewpoints of their adversaries. This led him to emphasise the importance of the 

disciplinary function of the military, and to celebrate the potential for manly heroism in war. 

“We must make new energies and hardihoods continue the manliness to which the military 

 
33 This point is further developed in the conclusion, where the dynamics referred to above are 

further explored.  
34 These arguments are made from a range of political positions. Morris Janowitz, The 

Reconstruction of Patriotism: Education for Civic Consciousness (Chicago: University of 

Chicago Press, 1983); Charles C. Moskos, A Call to Civic Service: National Service for 

Country and Community (New York: Free Press, 1988); William F. Buckley, Jr, Gratitude: 

Reflections on What We Owe to Our Country (New York: Random House, 1990). The last 

great surge in interest for civic service coincided (probably not coincidentally) with the rise 

of communitarian thinking (contributions to which also came from across the political 

spectrum). James L. Perry and Ann Marie Thomson explain the ebb and flow in support of 

civic service in the American context, and how it is associated simultaneously with dread and 

yearning, by pointing to the tension in American politics between a reliance of private nature 

of moral individualism and a wish for an active citizenry endorsing its civic obligations. 

James L. Perry and Ann Marie Thomson, Civic Service: What Difference Does It Make? 

(Armonk, N.Y: M.E. Sharpe, 2004), xiii–xx. For a more recent call for the introduction in the 

US of a national civic service, see American Academy of Arts and Sciences, Our Common 

Purpose: Reinventing American Democracy for the 21st Century (Cambridge, Mass.: 

American Academy of Arts and Sciences, 2020). The Academy’s Commission on the 

practice of Democratic Citizenship, co-chaired by Danielle Allen, Stephen Heintz, and Eric 

Liu, recommends in this report establishing a universal expectation of a year of national 

service to “inspire a culture of commitment to American constitutional democracy and one 

another”. It does not, however, endorse making it mandatory.  
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mind so faithfully clings”, he proclaimed. “Martial virtues must be the enduring cement; 

intrepidity, contempt of softness, surrender of private interest, obedience to command, must 

still remain the rock upon which states are built—unless, indeed, we wish for dangerous 

reactions against commonwealths fit only for contempt”. He did advocate conscription in an 

“army enlisted against nature” but his aim was primarily to “preserve in the midst of a pacific 

civilisation the manly virtues which the military party is so afraid of seeing disappear in 

peace”.35 To avoid leaning on a discourse tying productivism to the virile and heroic and 

unwittingly anchoring our arguments in a masculinist aestheticization of war, we must clarify 

the sense in which another “moral equivalent of war” is achieved in class fusion.  

Class fusion, I argued in chapter two, is the way in which the welfare state’s social rights 

aim substantively to realise the equality of status promised by citizenship under the conditions 

of a market economy. An important corollary effect of this class fusion, I would now like to 

suggest, is solidarity. Solidarity is a multifaceted concept. We speak on the one hand of a certain 

kind of political or oppositional solidarity. The welfare state is the result, in part, of the struggle 

of the working class, a struggle which required solidarity. Indeed, if it makes sense to speak of 

the groups that struggled to create the welfare state as one social group, one working class, it 

is in part because they were united in solidarity.36 We speak here of solidarity amongst one 

faction of society in opposition to others. In the words of Avery Kolers, “solidarity is essentially 

agonistic in the sense that it involves political struggle, which is by definition struggle against 

 
35 William James, ‘The Moral Equivalent of War’, in The Heart of William James, ed. Robert 

Richardson (Cambridge, Massachusetts: Harvard University Press, 2010), 310–12. 
36 Solidarity is a necessary condition, in Marxist terms, for a class which is a class in itself, to 

become a class for itself. 
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other actors.”37 Solidarity of this kind is premised on shared or overlapping interests and its 

aims are transformative as it seeks to realise these interests through political struggle.38 

It is a related, but slightly different sense of solidarity we invoke when we say that the 

welfare state is an expression of solidarity. As stated in a political program document of 1975 

belonging to the German Social Democratic Party (SPD), “Solidarity expresses the experience 

and insight that we may live together as free and equal human beings only when we feel 

responsible for each other and help each other.”39 This solidarity is premised on a recognition 

of the inescapability of our interdependence. It embraces our reliance on each other for the 

conditions of a decent life in common. It is the institutionalisation of the insight, much abused 

over the last years of pandemic-discourse, that we are “in this together”.40 This kind of 

solidarity is political in a slightly different sense. It is not agonistic; it does not arise in 

opposition to an adversarial group.41 But it needs a political or institutional expression. This 

solidarity exists as embedded in social structures.  

 
37 Avery H. Kolers, ‘Dynamics of Solidarity’, Journal of Political Philosophy 20, no. 4 

(2012): 367. 
38 Although it is a term perhaps most commonly associated with the struggle of the working 

class, it is not exclusive to it. Feminists, for instance, have theorised the isolated social 

position of women as important barriers to the creation of a distinctly feminist solidarity. 

Juliet Mitchell, Woman’s Estate, Reprint edition (Brooklyn, NY: Verso, 2015). Tommie 

Shelby has reached back into the African-American tradition to construct a philosophical 

defence of black political solidarity. Tommie Shelby, We Who Are Dark: The Philosophical 

Foundations of Black Solidarity (Cambridge, Mass: Belknap Press of Harvard University 

Press, 2005). 
39 Quoted in Steinar Stjernø, Solidarity in Europe: The History of an Idea (Cambridge: 

Cambridge University Press, 2005), 105.  
40 It thus bears the closest relation to the original meaning of solidarity, which referred to 

legal obligations. In Roman law, the solidarity of a family meant that all its members were 

co-responsible for the debts incurred by any one of them. Kurt Bayertz, ‘Four Uses of 

“Solidarity”’, in Solidarity, ed. Kurt Bayertz, vol. 5, Philosophical Studies in Contemporary 

Culture (Dordrecht: Springer, 1999), 3–28. 
41 Contrary to what is so often and uncritically accepted today, these earlier champions of the 

welfare state did not confine their sense of responsibility to their fellow nationals: “For us, 

solidarity has a universal human significance; hence, it may not end at national boundaries. 

From the basic value of solidarity grows an obligation for everybody toward fellow human 

beings and toward society.” Quoted in Stjernø, Solidarity in Europe, 105. 
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Finally, we might also plausibly claim that the welfare state relies on and is sustained by 

solidarity. We here mean solidarity as common sympathy and concern. A fellow-feeling which 

is nevertheless more than a feeling, I propose to construe this solidarity as a self-understanding, 

or an ethical disposition. This solidarity is the recognition of the inescapability of our 

interdependence, of the fact that we are “in this together”. It engenders a readiness to endorse 

a shared responsibility for each other. Whilst also not agonistic, it is transformative, however, 

as the new self-understanding originating in this recognition should enable the community to 

act in new ways in common. This is the sense of mutuality and togetherness which undergirds 

the solidarity expressed by the welfare state. Its justification is the continued deepening of the 

structures of mutual regard in which it seeks to embed itself.42  

This solidarity, however, cannot be taken for granted. As Steinar Stjernø warns, it “will not 

grow automatically out of the social structure of modern individualised society.”43 There are 

several important barriers preventing a recognition of our interdependence and a commitment 

to its moral demands. First, if people live under conditions that are too impoverished, we must 

expect this to instil in them an understandable priority of self. Solidarity is, in a sense, a luxury 

of those not entirely consumed by worry about the basic means of decent life. Second, if 

inequalities in income, wealth, and power grow too large, even if those at the bottom are 

provided with “sufficient” means, this creates dependencies that enable those at the top to 

dominate those at the bottom and/or effectively withdraw from any sense of mutual regard. 

Solidarity is only to be expected from those whose interdependence expose them to some 

 
42 Durkheim’s notion of organic solidarity serves as a useful foil. His is a related conception 

but different in that it is normatively thinner. Because he is concerned merely with the fact of 

our interdependence, his theory deals only with the “cohesion of societies”. Emile Durkheim, 

Division Of Labor In Society, ed. Steven Lukes, trans. W. D. Halls (New York: Free Press, 

2014), 51. From the perspective developed here, what is lost in this thinner notion is the 

transformative quality of solidarity, the qualitatively different kind of relationship brought 

about by a recognition of the inescapability of our interdependence and the consequent 

endorsement of our shared responsibility for each other. 
43 Stjernø, Solidarity in Europe, 325. 
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degree of vulnerability. Finally, the atomisation of modern society and competitive drives of 

the capitalist economy militates against a recognition of our interdependence.44  

It is in part against the background of these obstacles that we must understand the welfare 

state’s need for class fusion. The sustainability of the welfare state, as an expression of 

solidarity, depends on it itself nurturing solidarity, understood as a recognition of our 

interdependence and readiness to endorse our shared responsibility for each other. To do this, 

the welfare state must counteract the tendencies that hinder and discourage the development of 

solidarity. This is brought about through class fusion. 

As discussed in chapter two, class fusion means equalisation between classes and 

individuals, raising the floor but at the same time also placing certain limits on the roof, so that 

no one at the bottom can face risks unimaginable to those at the top, and no one at the top are 

allowed to purchase lives of irresponsibility and carefreeness inconceivable to those at the 

bottom. Importantly, it involves treating the entire population for this purpose as though it were 

one class. This entails the centrality of a general education as well as general health services. 

Class fusion aims to achieve a new common experience. This means not only that all should 

live similar lives, comparable lives, so that they all can recognise in the distinct life trajectories 

of their fellow citizens, persons of equal status; this common experience should include a way 

in which citizens confront their interdependence and experience their lives as inextricably 

knitted together in the common venture of creating and sustaining a political community 

 
44 “Atomism”, according to Charles Taylor, “is used loosely to characterise the doctrines of 

social contract theory which arose in the seventeenth century and also successor doctrines 

which may not have made use of the notion of social contract but which inherited a vision of 

society as in some sense constituted by individuals for the fulfilment of ends which were 

primarily individual.” Charles Taylor, ‘Atomism’, in Philosophy and the Human Sciences: 

Philosophical Papers 2 (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1985), 187. By 

“atomisation”, I mean the social structures and processes of modern society which contribute 

to creating a society about which this vision seems plausible. A critique of the atomisation of 

capitalist society has never been formulated more elegantly or forcefully than by Marx in 

Karl Marx, ‘On the Jewish Question’, in Karl Marx: Selected Writings, ed. David McLellan, 

2nd Edition (Oxford; New York: Oxford University Press, 2000), 46–70. 
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upholding their status as full and equal members. In short, in market economies and societies 

divided by social class, class fusion is the material and experiential grounds of solidarity.  

In work-society, it is above all in work that a vision of society, in Rawls’ words, as a 

“cooperative venture for mutual advantage” is thought to be affirmed and in which citizens are 

imagined as contributing to its realisation. There are good reasons to think, however, that work 

is an inappropriate institution for the purpose of achieving the new common experience of class 

fusion. For one thing, some kinds of work, beyond not contributing, have functioned as barriers 

to class fusion by being sources of stigma. As Michal Walzer has convincingly argued, 

necessary yet undesirable tasks, because of their undesirability, often take on a cruel logic; “the 

negative good is matched by the negative status of the people into whose hands it is thrust.” 

Degrading work is distributed to degraded people, the poor or the different. The underlying 

idea is a malicious one: “negative people for negative good. The work should be done by men 

and women whose qualities is presumed to fit. Because of their race, or sex, or presumed 

intelligence, or social status, they deserve to do it, or they don’t deserve not to do it, or they 

somehow qualify for it. It’s not the work of citizens, free men, white men, and so on”.45  

It is often crucially necessary tasks that are deemed degrading. Naturally hard labour, or 

dirty work, seems, as Walzer points out, almost universally to carry with it a social stigma. The 

problem is not only that hard and dirty work is a marker of exclusion, but that it often itself 

functions as a mechanism of stigmatisation and marginalisation.46 Moreover, the association 

 
45 Michael Walzer, Spheres of Justice: A Defense Of Pluralism and Equality (New York: 

Basic Books, 1983), 165–66. 
46 The insight is an old one. The abolitionist writer Martin Delaney argued that decent lives 

would be unachievable for African Americans in the US due to racialised stigma based on the 

labour assigned to them even when freed from slavery. Now referred to as the “Father of 

Black Nationalism”, Delaney advocated the emigration of African Americans from the US 

and their “repatriation” in Africa. Martin R. Delany, The Condition, Elevation, Emigration, 

and Destiny of the Colored People of the United States and Official Report of the Niger 

Valley Exploring Party (Amherst, N.Y: Humanities Books, 2004). This is not to say, 

however, that there are no mechanisms by which dirty work can be made satisfying, nor that 

those responsible for it cannot establish a sense of self-worth. Stephen Deery, Deanna Kolar, 
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between these tasks and marginalised peoples then further stigmatises the work. And the way 

to interrupt this vicious circle, is for everyone to share in the undesirable tasks. To be sure, the 

argument is not that sharing these tasks will make them pleasurable, or that this by itself will 

end all social exclusion. Yet sharing these tasks will undermine one crucial mechanism of 

discrimination, it will remove one crucial barrier to class fusion and solidarity.47  

Second, as discussed in chapter three, transformations of work have created new divisions, 

exacerbating those emanating from the education system, resulting, in the words of Markovits, 

in “a new partisan politics of work”.48 The problem here is that work, at the same time as 

ostensibly promoting class fusion and solidarity, has become an increasingly important arena 

for citizens to compete for scarce goods. Particularly important in this context, is the manner 

in which the polarisation of the labour market has interacted with the transformation of the 

recognition-order.49 Workers whose labour cannot be reconfigured to correspond to the 

demands of the new recognition order, which stresses the value of originality and difference 

above contribution and commitment, have been losing their status as valuable members in a 

shared enterprise. Much manual labour and unskilled work is represented as “residual work”, 

from which “anyone who is qualified enough would rather escape”.50 Again work functions to 

drive apart instead of knitting together. 

Conversely, there are good reasons to think that a civic service is a uniquely appropriate 

institution for the promotion of class fusion and solidarity. The key to understanding the 

 

and Janet Walsh, ‘Can Dirty Work Be Satisfying? A Mixed Method Study of Workers Doing 

Dirty Jobs’, Work, Employment and Society 33, no. 4 (August 2019): 631–47. 
47 As Paul Gomberg has put it, “[i]f everyone does a share of routine labour, it ceases to be a 

ground for social contempt.” Paul Gomberg, ‘Dilemmas of Rawlsian Opportunity’, Canadian 

Journal of Philosophy 40, no. 1 (March 2010): 20. 
48 Daniel Markovits, The Meritocracy Trap: How America’s Foundational Myth Feeds 

Inequality, Dismantles the Middle Class, and Devours the Elite (New York: Penguin Press, 

2019), 70. 
49 Discussed in chapter three.  
50 Martin Baethge, ‘Arbeit, Vergesellschaftung, Identität — Zur Zunehmenden Normativen 

Subjektivierung Der Arbeit’, Soziale Welt 42, no. 1 (1991): 16. 
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potential of civic service in this respect, is to stress the common experience a civic service 

would organise. First, a civic service would provide all with similar experiences. Tasks 

organised by a civic service could for instance include assisting nurses in hospitals and nursing 

homes and child carers in day caring facilities, sanitary management of communal spaces 

outdoors, shifts in warehouses, cleaning schools and public administration buildings, 

organising social activities for elderly citizens still living at home, helping out in kindergartens, 

and supporting the building and maintenance of critical infrastructure. Whilst all citizens need 

not contribute to every one of the tasks thus organised, care could be taken to ensure that all 

were responsible for a range of different tasks, making the civic service itself a shared 

experience.51 

Second, and more importantly, the universal basic civic service would be a common 

experience by being a shared sacrifice. Here, the important point is not the particular experience 

of each citizen engaged in civic service, or that it would consist of similar activities, but the 

consciousness of the civic service itself as a sacrifice; a burdensome contribution to the social 

and material conditions required to guarantee social citizenship. Universal basic civic service 

would correctly be experienced as a way to shoulder fairly the burdens of living up to the social 

commitments that citizens have made to each other. It would thus help make a reality of the 

welfare state’s aim to have its citizens experience their lives as partly tied together in the 

common venture of creating and sustaining a political community upholding their status as full 

and equal members. 

  

 

 
51 A universal basic civic service would of course not supplant the importance of general 

health services, socially integrated schools and recreational activities, or of generally low 

levels of inequality ensuring that citizens meet each other as social equals across all spheres 

of society.  
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IV.  Romanticising the private sphere? Revisiting the case of care 

 

I shall end by considering an important objection to what has been argued. The objection is 

best considered through the case of care. From the feminist perspective leaned on above, it 

would be understandable to worry that the arguments of this chapter rest on a problematic 

romanticisation of the private sphere. I have contended that tasks which we would continue to 

perform, when receiving a UBI, should not count as tasks responsibility for which would satisfy 

one’s duty of social reciprocity. Because they would have to be considered voluntary, either 

free activities or unfree activities performed freely, they cannot be considered burdensome and 

therefore, regardless of whether they contribute to the social and material conditions of social 

citizenship, not “contributive”. But do not the feminist theorists discussed above reveal this to 

be at best naïve and at worst cynically uncritical of more subtle forms of social coercion? If 

women continue to be responsible for the lion’s share of housework and care, is this not an 

unfairness to which our institutions ought to be responsive? How would we know it would not 

simply be a lingering effect of the sexualisation of housework, which not only naturalised the 

expectation that women assume most caring responsibilities, but construed it as an innate desire 

of femininity? 

To begin to address these concerns, note first that we should not simply take it for granted 

that the family will or should remain as central an institution of civil society as it has been for 

the last few centuries. If the organisation of childcare is reimagined, perhaps indeed it will be 

revealed that it includes many burdens that ought to be shared by all in a civic service.52 

Moreover, even if family abolitionism fails to convince, we should not think that our present 

institutions of public support represent more than a temporary compromise in our ongoing 

 
52 Sophie Anne Lewis, Full Surrogacy Now: Feminism Against Family (London: Verso, 

2019). 
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attempt to negotiate the balance between private and public responsibility for care. New public 

institutions could be devised to relieve families of more of the burdens of care. What the 

concerns above really highlight, however, are the more specific unfairness inherent in the 

gendered maldistribution of care. For those who continue to believe that there is value in 

delegating primary responsibility for care to an institution like the family,53 value to the carer 

as well as the person cared for,54 do the institutions of post-work social citizenship provide any 

mechanisms to deal with this inequity?  

Our preferred solution will depend on our conception of the underlying problem. On a 

conventional view, the problem is that care-work is undervalued. Consequently, carers go 

unrecognised and responsibilities for care are maldistributed. Grounded in this 

conceptualisation of the problem, attempts in work-society to move beyond the inequities of 

the gendered division of labour have been based, according to Nancy Fraser’s helpful 

schematisation, on one of two models.55 Policies guided by the “Caregiver Parity” model leave 

the distribution of care between men and women unchanged while aiming to make women’s 

difference costless. It promotes gender equity by supporting informal care and state provision 

 
53 I say “delegate” here in recognition of the argument that the family cannot be understood 

as prior to state or society. The family is not a natural, “pre-societal”, or even “pre-political” 

institution; it is structured by the legal framework created by the state and the social norms of 

the society within which it takes shape. As Maxine Eichner puts it: “[t]he intricate 

interconnections between families and the state make it conceptually inaccurate to conceive 

of a family acting before the state steps in. Instead, state action always and already affects 

families’ capacity to deal with dependency issues.” Maxine Eichner, ‘The Supportive State: 

Government, Dependency, and Responsibility for Caretaking’, in Care Ethics and Political 

Theory, ed. Daniel Engster and Maurice Hamington, 87-107 (Oxford, United Kingdom; New 

York, NY: Oxford University Press, 2015), 96. The responsibilities of the wider society in 

caring for its dependent members can thus not be understood to kick in only if or when the 

family fails. The more theoretically coherent view must understand the collective 

responsibility for dependency as fundamental, and the primacy of the family’s duties, 

therefore, as delegated. 
54 I will present one account of care defending this perspective in chapter six.  
55 Nancy Fraser, ‘After the Family Wage: A Postindustrial Thought Experiment’, in Justice 

Interruptus: Critical Reflections on the ‘Postsocialist’ Condition (New York, NY: Routledge, 

1997), 41–68. 
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of caregiver allowances. What Fraser terms the “Universal Breadwinner” model tries to move 

beyond the family wage by making women more like men are now, fostering gender equity by 

promoting women’s employment, mandatory work-time regulations, and state provision of 

employment-enabling services such as day care.  

In the same spirit, with the combination of UBI and UBCS proposed here, society could 

conclude that childcare is so uncontroversially burdensome, and so obvious in its value to 

society, that even where people, and mostly women, would continue to perform it were they to 

receive a UBI, they should not only be supported but rewarded. One form that reward could 

take, beyond a monetary one, is to relieve parents of a certain numbers of hours of civic service 

per child they have cared for. By relieving mothers of more hours than fathers, this system of 

reward could take the gendered division of labour into account.  

The drawbacks of this solution, however, are evident. Not only is it not uncontroversial that 

caring should be understood as a sacrifice.56 It is also unclear if care performed privately can 

provide the same social benefits that justified a civic service in the first place. Moreover, and 

most importantly, a gendered solution, or even an ostensibly neutral solution, would lock in an 

existing gendered division of labour. That is in fact what the policies based on either one of the 

two models above have resulted in so far. The maldistribution of care has been reinforced. The 

caring needs of those who can pay for it have been commodified, but to meet these caring 

needs, industrialised countries have relied for the most part on the care-work of other women, 

often racialised and immigrant women.57 In families that cannot or do not hire help, it is still 

 
56 The debates on so-called “procreational justice” have partly revolved around whether, and 

if so, in what sense, we should understand procreating and raising children as a burdensome 

contribution to society, see Paula Casal and Andrew Williams, ‘Rights, Equality and 

Procreation’, Analyse & Kritik 17, no. 1 (1995): 93–116; Serena Olsaretti, ‘Children as Public 

Goods?’, Philosophy & Public Affairs 41, no. 3 (June 2013): 226–58; Sabine Hohl, ‘Fair 

Play, Coercion, and the Costs of Children: A Reply to Olsaretti’, Philosophy & Public Affairs 

49, no. 1 (January 2021): 6–25.  
57 Mignon Duffy, Making Care Count: A Century of Gender, Race, and Paid Care Work 

(New Brunswick, NJ: Rutgers University Press, 2011); Fraser, ‘After the Family Wage’. 
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women who perform most of the necessary caring labour in the home, in practice working two 

daily shifts.58  

Countries which have been more successful in creating more egalitarian households have 

done better because they have addressed the ideological dimension of caring. They have 

restructured jobs that are currently inconsistent with the exercise of caretaking responsibilities, 

used public education campaigns and persuasion to change gendered patterns of housework, 

and encouraged the equal distribution of childcare with individualised, “take-it-or-lose-it” 

parental caregiving-leaves that are not cumulative but would be lost to the family if both 

spouses did not take it.59 These policies are grounded in a different conceptualisation of the 

underlying problem. Whilst it is true that the maldistribution of care is in part a consequence 

of its undervaluation, the relationship between undervaluation and maldistribution also works 

the other way round. Not only does the devaluation of care result in its maldistribution, but the 

maldistribution of care has functioned to devalue caring. The assignment of care to women 

(and of particularly burdensome forms of care to racialised women) and their historical 

marginalised position, has been a source of the stigmatisation of care.  

In short, the social meaning of care has been caught in a vicious cycle.60 Because of the 

interpretation of it as “female”, women having historically been denied independence and full 

citizenship, care has been understood as demeaning, or inappropriate for those aspiring to 

independency and full citizenship. Moreover, some of the least desirable caring tasks have been 

 
58 Arlie Hochschild and Anne Machung, The Second Shift: Working Families and the 

Revolution at Home (New York, NY: Penguin Books, 2012). 
59 Janet C. Gornick and Marcia K. Meyers, Families That Work: Policies for Reconciling 

Parenthood and Employment (Russell Sage Foundation, 2003); Maxine Eichner, The 

Supportive State: Families, Government, and America’s Political Ideals (Oxford University 

Press, USA, 2010); Ankita Patnaik, ‘Reserving Time for Daddy: The Consequences of 

Fathers’ Quotas’, Journal of Labor Economics 37, no. 4 (2019): 1009–59. 
60 The history behind this vicious cycle is further discussed in my “Reasons to care: On the 

maldistribution and devaluation of care-work and what to do about it” (unpublished 

manuscript). 
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interpreted as degraded labour in part by their association with racialised others. This has then 

become a reason for non-marginalised groups to avoid these tasks, further lowering the status 

of the tasks, and further increasing the contempt for and exclusion of the groups associated 

with their performance. The negative interpretation of the task motivates the imagined fit 

between these and peripheral or even lesser persons, and this fit is taken as a reason for citizens 

aspiring to independency to reject the tasks. 

Attempts at dealing with the undervaluation of care that do not pay attention to this 

ideological context therefore reinforces the maldistribution of care, thereby undermining the 

attempt to raise its value. Conversely, organising the collective responsibility for care in a way 

which would both more fairly distribute its burdens and recognise the value of caretaking, 

requires deconstructing the gendered and racial separations responsible for its maldistribution. 

Fraser develops this idea under the heading of the “Universal Caregiver” model. This third 

model rests on “induc[ing] men to become more like most women are now, namely, people 

who do primary carework.” The key to achieve gender equity in a post-industrial welfare state, 

Fraser maintains, “is to make women’s current life-patterns the norm for everyone”.61 Realising 

this would require eliminating the gender-coding of care and encourage men to perform it too. 

Amia Srinivasan has recently highlighted the importance of distinguishing between the 

forms of inequality one could “use the law to address, and which forms are susceptible only to 

the forces of social change.”62 If a more plausible construal of the problem with care-work 

includes its ideological maldistribution as a cause of its undervaluation, and its solution 

requires eliminating the association of care-work with marginalised groups, there are 

 
61 Fraser, ‘After the Family Wage’, 60–61. 
62 Amia Srinivasan, The Right to Sex (London: Bloomsbury Publishing, 2021), 145. 
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significant limits to state action. Changing the social norms underlying gendered prejudices 

requires a cultural shift which must ultimately come from civil society.63  

Yet as noted above, some states have already developed policies with this specific aim in 

mind and achieved important success. What I wish to maintain here is simply that the 

institutions under consideration do indeed offer further tools for policies of the Universal 

Caregiver model. Specifically, it could be embedded as a further aim of a universal basic civic 

service that it ought to be attentive to this ideological context of care. As discussed above, the 

way to interrupt the stigmatisation of “hard work” is for everyone to take on some of the tasks. 

Because it would be universal, making it a requirement of the universal basic civic service that 

it introduced all citizens to some responsibility for care could function to disrupt the underlying 

ideological conditions responsible for its maldistribution and consequent devaluation. Sharing 

responsibility for these tasks across old identity-markers would undermine one crucial 

mechanism of discrimination, and at the same time remove one reason the performance of these 

tasks is taken to be demeaning.64 To be clear, I am not arguing that we should abolish work 

 
63 Some liberals might also worry about the legitimacy of the state embracing this goal. 

Liberal feminist political theorists have, however, composed careful arguments in response to 

this worry, showing how even on the strictest requirements of neutrality imposed by political 

liberalism, the state can take it upon itself through progressive interventions to erode the 

norms that uphold the gendered division of labour. Christie Hartley and Lori Watson, Equal 

Citizenship and Public Reason: A Feminist Political Liberalism (New York: Oxford 

University Press, 2018), 189–211; Gina Schouten, Liberalism, Neutrality, and the Gendered 

Division of Labor (Oxford; New York: Oxford University Press, 2019). This would not entail 

that any use of coercive power would be legitimate. Clearly, there are reasons to be sceptical 

of the state mandating a certain division of labour within the family. We can insist on the 

legitimacy of a liberal state adopting the erosion of the gendered division of labour as a 

political goal without thereby accepting any means taken in service of that goal. 
64 Whilst the argument here primarily leans on the above interpretation of these social 

dynamics, it is nevertheless worth noting that empirical evidence exists suggesting that 

encouraging or mandating a more equal distribution of some caring responsibilities in one 

period has effects on the distribution of all caring responsibilities later on. For instance, 

examining the effects of parental leave reserved for the father, Ankita Patnaik has argued that 

paternity leave reduces gendered specialisation long after the leave period, and across 

different kinds of care. “[B]y altering the initial distribution of parenting responsibilities, 

paternity leave can influence decisions about how to allocate parents’ resources to childcare, 

domestic work, and paid work in later years”. Patnaik, ‘Reserving Time for Daddy’, 1052–
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because it would solve the inequities of the gendered division of labour. I am responding to the 

worry that this chapter’s conception of post-work social citizenship would have to stay silent 

in the face of feminist critique. I am claiming that we would have more, not fewer, tools at our 

disposals to deal with the challenges raised by this unfairness.  

 

V.  Conclusion 

 

The aim of this chapter has been twofold. First, by considering how to organise our shared 

social responsibility for the realm of necessity through combining universal basic income with 

a universal basic civic service, it has fleshed out the vision of work’s transcendence sketched 

in chapter four. Second, by considering how this civic service could better realise the values 

and normative aspirations accounting for work now being (b) the only legitimate means to an 

income, it has continued to develop the idea of work’s disassembling.  

I have first argued that a universal basic civic service would more appropriately instantiate 

the principle of social reciprocity. In the context of the welfare state, this principle requires not 

only that all contribute to the provision of its social and material conditions, but that all share 

in its burdens, i.e., that all make some sacrifice by doing so. I have shown how a UBI could 

function as a mechanism for identifying the relevant burdens and discussed how a UBCS could 

distribute responsibility for these tasks these amongst all citizens. I have also maintained that 

a universal basic civic service would better serve the aim of class fusion. Providing similar 

experiences and representing a shared sacrifice, it would constitute a more appropriate 

affirmation of the solidaristic vision of society underlying the welfare state, and it would better 

contribute to its realisation.  

 

53. There is thus good reason to think that the equal distribution of care-work that a civic 

service could be designed to habituate should include all kinds of caring responsibilities and 

should carry over into other social arenas, including private social spheres. 
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Finally, in response to the objection that post-work social citizenship would continue the 

historical romanticisation of the private sphere, I have emphasised the cultural roots of the 

devaluation of care. A universal basic civic service ought to make all citizens responsible for a 

range of different tasks and could thereby be used to interrupt the gendered coding of different 

kinds of activities. It would provide us with more not fewer tools to deal with the inequities of 

the gendered division of labour.  



  

 

Chapter 6: The problem of meaning debunked 

 

 

 [T]here is no country and no people, I think, who can look forward to the age of leisure and 

of abundance without a dread. For we have been trained too long to strive and not to enjoy. It 

is a fearful problem for the ordinary person, with no special talents, to occupy himself.” 

John Maynard Keynes1  

 

“But what is work and what is not work? Is it work to dig, to carpenter, to plant trees, to 

fell trees, to ride, to fish, to hunt, to feed chickens, to play the piano, to take photographs, to 

build a house, to cook, to sew, to trim hats, to mend motor bicycles? All of these things are 

work to somebody and all of them are play to somebody. There are in fact very few activities 

which cannot be classed either as work or play according as you choose to regard them. The 

labourer set free from digging may want to spend his leisure, or part of it, in playing the 

piano, while the professional pianist may be only too glad to get out and dig at the potato 

patch. Hence the antithesis between work, as something intolerably tedious, and not-work, as 

something desirable, is false.”  

George Orwell2 

 

The starting point of this chapter is another concern about transcending work. Recall the 

sense of foreboding associated with the disappearance of work at the prospects of a society 

lacking in direction and purpose. If work is to be abolished, how can we replace it as a source 

of meaning? From the perspective of the theorists of meaningful work discussed in chapter 

three, “any future society, however it might be classified, needs to preserve space and 

opportunity for certain forms of labor, or threaten an essential source of meaning in people’s 

lives.”3 Indeed, for these theorists, “[t]he future of meaningfulness as a moral and ethical value 

will continue to depend on the prospects for meaningful work.”4  

 
1 John Maynard Keynes, ‘Economic Possibilities for Our Grandchildren’, in Essays in 

Persuasion (London: MacMillan, 1933), 367–68. 
2 George Orwell, The Road to Wigan Pier (London: Secker & Warburg, 1959), 195–96. 
3 Jeff Noonan, ‘Luddites, Labor, and Meaningful Lives: Would a World Without Work 

Really Be Best?’, Journal of Social Philosophy 51, no. 3 (September 2020): 441.  
4 Ruth Yeoman et al., ‘Introduction and Overview’, in The Oxford Handbook of Meaningful 

Work, ed. Ruth Yeoman et al. (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2019), 7. 
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The intractability to them of the problem of meaning, however, is based on their 

functionalist analysis of work’s meaningfulness. These theorists grounded work’s 

meaningfulness in intrinsic qualities of work’s necessary social function. I instead theorised 

work as a source of meaning by virtue of it being a privileged site for the realisation of “goods 

of work”. These goods are only contingently tied to the institution. I want to show in this 

chapter how to solve the problem of meaning, or how the problem itself dissolves, when the 

abolition of work is imagined on a social constructivist basis. 

The question for post-“work-society” is not so much what to substitute for work as a source 

of meaning as where, in a society where this site has been transformed out of existence, these 

goods may be sought and realised. This chapter consists of two sections containing two 

different lines of argument in response to this question. In the first section, I start by dealing 

separately with self-respect. As argued in chapter three, respect is secured by living up to a 

standard, or a set of standards, distinguishing you as worthy of respect. In post-traditional, 

aspirationally democratic society, these standards have to do with being recognised as a 

contributor to, and full participant in, society; the social bases of self-respect are based on the 

terms of the social compact. Extending the arguments from chapter five, I contend that a further 

benefit of post-work social citizenship is that the requirement to participate in a universal basic 

civic service would institute relations of recognition that could help secure the self-respect of 

all citizens better than the requirement of work-society to work. 

Self-respect, however, is only a precondition for meaning. The daily meaning sought in 

work is constituted by goods such as self-esteem and self-realisation. As regards these goods, 

I re-emphasise the contingency of their connection to work by analysing the kinds of activities 

that have the potential to be vehicles for their pursuit. It is for instance when we develop a craft, 

offer good care, or play, that work can be a site for self-realisation, and we receive esteem. We 

need not partake in the institution of work, however, to develop a craft, offer good care, or 
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play; a functionalist discourse with an attachment to work as a kind of activity uniquely 

conferring of purpose creates a problem for the abolition of work where there need not be one. 

In addition to analysing these activities in the spirit of reorienting our concern away from work 

and towards the activities by which working is a source of meaning, I contend that transcending 

work will in fact enable more people to engage in these kinds of activities. In short, against 

those who worry that transcending work would represent a loss of meaning, I argue that if we 

are concerned about the meaningfulness of work, we should stop worrying about work.  

As chapter five, this chapter thus also seeks to do two things at once. By responding to the 

worry that transcending work will represent a loss of (c) a significant source of meaning, it 

develops the idea of work’s disassembling. Moreover, by considering how a society beyond 

work will allow more people freely to pursue inherently meaningful activities for reasons that 

are intrinsic to those activities, the chapter continues to flesh out the vision outlined in chapter 

four, of how post-“work-society” would enable the fullest possible realisation of all in the realm 

of freedom. 

 

I.  Self-respect: Universal basic civic service and the precondition for meaning 

 

I argued in chapter three that self-respect is a mode of self-relation mediated by social 

relations of recognition. It is distinct from self-esteem by virtue of the kind of recognition upon 

which it is based. Whilst esteeming involves interpersonal comparison, respecting someone 

means recognising them as living up to a certain ideal. Self-respect depends on being 

recognised as living up to the standards identifying us as worthy of respect. 

In the self-understanding of liberal democracies, the social basis of self-respect inheres in 

one’s legal status protecting one’s civil and political rights. Recall, modernity was understood 

as a passage from hierarchical society, where the standards one had to live up to in order to 
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demand respect depended on one’s place in the social order, to one where these were 

universalised. The basis of self-respect is thereby no longer captured by notions of honour but 

by conceptions of dignity. In post-hierarchical, aspirationally democratic societies, as Michael 

Walzer put it, “it is the minimal standards intrinsic to the practice of democracy that set the 

norms of self-respect.” As these standards spread throughout society, “they make possible a 

kind of self-respect that isn’t dependent on any particular social position”. Instead, it “has to 

do with one’s general standing in the community and with one’s sense of oneself, not as a 

person simply but as a person effective in such and such a setting, a full and equal member, an 

active participant.”5 Theorists of liberal democracy typically take the social basis of self-respect 

to inhere in one’s legal status protecting one’s civil and political rights because, ordinarily, “the 

minimal standards intrinsic to the practice of democracy” is understood to refer to the practices 

of participation involved in democratic will-formation.6  

The problem with this account is that it rests on a misguided sense of the autonomy of the 

political. It fails to appreciate how the construction of social citizenship incorporated the 

economic sphere into the political social contract. In short, it neglects that we live in work-

society. In work-society, there is more to “the minimal standards intrinsic to the practice of 

democracy” than access to the practices of democratic will-formation. Confronting those who 

struggle for recognition as “a full and equal member, an active participant” is the requirement 

to “participate in the economy”. Because the health of its economy was seen as crucial for the 

state’s ability to establish the social and material conditions of social citizenship, work became 

 
5 Michael Walzer, Spheres of Justice: A Defense Of Pluralism and Equality (New York: 

Basic Books, 1983), 276. 
6 In the words of Axel Honneth, “in the experience of legal recognition, one is able to view 

oneself as a person who shares with all other members of one’s community the qualities that 

make participation in discursive will-formation possible. And we can term the possibility of 

relating positively to oneself in this manner “self-respect”.” Axel Honneth, The Struggle for 

Recognition: The Moral Grammar of Social Conflicts, trans. Joel Anderson (Cambridge, 

Mass.: Polity Press, 1995), 120. 
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a duty of citizenship; the performance of work became necessary to earn recognition as a full 

and equal member. Long-term unemployment, or even worse, structural exclusion from work, 

became a matter of disrespect. 

This lodges a fundamental instability within the recognition-order of welfare-capitalist 

societies. This has been brought to light by the developments I discussed in chapter three under 

the heading of democratic decay. Whilst a spell of transitional unemployment need not 

constitute a severe harm, when work disappears from a community, and the hope of it being 

replaced wanes, when people are pushed permanently out of the labour-market and are 

compelled instead to request welfare, this amounts under current conditions to a challenge to 

their self-respect.7 Over the last decades, post-industrial economies have struggled with a 

persistent and growing problem of underemployment. Coupled with the dismantling of the 

protections embedded into the traditional labour-contract, the flexibilisation of the labour-

market and consequent precarisation of workers’ social existence, this has provided fertile 

ground for anti-democratic political movements that have made increasingly successful 

otherising and exclusionary representative claims. 

In short, tying respect to work amounts to creating what one theorist has described as a 

“contest for dignity”. Social relations of respect become fundamentally competitive; someone 

else’s self-respect is always viewed as a potential threat to your own. The contest for dignity 

makes it “costly to consider one’s colleagues and neighbours as equals, and it becomes even 

harder to see poor and unemployed people as one’s equals.”8 It is not unimaginable that policies 

pursuing full employment could ameliorate some of the worst effects of the underlying 

instability. Nevertheless, there is widespread agreement amongst economists across the 

 
7 Notice also how easily regional disparities in economic development is framed as a matter 

of disrespect. 
8 Timo Jütten, ‘Dignity, Esteem, and Social Contribution: A Recognition-Theoretical View: 

Dignity, Esteem & Social Contribution’, Journal of Political Philosophy 25, no. 3 

(September 2017): 276. 
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political spectrum (albeit for different reasons) on the fact that unemployment (or at least 

unemployment in capitalism) is ineradicable.9 A more thoroughgoing solution to the problem 

would be to end the contest for dignity by decoupling self-respect and work. 

The recognition-order of a society cannot be altered at will. As long as we live in an 

economy in which there are two main ways of existing, in work or in unemployment, and the 

benefits of everyone’s citizenship are seen as dependent on the efforts and sacrifices of those 

of the former description, “active participation” in society will be tied to work. It is probably 

not uncommon to concede that at least some people who are out of work contribute in many 

valuable ways to their families, their communities, and to their political society.10 The 

standards setting the norms of self-respect are nevertheless not all met. Regardless of how 

someone in fact spends their time, understanding oneself as “failing to live up to the standard 

of work” still causes unhappiness.11 This unhappiness must be understood as a result of 

misrecognition that amounts to a challenge to one’s self-respect. Decoupling self-respect and 

work requires undermining the dichotomies between “work” and “unemployment”, “income” 

and “welfare”.  

This amounts to saying that decoupling self-respect and work requires abolishing work-

society. How does post-work social citizenship end the contest for dignity? It does so by re-

signifying employment. In work-society, the duty to work is justified as a necessary sacrifice 

in order collectively to provide the social and material conditions required to guarantee social 

 
9 For an account and critique of this orthodoxy, see Pavlina R. Tcherneva, The Case for a Job 

Guarantee (Cambridge, UK; Medford, MA: Polity Press, 2020). 
10 Recall the studies claiming to show that a large number of people do not even deem their 

own jobs worthwhile. David Graeber, Bullshit Jobs: A Theory (London: Penguin, 2018); 

Dennis Nørmark and Anders Fogh Jensen, Pseudowork How We Ended Up Being Busy 

Doing Nothing (Copenhagen: Gyldendal Business, 2021). 
11 Clemens Hetschko, Andreas Knabe, and Ronnie Schöb, ‘Changing Identity: Retiring from 

Unemployment’, The Economic Journal 124, no. 575 (1 March 2014): 149–66. This does of 

course not mean that it is absolutely impossible to disregard these standards, or in other ways 

live happily and with self-respect without a job. 
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citizenship to all. The labour-market functions to confer public recognition upon those who 

satisfy this duty. By combining universal basic income with universal basic civic service as I 

have suggested, employment will no longer carry this social meaning. Employment accepted 

on a universal basic income is acknowledged as voluntary. It is because it is acknowledged as 

voluntary that it fails to count as satisfying one’s duty to contribute.  

At the same time, responsibility for the burdensome tasks necessary to provide the social 

and material conditions required to guarantee everyone’s social citizenship will be distributed 

in the universal basic civic service. One’s employment status will not affect one’s duty to share 

in these. As employment will be re-signified as voluntary, therefore all will be required to 

contribute by making some socially useful sacrifice. It will thereby be possible more or less to 

guarantee everyone’s “general standing in the community”, everyone’s sense of oneself as “a 

full and equal member, an active participant”, and thus to institute relations of recognition that 

in fact enable everyone’s self-respect. 

In the previous chapter, in addition to highlighting the principle of social reciprocity, I 

defended civic service by reference to the role it could have in contributing to the kind of class 

fusion to which the construction of social citizenship aspires. The argument here rests on a 

distinct socio-political function of civic service, the role it could have in stabilising the self-

interpretation of citizens as “active participants”, “full and equal members”, and thus institute 

relations of recognition that protect everyone’s self-respect. Although this latter function of 

civic service is defended on independent normative grounds, it could also make important 

contributions to bringing about class fusion.  

To bring out the synergetic relation between the two, note how even in an ideal work-

society, a society for which work is an essential social basis of self-respect, but that manages 

to reduce long-term unemployment to a minimum, the social basis of citizens’ self-respect 

affirms in addition to their equal status, the differences of their contribution. Inevitably, these 



 218 

differences will be understood along the axes of inequality constituting social class. A society 

beyond work-society as I am defending it will not eliminate employment. It will not aim to 

abolish all differences, not even those expressive of inequalities of social class. Nevertheless, 

as employment loses the status it has in work-society as a primary basis of self-respect, it will 

reduce the social and political salience of these differences. If all are required to contribute to 

society through making some socially useful sacrifice, the social bases of self-respect more 

consistently affirm citizen’s social equality. It thus contributes to class fusion.  

 

II.  Self-esteem and self-realisation: The daily meaning of work 

 

Studs Terkel, to motivate his classic study about work, tells us that it is not just about the 

mundane quest for daily bread; it is by its very nature about violence. Yet any study of work, 

he insists, is also about a search for “daily meaning”. Any study of work is also about a search 

“for a sort of life rather than a Monday through Friday sort of dying.”12 This is evident in the 

anxiety that accompanies debates about automation and AI. In addition to being about the loss, 

for many, of their main source of income, fear of the disappearance of work involves concern 

about a forced retirement from this search for daily meaning. The same worry transpires in 

scepticism about UBI. Underlying this is also a fear of life increasingly looking like a Monday 

through Friday sort of dying.  

Work is not the only arena in which this search for daily meaning takes place. It is 

nevertheless one crucial arena. I have accounted for this aspect of work by analysing it as a 

privileged site for the realisation of goods of work, and in the previous section, I showed how 

a society beyond work could institute relations of recognition that could help secure the first 

 
12 Studs Terkel, Working: People Talk About What They Do All Day and How They Feel 

About What They Do (New York: Pantheon Books, 1974), 1. 
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good of work, self-respect. Self-respect, whilst an important good of work, is however only the 

precondition of this search for daily meaning. In the words of Timo Jütten, “self-respect assures 

the subject of its equal worth, that is, of its equal right to pursue its own conception of the good, 

to live its life on its own terms.” 13 Self-respect on its own, however, cannot be said to fill a life 

with meaning. How does one address the worry that abolishing work could turn life into a 

Monday through Friday sort of dying? 

It is worth lingering for a short while on the paradoxical aspect of this challenge. As E. P. 

Thompson remarked about automation and the so-called “problem” of leisure, surely, “part of 

the problem is: how it come to be a problem?”14 And according to Thompson, answering this 

question is more than a historian’s intellectual challenge, it is an essential component of solving 

the problem of leisure in practice. On Thompson’s view, the root of the problem lies in a 

“Puritan time-valuation”, which is, he says, “a commodity-valuation”. Solving it, therefore, 

requires that we learn to construe it in a fashion that avoids this framework. It requires that we 

learn to see it as a challenge concerning not how to ““consume all these additional time-units 

of leisure” but “what will be the capacity for experience of the men who have this undirected 

time to live”.”15 In Thompson’s view, who blamed capitalist industrialisation for the 

commodification of time, successfully confronting this challenge would in turn require that we 

“re-learn some of the arts of living lost in the industrial revolution: how to fill the interstices of 

[our] days with enriched, more leisurly, personal and social relations; how to break down once 

more the barriers between work and life.”16  

 
13 Jütten, ‘Dignity, Esteem, and Social Contribution’, 260. 
14 E. P. Thompson, ‘Time, Work-Discipline, and Industrial Capitalism’, Past & Present, no. 

38 (December 1967): 95. For a canonical articulation of the “problem of leisure”, one which 

Thompson might have had in mind, although it makes no appearance in his essay, see 

Keynes, ‘Economic Possibilities for Our Grandchildren’. 
15 Thompson, ‘Time, Work-Discipline, and Industrial Capitalism’, 95. 
16 Thompson, 95. 



 220 

Whatever one thinks of Thompson’s particular diagnosis of the “problem of leisure”, there 

are, I would insist, at least two lessons to draw from his argument. First, there are limits to how 

far one can plan a search for meaning. Many political theorists, for whom the primary subject 

is often thought to be the state, balk at thinking about the search for daily meaning. And there 

is perhaps something slightly ominous about what one automation-theorist discusses as the 

“meaning-creating state”.17 But beyond the unease about an overbearing, not to say totalitarian 

state, is there not something self-defeating about a state’s attempt to organise its citizens’ 

participation in culture with an eye to creating meaningfulness? The “growth of social 

consciousness” as Thompson put it, “can never, in the last analysis, be planned.”18 Even as a 

purely intellectual task, is there not something self-contradictory about an attempt to delineate 

how people should act to make their lives meaningful?19 

The second lesson to draw, however, is that the task should not in fact be understood as one 

of organising one’s fellow citizens’ leisure. The abolition of work can instead be viewed as an 

opportunity, in Thompson’s words, to “break down barriers”, barriers between “work and life”, 

employment and leisure. I have argued that reorganising social reproduction on a combination 

of universal basic income and universal basic civic service will make employment voluntary. 

Abolishing work could thus mean reinterpreting both employment and leisure as different ways 

of spending one’s “free time”. The task would then be to show how this free time could provide 

possibilities for “daily meaning”, regardless of whether these possibilities are pursued in 

employment, or more generally, regardless of whether they are monetised in some way. As 

 
17 Daniel Susskind, A World Without Work: Technology, Automation and How We Should 

Respond (London: Penguin UK, 2020). 
18 Thompson, ‘Time, Work-Discipline, and Industrial Capitalism’, 97. 
19 Especially if escaping the cultural pressure to systematise one’s life according to clear, 

purposeful divisions, and an ingrained need for unfluctuating temporal rhythms, is part and 

parcel of the challenge in the first place. 
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suggested by the paradoxical nature of the problem, the challenge is to debunk the threat to 

meaning associated with abolishing work.  

I shall attempt to do this by discussing the kinds of activities and practices by virtue of which 

work is an important site for the pursuit of self-realisation and self-esteem. First, I analyse these 

activities in the spirit of reorienting our concern away from work and towards the activities by 

which working is meaningful. Second, I will aim to demonstrate that the abolition of work, the 

further social irrelevance of employment aimed at by transcending work, will facilitate this 

reorientation in practice. Abolishing work will assist us in devoting ourselves more fully to the 

realm of freedom. The first practice I take up is on which has already appeared several times 

in earlier chapters and which we now finally shall have the chance to consider by itself.  

 

Care 

 

Care involves attending to another’s dependency. Yet the literature is full of conflicting 

elaborations of what this includes. A central thrust of care theory has been to demonstrate the 

inescapability of our dependency on human fellowship. As embodied social creatures, we are 

sustained daily by the kindness, community, and physical touch of others.20 I do not mean to 

deny this. Yet there is a meaningful difference between caring in this broad sense and the 

paradigmatic examples of care-work; nurturing children; nursing the elderly; healing the sick; 

tending to the disabled. Whilst a longer treatise on care could attempt to tie the two together, I 

 
20 A famous broad definition of care was provided by Berenice Fisher and Joan Tronto, who 

suggested viewing it as all the ways in which we “maintain, continue, and repair our “world” 

so that we can live in it as well as possible.” Berenice Fisher and Joan Tronto, ‘Towards a 

Feminist Theory of Care’, in Circles of Care: Work and Identity in Women’s Lives, ed. Emily 

K. Abel and Margaret K. Nelson (SUNY Press, 1990), 40. For further development and 

discussion of this definition of care see Joan C. Tronto, Moral Boundaries: A Political 

Argument for an Ethic of Care (Psychology Press, 1993), especially 101-124; Joan C. Tronto, 

Caring Democracy: Markets, Equality, and Justice (NYU Press, 2013). 
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shall proceed with a narrower understanding. I shall by “care” denote the kinds of activities in 

which we provide physical and/or emotional support to another where this other is in particular 

need of that support, and where the support is provided with an eye either to assist in the 

development of their independence or to enable them to live as well as possible despite their 

particular need of support remaining permanent. The above examples of care are paradigmatic 

because of the absolute vulnerability, the perfect dependency, of what Eva Kittay calls the 

“charge”, the recipient of care.21, 

There is value in caring. All human beings depend on others at least parts of their lives. Yet 

not only is care essential for the charge, and by extension for society at large, caring is a 

potential source of meaning for the caregiver. The value of caring to the caregiver, however, 

inheres not necessarily in the activities themselves. Instead, caring is primarily meaningful, I 

would suggest, on account of the relationship fostered between the caregiver and the charge. It 

is the relationship which infuse the activities with meaning.22 To illustrate this, I shall turn to 

the example of the parent-child relationship.  

 
21 Eva Feder Kittay, Love’s Labor: Essays on Women, Equality and Dependency, Second 

edition (New York: Routledge, 2019). Much care is characterised by being person specific. It 

is not easily standardised. (One reason, according to some theorists, that it has not and 

perhaps cannot be appropriately organised by, and valued on, the market. Mirjam Müller, 

‘Who Cares? Market Socialism and Social Reproduction’, Review of Social Economy, 14 

October 2020, 1–22.) Paradigmatically, care is carried out through face-to-face interaction. 

Importantly, caring also includes, however, a set of supportive or enabling tasks that need not 

themselves be interactive. To care for by feeding requires first preparing the food. Being 

responsible for putting to bed involves a responsibility for keeping the bed clean. Teaching 

often requires some attention to how one’s pupils procure the requisite learning materials. 

Nancy Folbre and Erik Olin Wright point to this dual nature of care with a distinction 

between “interactive” and “support” care, Mignon Duffy with one between “nurturant” and 

“nonnurturant” care. Support or nonnurturant care can be performed in an impersonal way. 

Nancy Folbre and Erik Olin Wright, ‘Defining Care’, in For Love or Money: Care Provision 

in the United States, ed. Nancy Folbre (Russell Sage Foundation, 2012), 1–20; Mignon 

Duffy, Making Care Count: A Century of Gender, Race, and Paid Care Work (New 

Brunswick, NJ: Rutgers University Press, 2011). 
22 This does not preclude that some people find intrinsic meaning in the activities themselves 

considered independently of the relationship.  
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What arrangements for the raising of children tend to make people’s lives go well? This is 

the question motivating Harry Brighouse and Adam Swifts’ book, Family Values: The Ethics 

of Parent-Child Relationships. Comparing it to alternative arrangements, including state-run 

child-rearing institutions staffed by well-qualified professionals, where perhaps children could 

be placed under the charge of different adults at different ages, and communes where twenty 

or thirty adults could live together and share the tasks of child rearing, with no particular adult 

being responsible for any particular child, Brighouse and Swift defend the family. Their 

account of the family is admittedly at some remove from the pictures of the family that have 

permeated Western modernity. They insist neither on a particular number of parents, a specific 

constellation of genders, nor on any biological connection tying parents to children. Essential 

to the family, according to Brighouse and Swift, is only that it involves “an intimate but 

authoritative relationship between children and a small number of particular adults, 

relationships in which the adults have considerable discretion over the details of how the 

children are raised”, and significant duties corresponding to the importance of their 

responsibility.23 It is based on the unique goods of this relationship that Brighouse and Swift 

mount their defence of the family. 

The relationship is first considered from the perspective of the interests of children. This is 

not the place to consider this part of their argument.24 Yet almost as important as the value of 

this relationship for children is its value for the adults who parent them.25 So substantially in 

 
23 Harry Brighouse and Adam Swift, Family Values: The Ethics of Parent-Child 

Relationships (Princeton University Press, 2014), xii. That kind of relationship, Brighouse 

and Swift contend, “is available not only to adoptive families but also to single-parent 

families and to two-parent families (and, perhaps, to three- or four-parent families) in which 

both (or all) parents are the same gender.” Brighouse and Swift, 50. 
24 It is also not the place to evaluate the overall merit of Brighouse and Swift’s defence of the 

family. For arguments in the opposite direction, see for instance Sophie Anne Lewis, Full 

Surrogacy Now: Feminism Against Family (London: Verso, 2019).  
25 To be sure, Brighouse and Swift do not deny that many parent-child relationships lack the 

features that makes it a vital contribution to the flourishing of adults. They also concede that 
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fact does this relationship, according to Brighouse and Swift, contribute to the well-being of 

the parent, so weighty is the interest to which parenting corresponds, that it grounds a right to 

parent.26  

On Brighouse and Swift’s view, there are several features of the parent-child relationship 

that makes the role of the parent special. Above all it is, in at least one important sense, not a 

relationship of equals. “Children are vulnerable to the decisions of their primary caretakers, 

and, initially, wholly dependent on them for their well-being.”27 It is the dependence of children 

that justifies the special kind of paternalistic fiduciary role of parenthood. It is the special kind 

of vulnerability of children, their unfamiliarity with and unfitness for the world, i.e., their need 

for care, which explains the distinctive combination of joys and challenges of parenting, its 

moral burdens, its frustrations and maturation. It is in significant part one’s being responsible 

for fulfilling their need for care that explains the significance of the relationship to one’s 

children. 

Now to suggest that this argument is generalisable might run counter to the spirit of 

Brighouse and Swift, for the gist of their argument is that the parent-child relationship is sui 

generis. I do not dispute this. There are nonetheless lessons to draw from it that apply to 

relationships of care in general. The perspective of the caregiver, as has been emphasised in 

 

adults can flourish in many other roles than as parents, and that a significant proportion of 

people need not raise children in order fully to flourish. 
26 This right is limited and conditional. First of all, on Brighouse and Swift’s view, all rights 

claims need not be compossible or congruent, their implied duties are not conclusive, all 

things considered, duties. Rather, corresponding better to ordinary usage of the word “right”, 

all rights are prima facie and may come in conflict with, and be trumped by, the rights of 

others. Naturally, the interest of children, and their right to a good parent, is morally prior to 

the right to be a parent. Although parents do not need to be the perfect or even the best 

available parent, the moral right to parent is conditional on one’s “possessing, and being 

willing to exercise, the capacities needed properly to play the role of a parent”, that is, on 

being a “good enough” parent. Brighouse and Swift, Family Values, 96–97. 
27 Brighouse and Swift, 89. 
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the literature on the ethics of care, is necessarily partial.28 This is because the caregiver stands 

in a unique relation to the recipient of care, a relationship characterised by the dependency of 

the charge and the special responsibilities and duties of the caregiver grounded in this 

dependency. Moreover, caregiving necessarily entails the kind of intimacy involved in dealing 

with another’s vulnerability.  

The unique value of caring is based on the relationship between caregiver and charge 

because with this partiality, responsibility, and intimacy comes, ideally, a special kind of 

attachment to the charge and a special investment in the relationship; an appreciation for 

sacrificing the fulfilment of one’s own needs for those of another. Good caregiving is, 

moreover, also an exercise in personal development and moral growth. Through caring the 

caregiver ideally develops a special set of competencies; a sense of responsibility for another’s 

well-being; attentiveness to their condition; responsiveness to their needs and understanding of 

how to balance the urgency of satisfying these up against one’s own needs.29 

 
28 Sara Ruddick, ‘Maternal Thinking’, Feminist Studies 6, no. 2 (1980): 342–67; Sara 

Ruddick, Maternal Thinking: Toward a Politics of Peace (Boston: Beacon Press, 1995); 

Carol Gilligan, In a Different Voice: Psychological Theory and Women’s Development 

(Harvard University Press, 1993); Nel Noddings, Caring, a Feminine Approach to Ethics & 

Moral Education (University of California Press, 1984); Marilyn Friedman, ‘The Social Self 

and the Partiality Debates’, in Feminist Ethics, ed. Claudia Card (Lawrence, Kan: University 

Press of Kansas, 1991), 161–79; Virginia Held, Feminist Morality: Transforming Culture, 

Society, and Politics (University of Chicago Press, 1993); Grace Clement, Care, Autonomy, 

And Justice: Feminism And The Ethic Of Care (Routledge, 2018). For an excellent overview 

of these origins and more recent debates, see Jean Keller and Eva Feder Kittay, ‘Feminist 

Ethics of Care’, in The Routledge Companion to Feminist Philosophy, ed. Ann Garry, Serene 

J. Khader, and Alison Stone (Routledge, 2017), 540–55. 
29 That caring activities derive their value from the relationship between caregiver and care-

recipient does not undermine the distinction between different forms of care. In fact, this 

account of the value of care can explain the distinction between “interactive” care and 

“support” care based on a difference in how and the extent to which the significance of the 

care-relationship can be instantiated in the activity. It is plausible that the carer’s experience 

of their tasks is most strongly influenced by the significance of their relationship with their 

charge when it comes to interactive activities, activities with a personal and emotional 

component. However much one loves one’s children, I assume most parents would like 

eventually to teach them how to tidy up after themselves by themselves, perhaps enabling 

more time to be spent interactively. This does not mean that only nurturant care can be 

meaningful. The account provided here does imply, however, that supportive care is most 
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It might be objected to an account which takes the parent-child relationship as its model, 

and which locates the value of care in the relationship between caregiver and charge, that it 

appears only to find any value in care that is provided within personal networks. I do not mean 

to suggest, however, that proper care can only, or should ideally always, be performed by 

someone personally connected to the charge. First, briefly to look at this from the perspective 

of the recipient of care, clearly some forms of care ought to be the responsibility of 

professionals. Doctors and nurses, to take only the most obvious examples, perform tasks that 

cannot be left to parents, siblings, children, or friends. Moreover, some people, at least when 

they are no longer children, and perhaps because they no longer want to be treated as if they 

were still children, might prefer if some of their most intimate needs are taken care of by 

someone to whom they do not stand in a close personal relationship. Second, we should not 

dismiss the possibility that there could be value in caring for (what are at least initially) 

strangers. Indeed, meaningful social bonds, the kind of relationship that makes caring valuable 

to the caregiver, might arise in and through the practice of care.  

Third, caring often involves a fair amount of onerous and tiresome tasks. Some tasks of 

caring are physically heavy or arduous. Some forms of care are monotonous or tedious, others 

are dirty. Some tasks of caring might be straightforwardly unhealthy for anyone performing 

too much of it. Much caring involves work that could make it hard for anyone steeped in it to 

appreciate the value that ought to be available in the practice of care. In short, good caring, as 

well as being a source of value and meaning, comes with significant burdens.30 Granted, if the 

 

valuable when in fact supporting interactive care. It does suggest that when trying to realise 

the value of care, there is reason not to divide caring responsibilities between someone tasked 

only with nurturant care and others dealing exclusively with nonnurturant care. Nonnurturant 

care has a better chance to be experienced as valuable when understood as part of a holistic 

practice of caring for another that involves both interactive care and its prerequisites. 
30 Support-care in particular is often held up as burdensome. That makes sense given the 

above explanation of the meaningfulness of caring as derived from the relationship between 

caregiver and care-recipient. It is, however, also worth taking note of an additional 

ideological dimension which also comes into play here. Facilitating the dichotomy between 
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value of care derives from the significance of the relationship between the caregiver and their 

charge, some tasks that would in other contexts be chores might be very much less 

inconvenient, or even themselves a source of meaning, when performed as part of a holistic 

practice of care. Considerations such as these might indeed be used in arguments for why care, 

when possible, should be left to those already close to the charge after all. Yet they might also 

be used in arguments for the opposite conclusion. Even if we focus on the less effortful and 

more readily meaningful aspects of care, and even if we look at care relationships like that 

 

home and work discussed in chapter two and five, a second ideological separation existed 

within the home. Dorothy Roberts theorises it as a division between “spiritual” housework, or 

“homemaking”, and “menial” housework. Dorothy Roberts, ‘Spiritual and Menial 

Housework’, Yale Journal of Law and Feminism 9, no. 51 (1997): 51–80. Critically, it was 

always recognised that housework involved some repetitive, tedious, and wearisome, in short, 

undesirable tasks. Yet as we saw in the previous chapter, the gendered dichotomy between 

home and work rested on an ideal according to which women freely took responsibility for 

the home as an expression of an internal need. The “cult of domesticity” defining women as 

suited for the home therefore required separating these undesirable tasks from the moral, 

“spiritual”, aspects of family life. Phyllis Palmer, Domesticity and Dirt: Housewives and 

Domestic Servants in the United States, 1920-1945 (Philadelphia, Pa: Temple University 

Press, 1991). It required of women living up to this ideal that they delegated many of the 

burdensome tasks of housework whilst retaining only its allegedly spiritual aspects. A 

“spiritual” interpretation of homemaking could then help justify the “cult of domesticity” 

which supported the public/private split and consigned women to the home.  

The delegation of menial tasks rested on and helped maintain a second hierarchy within 

the reproductive sphere between women primarily responsible for spiritual homemaking and 

the women to whom menial tasks were assigned. This hierarchy is inextricably tied to the 

racial division between domestic labourers. The cult of domesticity was primarily a white, 

middle- and upper-class ideal. It is the racially subordinate who have been assigned 

responsibility for menial housework. In the US this division has its origins in slavery, but it 

persisted as more care was performed as paid work, and it was reinforced when middle class 

women started entering the labour-force in greater numbers. Duffy, Making Care Count. 

Immigration policy in many countries now supports the supply of menial housework from the 

ranks of minority and immigrant women. Roberts, ‘Spiritual and Menial Housework’; Duffy, 

Making Care Count; Nancy Fraser, ‘Crisis of Care? On the Social-Reproductive 

Contradictions of Contemporary Capitalism’, in Social Reproduction Theory: Remapping 

Class, Recentering Oppression (Pluto Press, 2017), 21–36. The racial-ethnic divide also 

appears within paid care-work in the contemporary service sector. Evelyn Nakano Glenn, 

‘From Servitude to Service Work: Historical Continuities in the Racial Division of Paid 

Reproductive Labor’, Signs: Journal of Women in Culture and Society 18, no. 1 (October 

1992): 1–43. As care has been delegitimised as inappropriate for those members of society 

aspiring to independency by its association with women, the status of nonnurturant care has 

suffered especially by its association with racially marginalised populations.  
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between parent and child, it is probably good in most cases for both the carer and the charge if 

the primary caregiver(s) receive(s) some assistance through intermittent relief from some of 

the duties of care. Not even parenting should be an all-consuming role. That is, one should be 

able to combine being a parent with taking on other roles in other contexts.31 When we 

acknowledge that care often also requires tasks that are physically heavy, or tedious, or dirty, 

or even potentially unhealthy, it becomes even clearer that providing good care and realising 

the value of care by doing so depends on proper support.  

In conclusion, realising the value of care depends on striking a proper balance between 

private and public responsibility for dependence, so that personal networks of care receive 

sufficient support.32 This should not, however, undermine the conclusion that care is an 

important social practice that can be a vehicle for intrinsically meaningful social engagement 

and a site for the realisation of goods of work. And despite the insistence in work-society on 

having care recognised as work, it is not necessary for the meaningfulness of care that it be 

performed as work. Finally, the relational nature of the value of caring suggests that although 

these values are available in relationships between those who are not already intimately 

bonded, and indeed, care can be a basis upon which to create a significant relationship, the 

desire to care for one’s loved ones should be supported as far as possible. Indeed, insofar as 

transcending work could free up time for more parents to be able to choose to spend more time 

caring for their own children, and their friends’ and siblings’ children, and enable adult 

children, if they so choose, to provide more support to their elderly parents, and grandparents, 

 
31 Brighouse and Swift, Family Values, 98–99. 
32 Moreover, as discussed in the previous chapter, it depends on counteracting the ideological 

dimension of caring which associated it with marginalised groups (defined along the axes of 

both gender and race) and signifies it as demeaning. 
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and aunts and uncles, and friends, this would be prima facie positive.33 It would constitute an 

expansion of the realm of freedom.  

 

Arts & Crafts 

 

The Arts & Crafts movement was a cultural movement that flourished in Europe and North-

America towards the end of the 19th century. Worried about the aesthetic and spiritual 

impoverishments they charged the industrial revolution with having brought about, its 

supporters promoted the protection and revival of traditional artistic craftsmanship. Though 

not itself primarily a political movement, its hostility to the imperatives of instrumental reason 

and the productive efficiency of industrialism drew both on socialist critics as well as the 

romantic anti-capitalism emanating from the right. Indeed, two of the leading intellectual 

figures of the Arts & Crafts movement, William Morris and John Ruskin, have each been 

lauded as eminent representatives of these respective political orientations. For contributors to 

the Arts & Crafts movement, it named a coherent programme of revival. As I shall understand 

arts and crafts, however, they capture two distinct, perhaps even oppositional, cultural ideals. 

Each ideal might nevertheless be taken to have animated different forms of work, associating 

it with goods of work, and infusing it with meaning. Each names models of production, 

however, that are more likely to be successfully realised if the pressure to commodify their 

products is reduced. 

Contemporary defenders of craftsmanship pick up in the most direct sense the legacy of the 

original Arts & Crafts movement. Its champions are commonly persuaded by the kind of social 

romanticism that inspired its original proponents, the “desire in many of us,” as Richard Sennett 

 
33 Besides, if more nonnurturant care that is now delegated to someone with exclusive 

responsibility for this could be performed by those who also perform the nurturant care, this 

should lessen the overall burden of it. 
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so eloquently expresses it, “that of returning to a way of life or achieving an imaginary future 

in which we will dwell more simply in nature.”34 Theorists are also drawn towards 

craftsmanship by critiques of modern consumerism. Thorstein Veblen, most famous for the 

concept of “conspicuous consumption”, which he used to mock and criticise the shallow and 

status-obsessed materialism of the upper classes, also wrote a now slightly less read book on 

the importance of what he called the “instinct of workmanship”.35 In it he defended both the 

social and personal significance of the “[e]fficient use of the means at hand and adequate 

management of the resources available for the purposes of life”.36 

Defenders of craftsmanship are commonly concerned with reviving or raising the status of 

traditional crafts. It would nonetheless be a mistake to locate the possibility of craftsmanship 

uniquely in the way of life of the guilds, one long since destroyed by the industrial revolution. 

It would be a shame to equate craftsmanship with either social romanticism or the handicrafts. 

If assimilating crafsmanship to the handicrafts makes it too narrow, however, subsuming any 

and all useful efforts under the category is too indiscriminate. According to Richard Sennett, 

whose definition I shall adopt for present purposes, craftsmanship must be understood as “an 

enduring, basic human impulse, the desire to do a job well for its own sake.”37 It is not the same 

as making any effort whatsoever, yet it comprises much more than skilled manual labour. 

Throughout his book, Sennett in fact discusses an almost dizzying array of examples of 

craftsmanship, ranging from computer programming and plumbing to a host of musical 

practices, urban planning, writing, bricklaying, and cooking. Caring also, according to Sennett 

 
34 Richard Sennett, The Craftsman (New Haven: Yale University Press, 2008), 3. Sennett is 

describing the appeal of Heidegger’s philosophical voice. 
35 Thorstein Veblen, Conspicuous Consumption (New York: Penguin Books, 2006); 

Thorstein Veblen, The Instinct of Workmanship, and the State of the Industrial Arts (New 

York: The Macmillan Company, 1914). 
36 Veblen, The Instinct of Workmanship, 32. 
37 Sennett, The Craftsman, 9. 
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(nursing, for instance, or even parenting) can be practiced as a craft.38 It is therefore perhaps 

not as a kind of activity one can give a unified account of craftsmanship, but on the basis of its 

distinctive phenomenology: the phenomenology of doing a job well for its own sake.  

Learning and practicing a craft, doing a job well for its own sake, does not require 

exceptional skill. (Being an exceptional practitioner might of course require unusual talent.) 

What it does require is commitment and dedication, and adherence to the standards of 

excellence constitutive of one’s particular craft. Although it is not limited to production in a 

narrow sense, craftsmanship unfolds materially. A craft is practiced in the material world and 

a craftsman seeks through their craft to make an impression on it. In Sennett’s view, 

craftsmanship thus involves human beings in the material world in a distinct way, it anchors 

them in the objective standards of tangible reality. Craftsmanship “represents the special human 

condition of being engaged.”39 

At the same time, craftsmanship is something of a communal endeavour. Not only do 

craftsmen often practice their craft in common, but the knowledge they employ in so doing is 

socially developed and socially stored. As Veblen argued, “[t]he state of the industrial arts is a 

fact of group life (…) It is an affair of the collectivity, not a creative achievement of individuals 

working self-sufficiently in severalty or in isolation”.40 Hence, just as one can think of a 

craftsman practicing a craft one can view it as a body of accumulated knowledge and practice 

operating through the craftsman. Finally, craftsmanship involves a certain orientation towards, 

and respect for, the past. To enter into a craft is to accept the authority of its standards of 

excellence and the judgments of its masters. Moreover, because it involves action, and depends 

 
38 In general, it is worth noting that the activities discussed here might overlap. Craftsmanship 

might also, for instance, be understood as playing. 
39 Sennett, The Craftsman, 20. 
40 Veblen, The Instinct of Workmanship, 102. Going slightly further, Veblen even suggested 

that the knowledge inheres in the technological equipment. “It is none too broad to say”, he 

maintained”, that he is a workman only because and so far as he effectually shares in this 

common stock of technological equipment.” Veblen, 138. 
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on tacit knowledge, learning a craft requires repetition and routine. Developing one’s talents 

often requires that one follow rules and procedures established by earlier generations. It 

requires obedience to an established authority, commonly not only an institution but also to 

another person.41 In obtaining the tacit knowledge required of the craftsman, one will often 

have to engage in exercises the point of which might not be immediately obvious.42 

In all of these ways, the craftsman stands in a stark contrast to the artist. Or at least to a 

popular image of the artist, to the artist as a certain prototypical cultural figure of modernity. 

According to this archetype, the artist is the embodiment of autonomy. On this ideal, the 

primary purpose of art is not aesthetic per se, it is innovation, or creativity. The artist does not 

seek to accommodate received standards of taste, but aims to challenge and overturn them. 

Naturally, any new aesthetic ideal must bear some relation to the old in order to be recognised 

as an innovation of it, but at the limit, even the nature of this relation is subject to the artist’s 

break with tradition.  

The artist is inexorably oriented towards the future, towards the new. Moreover, this artist 

is a solitary figure; originality is understood on the model of lonely genius. Finally, not only 

does the artist’s expressive originality aim through their art to alter society’s standards of taste, 

on this model, the artist’s original self-expression is sought also for the purposes of autonomous 

self-development. Rather than a body of accumulated knowledge and practice operating 

through the person, artistic production is understood as self-externalisation. One the one hand, 

its potential for originality lies in the singular and original nature of the artist. On the other, 

artistic innovation is thereby simultaenously innovation of self.43  

 
41 Sennett, The Craftsman, 24. 
42 Alasdair Macintyre and Joseph Dunne, ‘Alasdair MacIntyre on Education: In Dialogue 

with Joseph Dunne’, Journal of Philosophy of Education 36, no. 1 (February 2002): 1–19. 
43 Charles Taylor, Sources of the Self: The Making of the Modern Identity (Cambridge, Mass.: 

Harvard University Press, 1989), 368–92. 
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Critics of this model of the artist abound. Scholars have rejected the expressive originality 

and original intuition to which it aspires as a conceit. If so, perhaps artists must be understood 

as more akin to craftsmen after all. Even those who propose such an assimilation must concede, 

however, that the modern artist is uniquely interested among craftsmen in challenging and 

altering the ideals according to which their craft is judged to have been performed well.44 Even 

on a less romantic conception of the artist, in contrast to the craftsman, their orientation towards 

the past, and to their predecessors and teachers is inherently questioning, sceptical, resistant, 

or even antagonistic. 

What is the difference between being employed as a bricklayer, or working as a writer, and 

practicing it as a craft? What is the difference between being an architect and drawing as art? 

Clearly, the one need not exclude the other. Being a bricklayer or architect by occupation need 

not preclude also learning and performing it as a craft. Indeed, conditions today are such that 

it would be hard to have the chance to learn either outside of employment. Moreover, when we 

do engage in art, or try to learn a craft, without it being a primary source of income it is often 

trivialised as a “hobby”; it is not what we “do”.  

It is, however, perfectly possible also to do it only as a job. The difference, then, lies in how 

we relate to the practice. When we engage in a craft, or make art, as a job only, we do it because 

we are dependent on its economic remuneration. It remains for us in the realm of necessity. 

Whilst this should be no source of disparagement, conditions today often make anything else 

impossible, it is also not something with which to remain content. As John Dewey put it, “the 

various activities of gardening, weaving, construction in wood, manipulation of metals, 

cooking, etc.,” when they are “not carried on for pecuniary gain but for their own content (…) 

 
44 For our purposes here, it is less important whether artistic production really is appropriately 

captured on this model. We are interested in this model as a cultural ideal. We are intrested in 

how this ideal of expressive originality and self-development has infused practices of work 

(yet need not be sought in employment). 
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[f]reed from extraneous associations and from the pressure of wage-earning (…), supply modes 

of experience which are intrinscially valuable.”45 They are lifted up into the realm of freedom. 

The argument of this section explains this intrinsic value in terms of arts and craft. Abolishing 

work, far from being a threat to our finding meaning in and through developing our skills in 

these activities, would enable us finally to ask how this can be their central purpose. 

 

Play 

 

The final kind of activity I shall discuss is play. This might, perhaps in contrast at least to 

both care and craftsmanship, seem somewhat paradoxical. Ludic excitement is commonly and 

not unreasonably understood as the antithesis of the seriousness of work.46 When we say of 

something that it is “merely” play, do we not imply that play is characterised by a certain frame 

of mind, a certain cheery attitude, or light-hearted mood, in contrast to the sobering diligence 

required by work? On the other hand, one need not have watched much sport to acknowledge 

that it is for many quite a serious commitment. And this is not only true of those who in fact 

play sports for a living. We cannot simply lament it as an aspect of the overcommercialisation 

of professional sports. It is equally true of many “hobbyists” that when they play sports they 

do not always do it “playfully”. Indeed, when we do attempt to remind someone of the fact that 

the activity in question is “merely play”, does not the reminder presume an acknowledgement 

of the fact that it has been forgotten? Do we not recognise that many who play do so with much 

seriousness?  

 
45 John Dewey, Democracy and Education: An Introduction to the Philosophy of Education 

(Free Press, 1997), 200. 
46 Kurt Riezler, ‘Play and Seriousness’, The Journal of Philosophy 38, no. 19 (11 September 

1941): 505–17. 
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Conceding that many who play do so quite seriously, one might nevertheless insist that play 

is ideally characterised by gaiety and carefreeness, attitudes not typically exhibited in work. 

When mildly reproaching someone, reminding them that they are “merely playing”, do we not 

invoke the appropriateness of a certain kind of attitude? Work in this context appears to signify 

a kind of activity characterised by discipline and dedication, attitudes required in employment 

(and perhaps craftsmanship also, even when it is not performed in employment). Conversely, 

play, it would seem, is associated with fun and excitement, even laughter.  

It would nevertheless be a mistake, I think, even in the ideal sense just suggested, to equate 

play with playfulness. At least if one does not distinguish the attitude of players within the 

playworld from the attitude of the player to the playworld. Let us start by explaining the sense 

in which, according to theorists of play, play constitutes its own world. Cut off from what 

exactly? Sometimes play is insulated by physical boundaries; we play it out on a “play-ground”. 

Play does at times have spatial and temporal confines. But more importantly, as Johan Huizinga 

puts it in his seminal thesis, play stands outside “ordinary life.”47 Or in Richard Burke’s words, 

play contrasts with “the everyday”.48 The “playworld”, argues Kurt Riezler, is separated from 

the “real world”.49 And it is not always through physical locomotion that one enters this world. 

More essentially, play is set apart from the rest of life by an internal purpose or logic.  

What does this purpose consist of? In essence, it is freedom. Freedom here, however, does 

not signify a lack of constraints. Indeed, to play is necessarily to subject oneself to certain 

constraints on action. To play is to agree to certain rules according to which the activity is 

constituted as that which it is, rules that enable the moves of the game that serve as playing. 

The freedom of play inheres rather in the lack of consequence playing has—as play—beyond 

 
47 Johan Huizinga, Homo Ludens: A Study of the Play-Element in Culture (Mansfield Centre, 

CT: Martino Fine Books, 2014). 
48 Richard Burke, ‘“Work” and “Play”’, Ethics 82, no. 1 (1971): 33–47. 
49 Riezler, ‘Play and Seriousness’. 
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the playworld itself. Why then accept these constraints? For no other reason than to engage in 

the kind of activity that these constraints make possible. The freedom of play just is its isolation 

from “the everyday”, its lack of import to “ordinary life”. The freedom in playing consists in 

one’s reasons for playing being intrinsic to the activity itself.  

As evidenced by professional sports players, this does not preclude the presence of 

instrumental motivations. The crucial point is that we need no other reason to play than the 

play-activity itself. Hence pithy definitions of play such as “the voluntary attempt to overcome 

unnecesary obstacles”,50 and the “free movement within a system of constraints.”51 Hence also 

why play is thought of as “not serious, but at the same time absorbing the player intensely and 

utterly.”52 The “merely” of “merely play” does not betray a lack of seriousness on the part of 

players, or lack of significance to the players as players of that which they are playing. It 

signifies only that, at least as play, the game has no consequence for “ordinary life”, that it is 

of no consequence beyond the playworld. This “merely” does therefore not represent a 

limitation of play. Quite the contrary, it invokes the very thing that sets play apart from 

“ordinary life” and makes it an expression of freedom.53  

Hence, finally, why the contrast with work need not be considered essential to the concept 

of play. Neither if we let “work” denote any activity characterised by disciplined dedication 

nor if we mean socially necessary activities or employment can play be understood as its 

 
50 Bernard Suits, The Grasshopper: Games, Life and Utopia (Toronto: University of Toronto 

Press, 1978), 41. Strictly speaking Suits takes himself to provide a definition of “game-

playing”. According to the longer, more precise definition, to play a game is “to attempt to 

achieve a specific state of affairs [the prelusory goal], using only means permitted by rules 

[the lusory means], where rules prohibit use of more efficient in favour of less efficient 

means [the constitutive rules], and where the rules are accepted just because they make 

possible such activity [the lusory attitude].”  
51 Brian Upton, The Aesthetic of Play (Cambridge, Massachusetts: MIT Press, 2015), 15. 
52 Huizinga, Homo Ludens, 13. 
53 In the exalting words of Kurt Riezler, “[man] can also play, i.e. detach himself from things 

and their demands and replace the world of given conditions with a playworld of his own 

mood, set himself rules and goals and thus defy the world of blind necessitiies, meaningless 

things, and stupid demands.” Riezler, ‘Play and Seriousness’, 513. 
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opposite. First of all, much play requires both discipline and dedication. Second, much of what 

many people do in employment can be understood as a form of play. If play is “free movement 

within a system of constraints”, the voluntary acceptance of those constraints in order to operate 

within them, in order to pursue the kind of activity enabled by them, it is not uncommon to 

have the privilige to “play for a living”.54 Indeed, if one is able in one’s work to pursue one’s 

self-realisation, that is a good gloss on what one is doing.55  

It is especially if we worry about the possibilities of technological developments to automate 

away the need for human skills in social reproduction that the significance of play comes to the 

fore. Bernard Suits makes this point by imagining a state in which all instrumental activities 

human beings engage in have been eliminated, an imaginary utopia in which there is nothing 

to strive for because everything has already been achieved, or can be achieved with no human 

effort worth speaking of. The only kind of activity which could make continued existence in 

such a state worthwhile, according to Suits, “is some activity in which what is instrumental is 

inseparably combined with what is intrinsically valuable, and where the activity is not itself an 

instrument for some further end.”56 Game playing, he argues, meets this requirement perfectly. 

Yet this does not mean we would cease doing all that which we today do as work. “[A] Utopian 

could engage in all of the achieving activities that normally occupy people in the non-Utopian 

world”, Suits assures us. The elimination of all instrumental activities only means that such 

activities need not be undertaken. It does not mean that they cannot be undertaken. Thus, “the 

quality, so to speak, of such endeavours would be quite different.”57 They would, in effect, be 

 
54 Mark Okrent, ‘Work, Play and Technology’, The Philosophical Forum 10, no. 2–4 (1979 

1978): 321–40. 
55 Recall, we realise ourselves in activities where “the purpose is to achieve something, and 

satisfaction is supervenient upon the achievement rather than the immediate purpose of the 

activity”. Jon Elster, ‘Self-Realization in Work and Politics: The Marxist Conception of the 

Good Life’, Social Philosophy and Policy 3, no. 2 (1986): 100. 
56 Suits, The Grasshopper, 172. 
57 Suits, 175. 
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games. Engaging in them would be play. It would be the “the voluntary attempt to overcome 

unnecesary obstacles”, the acceptance of constraints for no other reason than to engage in the 

kind of activity that these constraints make possible.  

The abolition of work need not require that all existing work is automated away. Suits’ 

utopian thought-experiment is nevertheless relevant to us because the challenge facing his 

Utopians can be thought of as analagous to the alleged predicament in which inhabitants of a 

society beyond work find themselves. How to recreate the daily search for meaning when the 

pressure to find work has disappeared? Again, I wish to insist that far from being in a worse 

position, alleviating the pressure to find employment would better enable us to find purpose 

and meaning. Not only would a UBI enable us to spend more time playing in forms of activities 

we would not expect to monetise, we would also be free to create and accept employment 

opportunities as a form of game-playing. A sizeable portion of citizens already play for a living. 

Post-“work-society” would enable more people to pursue what is today performed in 

employment as a form of play. Theorists of play have suggested that utopia must be understood 

as “a community in which everyone plays at work and works at play”.58 I am suggesting that 

the good society is one where people have the opportunity to play as much as possible, and 

where the question of whether this counts as “work” is no longer relevant. 

 

III.  Conclusion 

 

In this chapter, I have tried to respond to the worry, manifest in concerns about automation 

as well as arguments against UBI, that transcending work would frustrate our daily search for 

meaning. I have reached back, therefore, to my account of work’s salience to our hope of living 

meaningful lives, as a priviliged site for the realisation of goods of work. As regards the first 

 
58 Burke, ‘“Work” and “Play”’, 47. 
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good, it is important for any critique of work to think about how the recognition order of 

welfare-capitalist society could be altered to ensure a more equitable inclusion, ensuring the 

social basis of self-respect for all. In the first section of this chapter, I argued that post-work 

social citizenship would better institutionalise mechanisms of recognition enabling all actual 

members to see themselves as “full and equal members” of society. 

Self-respect assures us of our equal right to pursue our conception of the good. Beyond self-

respect, the daily meaning sought in work is constituted by goods such as self-esteem and self-

realisation. In the second section of this chapter, I suggested that work is understood to be a 

source of these goods because in work we perform activities such as providing care, practicing 

the arts, developing a craft, and playing. Contra theorists of meaningful work and sceptics of 

UBI, the future of meaningfulness as a moral and ethical value need not continue to depend on 

the prospects for meaningful work because abolishing work need not mean that we stop doing 

what we today do when working. It seems plausible that people will continue to provide care, 

practice the arts, develop a craft, and play, and that they will do this both within and outside of 

employment. Indeed, just because of their intrinsic meaningfulness there is little reason to think 

these activities will disappear when people are no longer required to work. 

Besides this attempt to debunk the worry about daily meaning, I have also suggested a 

second, more positive argument. I have mainained that abolishing work will enable more 

people to engage in these kinds of activities for the sake of their intrinsic meaningfulness. 

Chapter five dealt with how to share the burdens of the realm of necessity fairly. This represents 

my fleshing out of the second aspect of the Marxian vision outlined in chapter four: enabling 

the fullest possible development of all in the true realm of freedom. The realm of freedom 

consists of “that development of human energy which is an end in itself”, i.e., of activities that 

are free in the sense of being performed for reasons intrinsic to the activity itself. Transcending 

work, replacing the requirement to find employment with an institutional combination of a 
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universal basic income and a universal basic civic service, provides all with the means enough 

to live and socialises the organisation and performance of the burdensome activities required 

by this commitment. Unencumbered by the demands of work, citizens of post-“work-society” 

will thus be free to pursue more activities for reasons intrinsic to that activity itself. They will 

be free to provide care, practice the arts, develop a craft, and play, both within and beyond 

employment.



  

 

Conclusion: On post-“work-society” 

 

 

“Anything we can actually do we can afford.” 

John Maynard Keynes1 

 

We live in work-society. In a sense, the entire first half of this dissertation was dedicated to 

developing and justifying its opening sentence. I attempted to vindicate a conception of our 

society as “work-society” by unpacking the social, political, and cultural understandings of 

work upon which the imperative to create enough for everyone rests. By doing so, I disclosed 

how our self-understandings are moulded by the institution and revealed work as something of 

an organising principle of society. I described how work unites (a) the practice through which 

we understand ourselves to perform a certain kind of necessary social function, with being (b) 

the only properly legitimate means to an income, and (c) a significant source of meaning.  

The first aim of thus fashioning a perspective on our society as work-society was to develop 

an account of work that could help us interpret its contemporary transformations and assess 

their normative salience. Anxiety about AI and automation as well as other causes of work’s 

transformation unites a compound of concerns. At its centre stands the worry that human 

engagement in the necessary social function now performed through work is becoming 

increasingly obsolete, robots replacing workers, production moving overseas, thereby taking 

away people’s main source of income. Aggravating this is the sense that one cannot simply 

provide all citizens with an alternative source of income, independent of work, without 

 
1 Quoted in Adam Tooze, Shutdown: How Covid Shook the World’s Economy (Dublin: Allen 

Lane, 2021), 13. 
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undermining the socio-political order that would be tasked with distributing it, the welfare state. 

Furthermore, developments that change the character of work and potentially reduce its supply 

are a source of worry because of how they alter access to, or change the distribution of, the 

goods of work. In the worst case, it is feared they could deny significant proportions of a 

population access to these goods, depleting a significance source of meaning. To corroborate 

this account, I looked at how it can help make sense of the way in which transformations in the 

world of work have interacted with political processes to put democracies worldwide under 

stress. It is by altering expectations about the realisation of the goods of work, I argued, that 

transformations of work have contributed to an environment within which democracies are 

under pressure.  

This account of work-society also explains the normative self-evidence of conventional 

responses to transformations of work. It explains how the imperative to create enough work for 

everyone appears not only as a structural requirement of capitalist economic conditions, or as 

a task to provide all with the means of decent living, but as a challenge to provide everyone 

with the opportunity to make a living by “contributing”, and thereby to integrate them in 

society, include them in the political community, and provide everyone with a chance to find 

meaning through personal development.2 Technological developments, if they do not eradicate 

work, present themselves as a challenge for our system of education to provide all with the 

 
2 Indeed, it is far from clear that enough work for everyone is a requirement (or even an ideal) 

of capitalist economic conditions. In orthodox economics, one speaks of the non-accelerating 

inflation rate of unemployment (NAIRU). Michał Kalecki on the other hand famously argued 

that it was political reasons having to do with maintaining control over the working class 

which would ensure that class-conscious business leaders prevented employment from ever 

reaching its full potential. Michał Kalecki, ‘Political Aspects of Full Employment’, Political 

Quarterly 14, no. 4 (1943): 322–31. Although it is also termed the “natural” rate of 

unemployment, economists working in this more radical tradition have argued that the non-

accelerating inflation rate of unemployment expresses this political imperative. The 

mechanism causing inflation if unemployment fell below its “natural” rate is after all 

typically explained by reference to the wage-price spiral: labour would be empowered to 

demand higher wages and, to maintain profits, business leaders would be “required” to 

respond by increasing prices.  
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skills relevant to the evolving technological environment.3 As for flexible employment and the 

gig economy, whilst it is true that these developments are acclaimed by some as the coming of 

a new and freer economic system, representatives of the participants in the gig economy are 

typically more concerned with emphasising its commonality with work in general, and of 

modelling flexible work on more standard employment, to ensure that gig-workers will not 

lose out on the protections and goods of work.  

Finally, the centrality of work in work-society is manifested in the importance of 

distinguishing work from its others, in the importance to us of whether something is, or should 

count as, work. As the ever-present background to our various concerns about the changes in 

work and their effects on us as citizen-workers, we run an intense and incessant debate about 

where conceptually to draw the line between work and the non-necessary, work and the private, 

work and consumption, work and the voluntary, work and leisure etc., as well as how to enforce 

these boundaries in practice.  

The intention of this dissertation was never to dismiss any of these efforts. In fact, the picture 

of work that I have painted supports an unceasing attention to work as vital in work-society.4 

That is, because of the centrality of work, we should be continuously attentive to how its 

boundaries are drawn, and to how they could be redrawn, to ensure appropriate appreciation of 

everyone’s social contributions, fair access to the institution, and justice within it. Yet a second 

aim of my account was to unsettle work-society’s common sense understanding of the grounds 

 
3 ‘Equipping People to Stay Ahead of Technological Change’, The Economist, 14 January 

2017, https://www.economist.com/leaders/2017/01/14/equipping-people-to-stay-ahead-of-

technological-change. Those who worry about labour market polarisation have also argued 

that policymakers, in addition to creating new work as well as good and inclusive continued 

education of workers, “should always attend to how their choices will impact the balance 

between elite and middle-class jobs,” suggesting the need to “return mid-skilled labor to the 

center of economic production”. Daniel Markovits, The Meritocracy Trap: How America’s 

Foundational Myth Feeds Inequality, Dismantles the Middle Class, and Devours the Elite 

(New York: Penguin Press, 2019), 280, 275. 
4 As I stressed already in the introduction, it is possible to promote all kinds of reforms to the 

institution and at the same time hold that, ideally, it ought to be disassembled. 
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of work’s centrality. This common sense, I have argued, rests on a functionalist model of work.5 

On this model, what the institution is ultimately “for” is the organisation of a particular social 

function which is understood as necessary by virtue of responding to a requirement of human 

society as such. Moreover, although the activities through which this function is fulfilled vary 

according to the requirements of any given society, by virtue of fulfilling this function, they 

also share certain intrinsic characteristics. On the functionalist model, these characteristics 

include an inherent normative quality which is analysed as yielding grounds for normative 

analyses of the institution.  

It is a feature of that understanding, I argued, that it tends to naturalise the institution of 

work. By construing work in relation to a universally necessary social function, and then 

relating the norms pertaining to the institution to allegedly intrinsic characteristics of the 

activities fulfilling this social function, the aspects which make up the institution are tied 

essentially together. In short, it tends to naturalise work as an organising principle of society. 

That is, it tends to naturalise work-society itself. For if our institution is an institution of work 

by virtue of organising a necessary social function, the question is not whether to have an 

institution of work; the question can only be how this institution ought to be arranged. If the 

place of this institution in our politics and in our society is related to the intrinsic characteristics 

of this necessary social function, the question can only be how to organise this social function 

so that the institution occupies this place as fairly as possible.  

In trying to counter this naturalisation, I have insisted that not only is it by studying work 

that we understand work-society, but it is also by examining work-society that we can account 

 
5 Let me stress once more that to describe work-society’s common sense as resting on a 

functionalist model, does not mean that everyone carries with them a fully developed account 

of work’s necessary social function and the intrinsic qualities of the activities it delineates. It 

only implies an inclination ultimately to reach towards functionalist account to understand 

and assess the institution. Theoretical discourse manifests this inclination. In answering the 

question, of what the institution is “for”, interpretations of its necessary social function 

assume a certain priority. 
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for the tripartite institution. From this institutionalist or social constructivist perspective, work 

is produced and put together by work-society. A practice of work can only be understood to 

have emerged—in co-dependence with the concept denoting its necessary social function—out 

of the social structures of a society where the market in labour was achieving social dominance. 

The place of work as the only properly legitimate means to an income must be explained by 

locating the institution in the social imaginary of welfare capitalism and relating it to the social 

compact undergirding welfare states, and by detailing how participation in this institution 

became a crucial duty of social citizenship. Finally, the institution of work is a significant 

source of meaning by virtue of the ideology of a society which makes it a site for the realisation 

of important goods of work.  

A thoroughly institutionalist or social constructivist model of work thus dissects both the 

anxiety surrounding transformations in work and the conventional responses to it as the logic 

of a particular social order and its concomitant imaginary and contingent ideology. The purpose 

of my attempt to unsettle the common sense of work-society was to show that this logic is not 

inevitable, that it does not inhere in the nature of things, and thereby to clear the view towards 

a novel approach for how to address work’s transformations. A social constructivist model 

allows for the possibility of asking how, when freed from thinking of them necessarily fused 

in one institution, we should try to realise each end work serves independently. Because asking 

how thus to “disassembling” the institution means considering how new institutions could take 

better care of each aspect now understood to constitute work, exploring this abolitionist project 

entails trying to imagine post-“work-society”. In arguments regarding the future of work, 

amongst those who respond to claims that we should attempt to reduce work’s salience, 

arguments, for instance, about universal basic income, it is not uncommon to hear scepticism 
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voiced based on the contention that, after all, “work is valued as a social institution”.6 My 

argument is that a proper understanding of how work is valued as a social institution gives us 

reasons to abolish it.  

I began part two by inquiring how, ideally, to take care of the social function now understood 

to be performed through work. Inspired by Marx, I defended a vision requiring transcending 

the practice compartmentalising “socially necessary activities” in work. Bringing the realm of 

necessity under common control, thereby enabling, moreover, the fullest development of all in 

the realm of freedom, would entail the alternative institutionalisation of a distinction between 

tasks the performance of which we determine it to be a shared social responsibility to perform, 

but which no one would want to perform voluntarily, and all free and freely performed 

activities. Transcending the social practice of work, I argued, could be achieved by 

implementing a universal basic income (UBI), providing everyone with the means for decent 

living, forcing the body politic to confront the questions delineating the realm of necessity.  

The final two chapters have developed this vision and at the same time continued to explore 

how to disassemble the institution of work. I first examined our shared responsibility for the 

realm of necessity, defending the (re-)introduction of mandatory schemes of civic service. In a 

universal basic civic service, responsibility for the tasks required by the commitments we have 

made to each other—by baking them into the status of social citizenship—but which no one 

would find intrinsically satisfying nor perform voluntarily, could be distributed fairly. I argued 

that this institution would more appropriately instantiate the values undergirding work now 

being the only properly legitimate means to an income. Second, I considered our individual 

development in the realm of freedom. I argued that the abolition of work would enable more 

 
6 Patrick Diamond, ‘Will Basic Income Hurt the Cuase?’, Boston Review, Spring 2017, 

https://bostonreview.net/forum/basic-income-just-society/patrick-diamond-will-basic-

income-hurt-cause. 
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people to devote themselves to intrinsically meaningful activities, both in and beyond 

employment.  

 

I.  Post-“work-society” 

 

Instead of further summarising the arguments from the dissertation as they were made in 

each chapter, I should like to conclude by reviewing the case for disassembling work from a 

slightly different angle. I shall try to consider how the institutions I have sketched for post-

“work-society” would translate the normative ideals I have outlined in defence of the abolition 

of work into practical, political dynamics. I would like to do so by imagining a transition 

undertaken from work-society to post-“work-society”. 

Let me concede before I begin that this dissertation has stayed (and will remain) relatively 

silent on the political challenges involved in transitioning out of work-society.7 There is always 

a danger that this silence will obscure the struggle required of an emancipatory UBI.8 I therefore 

 
7 I have argued that transcending work through UBI need not be incompatible with the 

normative underpinnings of the welfare state. That does not mean that we should understand 

it as a simple extension of current welfare-state policy. It should be clear that the political 

project explored in this dissertation would constitute a clear break with the existing political 

logic of (post-)industrial states. (Part of what is achieved by analysing our society through the 

lens of work, is an account of that political logic as dictated by the demands of this 

institution.) Indeed, one lesson one might learn from this dissertation is that the normative 

aspirations of the welfare state were far more radical than commonly assumed, and far more 

ambitious than work-society allows. An attempt at realising these aspirations by transcending 

work-society would face serious political obstacles.  

I have also said little about the political context within which a UBI must or should be 

fought for, and in which post-“work-society” could be pursued. Some might think post-work 

social citizenship implies a national political context and worry that any emancipatory 

politics that aims to break the political logic of welfare-capitalist work-society must, for 

normative or more political reasons having to do with the power-structures of globalised 

capital, extend beyond the nation-state. Whilst it is not self-evident that post-work social 

citizenship will be significantly harder to realise in a national context than contemporary 

social citizenship, I also do not deny that it might be impossible to abolish work somewhere 

without transitioning out of work-society everywhere. 
8 One cause for concern might be that exiting work-society will be impossible prior to having 

first addressed some of the problems with contemporary work. I have shown how in the case 
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do want to highlight the challenges of organising an effective work-abolitionist politics for our 

present as an avenue for further research.9 And I want to emphasise that I imagine this transition 

in order to clarify the political logic of an already achieved post-“work- society”, not because 

I believe it gets at the politics required to effectuate it. With that caveat, note that a combination 

of UBI and civic service would not dispense with all exercise of political judgment. The claim 

that UBI can be implemented to help a polity identify the burdensome tasks required to 

guarantee social citizenship, should not blind us to the fact that it would ultimately be through 

democratically accountable decisions of political steering that socially useful, burdensome 

tasks must be picked out and organised.10 By considering the incentives that would structure 

 

of care certain tasks are ideologically associated with certain classes of people, typically in a 

manner which stigmatises both people and tasks. Distributing these tasks more widely in a 

universal basic civic service might disrupt their social coding, but how could we agree on the 

social nature of this division of labour, as well as the need to disrupt it, without already at 

least having loosened the hold of the ideology assigning specific tasks to specific people? 

Similarly, how can we hope to convince citizens of work-society of the possibilities for self-

realisation outside of work until what one “does” is no longer so closely tied to work? 

Finally, the abolition of work has been defended here in part by how it rectifies a 

contemporary power-imbalance between employers and employees. But implementing a UBI 

to abolish work might be impossible without first managed to shift the balance of power 

towards workers. Alex Gourevitch and Lucas Stanczyk, ‘The Basic Income Illusion’, 

Catalyst 1, no. 4 (Winter 2018). How will it be possible to build a political movement with 

sufficient motivation and sufficient power to fight against those with vested interests in the 

continued existence of work-society? 
9 I understand the misgivings of those sceptical of political theorising that is as detached from 

daily struggles as this dissertation. Whilst I have made few concessions to political 

feasibility, that is not because I believe anything is politically achievable. Nor is it primarily 

because a focus on feasibility always runs the risk of enforcing the boundaries of the possible. 

Above all, this dissertation’s mode of theorising is a consequence of me realising that I could 

make little sense of what it meant to question the existence of work. We do not know what it 

would mean to abolish work, as we do not know what it would mean to abolish marriage, or 

any other institution, whether it would be desirable, and if so, on what conditions, until we 

make the concerted effort to think through just this.  
10 One could also object that I have remained relatively silent on the details of the 

institutional design ensuring “democratically accountable decisions of political steering”. I 

argued in chapter four that the exact level of the UBI must be determined democratically. 

Questions regarding the minimum level of a UBI, I contended, although it would not be 

possible, nor desirable, to remove them entirely from politics, should be placed at one remove 

from the day-to-day political process, shielded from the kind of pressures and procedures 

which would determine its exact level. It is possible to imagine post-“work-society” 

functioning with our current institutions of parliamentary democracy. Yet I have elected not 
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the environment within which such decisions would have to be made, however, I want to restate 

the argument for abolishing work.  

A UBI, aimed at undermining the social dominance of the labour-market, need not be 

implemented at its full value all at once. Consider a government which is provided with a target 

UBI determined to guarantee decent living and a certain number of years to reach it. From that 

point onwards, the exact level of UBI would be determined democratically. As the society 

moves in steps towards that target, we can imagine the pressure on employers (both private and 

public) increasing. To respond to this pressure, to keep their employees in jobs they do not now 

find intrinsically rewarding, they must do at least one of three things.  

First, they would have to begin strategically redesigning jobs. As emphasised in chapter 

five, no bundle of tasks that currently make up a job is forever fixed. As discussed there with 

reference to the example of nurses, perhaps in order to attract nurses on UBI, hospitals would 

have to alter the set of tasks for which nurses assume responsibility, to allow nurses more time 

for the kind of activities which drew them to nursing in the first place. The practices discussed 

in chapter six might be viewed as models based on which jobs could be redesigned to make 

them more intrinsically satisfying. It is, I propose, by allowing employers to release their 

artistic creativity, to provide good care, to develop a craft, and to play, that jobs could be made 

sufficiently meaningful for enough people to want to keep them, even when they begin 

receiving a basic income independent of it. It is, moreover, as noted in chapter five, likely that 

 

to tie it to a particular institutional design. As to whether there ought to be political parties, 

elections, and parliaments, and whether it ought to be courts, alternative independent experts, 

more “ordinary” citizens, in open, deliberative “mini-publics”, or perhaps an entirely 

different institution yet to be imagined which should be authoritative in deciding the level 

required for decent living, I have left this open. Whilst this could be thought of as a 

limitation, and whilst some might think that post-“work-society” would be impossible 

without structural reforms to our democratic institutions, I have chosen to emphasise that the 

question of how to ensure democratic control over the state, its monopoly of violence, and 

our shared, public resources, is in principle separable to whether we should seek to 

disassemble work and abolish work-society. 
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such redesigning would involve giving more control to employers to determine for themselves 

the kinds of tasks for which they would be responsible, as well as the organisation of their 

performance.11  

Note that this strategic redesigning need not be limited to making jobs which people might 

be inclined to leave more attractive; it could also involve altering the jobs whose bundle of 

tasks includes a lot of freedom and intrinsically meaningful activity. Indeed, one way of 

relieving the burdens of jobs which are currently weighing heavy on some employees might be 

to transfer them to positions which currently involve responsibility for fewer necessary menial 

tasks. Let us take the example of the university professor, which I shall assume generally is an 

attractive enough position such that many will be interested in it even when being guaranteed 

independently the means for decent living. Perhaps it is true, as Martin Hägglund suggests, that 

his “spending an hour per day mopping classroom floors and running the dishwashers in the 

cafeteria could itself be expressive of [his] commitment to being a university professor.”12 

Perhaps other professors would be inclined to view it simply as a necessary cost of being 

allowed the privileges of researching. (Just as some university professors might now view 

classroom teaching as itself expressive of their commitment to being a professor, whilst others 

might simply accept it as something which comes with the job.) In any case, as long as the 

privileges offered by the university remain attractive enough to recruit new professors, there is 

nothing that makes it incompatible in principle with more of the tasks required to maintain a 

university, but which it might be hard, or very expensive, to attract people to perform when the 

requirement to work is eliminated. (We have after all managed to convince most university 

 
11 As has also been mentioned, it would at the same time become easier for citizens to 

establish their own businesses or to run their own cooperatives, and thereby design their own 

jobs, organising their employment more like they organise their leisure.  
12 Martin Hägglund, This Life: Secular Faith and Spiritual Freedom (New York: Pantheon, 

2019), 323. To be clear, he still acknowledges that mopping classroom floors would remain 

within the realm of necessity 
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professors that their job involves some teaching.) The result of this strategic redesigning could 

be more equitable sharing of burdens within firms and other enterprises as well as more jobs 

that people find provide enough freedom and intrinsically meaningful activity.13  

The second strategy that employers might turn to is to increase wages and/or reduce the time 

commitment required by a job. In a post-“work-society”, they would have to increase wages 

and/or reduce the time commitment of jobs that would otherwise offer only meaningless 

employment. Some resources for this wage-increase might be released by decreasing the wages 

of more intrinsically attractive jobs. As Brian Barry has argued, “[w]ithin a regime that gave 

everybody enough to live on to begin with” a job that is “manifestly worthwhile, and seen by 

everybody as such, might well get takers at rates of pay that nobody under the current 

dispensation could afford to accept.”14 Notice how this strategy might be combined with 

redesigning jobs, but also that the emphasis in different enterprises might vary. Some places 

burdens might be shared more equally. In other firms, there might remain jobs that offered few 

tasks of intrinsic meaning, but this employment might not be so time-consuming, and the 

economic compensation might nevertheless be high enough to attract someone who would be 

quite happy to take this money and pursue their self-realisation elsewhere.  

Finally, firms could attempt to automate away the tasks their employees would increasingly 

avoid. The higher the UBI, the more expensive it will be to attract people to perform useful but 

otherwise meaningless tasks. In work-society, where work is the only properly legitimate 

 
13 That the technical division of labour, that is, the division of tasks within a given enterprise, 

is much less determined by technological factors than it is a result of power-struggle, is 

supported by various literatures in history and sociology. Harry Braverman, Labor and 

Monopoly Capital: The Degradation of Work in the Twentieth Century (Monthly Review 

Press, 1974); André Gorz, ed., The Division of Labour: The Labour Process and Class 

Struggle in Modern Capitalism (Atlantic Highlands, N.J.: Humanities Press, 1976); David 

Montgomery, Workers’ Control in America: Studies in the History of Work, Technology, and 

Labor Struggles (Cambridge; New York: Cambridge University Press, 1979); Luc Boltanski 

and Eve Chiapello, The New Spirit of Capitalism (London; New York: Verso, 2005). 
14 Brian Barry, ‘The Attractions of Basic Income’, in Equality, ed. Jane Franklin (London: 

IPPR, 1997), 167. 
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means to an income, the societal incentive is not always to steer automation towards 

supplanting these least rewarding tasks. Put bluntly, where it is cheaper to hire labourers instead 

of relying on new machines, firms will choose to employ labourers.15 Post-“work-society” 

would on the other hand create a strong and collective material incentive to steer technological 

development towards automating away less attractive but socially useful tasks.  

Most likely, employers would do more than one thing at once, at the same time redesigning 

jobs, altering the structure of the wage-incentive, and intensifying attempts to automate away 

burdensome tasks. At a certain point, however, raising the UBI further towards the target level 

will risk leaving important tasks undone. Again, these might include both tasks required by 

branches of the public sector and some of the crucial prerequisites of the now private 

economy.16 The polity must decide which of these tasks it considers necessary to social 

citizenship. Which tasks, if left undone, will be detrimental to the government’s ability to fulfil 

the functions of state and provide the social goods it has pledged to provide, including a 

sufficiently high UBI? When it becomes prohibitively expensive to organise these via the 

market, the government would then have the option instead to organise them in a universal 

basic civic service.17 

 
15 This accounts for the dynamic that where the price of labour today is high, whether through 

a minimum wage or collective bargaining, economy and society is also more automated, 

more repetitive tasks being completed by machines. 
16 Or what Lenin called famously its “commanding heights”. In the ideological environment 

of just a decade ago it might perhaps have been difficult to insist that the public had an 

interest in delimiting these. It would be interesting to speculate about whether the experience 

of saving the global economy from financial meltdown combined with growing concern over 

how to deal with a collapsing natural climate and above all a few years of pandemic-

management, in which we have been continually confronted with delineations of “essential 

workers”, “systemkritische Berufe” (“system-critical occupations”), and “virksomheter med 

kritisk samfunnsfunksjon” (“enterprises fulfilling a critical societal function”)—to take 

examples from just three national contexts—have made it harder to dismiss the public’s 

preoccupation with and perhaps even authority over just these boundaries.  
17 Thus, as emphasised in chapter four, the polity must make its decisions delineating the 

realm of necessity knowing that responsibility for the tasks picked out will be shared between 

them all. As implied there, our view on the necessity of a variety of jobs might be 

significantly affected by our knowing that their burdens would have to be shared equitably.   
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As regards what tasks, then, that would potentially have to be shared in a civic service, this 

would depend on the details of any given society, the level of UBI and other social goods 

determined as “necessary”, and on how people and institutions in turn reacted to the new 

economic landscape thus created, the new ground upon which society would rest. Moreover, 

as has been emphasised, just because social reproduction is no natural process, its fundamental 

structure ought ideally to be shaped by democratically accountable decisions of political 

steering. The hope must be, on the one hand, that society through a process of historical 

experimentalism18 will grow better at combining the values of efficiency and fairness, and on 

the other, that we find a way of including disagreements about how to combine UBI and UBCS 

into the ordinary democratic process, so that all citizens have a chance to see their priorities 

put into practice.  

Post-“work-society” would reconfigure the relationship between state and economy. 

Although the degree of public economic planning it would require cannot be determined in 

advance, it would do so by increasing the authority of the state. Importantly, however, we need 

not imagine that the state took control over every private firm that availed themselves of civic 

service. The civilian alternative to military service was commonly organised in partnership 

with public institutions (hospitals, universities etc.) and private non-profit organisations.19 

Following this model, we can imagine a scheme whereby private organisations, both non-profit 

and for-profit, applied for assistance from the universal basic civic service in the same way as 

public institutions. Applications would describe the kinds of tasks the organisation needed 

someone to perform, justifying their contribution as necessary for the state’s ability to 

guarantee social citizenship to all, detailing their attempts at reorganising their internal division 

 
18 Axel Honneth, The Idea of Socialism: Towards a Renewal (Cambridge, UK; Malden, MA: 

Polity, 2017), 51–75. 
19 Gerd Greune and Michela Lai, ‘European Union without Compulsory Military Service: 

Consequences for Alternative Service. A Comparative Study on the Policies in EU-Member 

States’, Heinrich-Böll-Foundation EU-Study Papers, no. 1 (2000). 
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of labour to have someone take care of these tasks without having to rely on the public’s civic 

service, and explaining why it has become prohibitively expensive to attract people to perform 

these tasks via the market.  

Nevertheless, the general movement would undeniably be towards expanding the 

jurisdiction of public authorities over the private economy. More detailed decisions would have 

to be made to determine the kinds of enterprises considered necessary for the state’s ability to 

guarantee social citizenship to all. And some states might choose to nationalise, fully or partly, 

more key industries. That the protection of social citizenship would require some degree of 

economic planning, however, would be entirely unsurprising to early defenders of the welfare 

state. As T. H. Marshall stressed, for the sake of realising and protecting social citizenship, the 

state’s obligation “is towards society as a whole”. Ultimately, society’s remedy for poor 

management depends on their ability to organise and collectively hold the state to account “in 

parliament or a local council”, not as when the state’s obligation is instead “to individual 

citizens, whose remedy lies in a court of law”.20 Importantly, however, state control of the 

economy would not be pursued because private industry or profit-seeking economic activity is 

intrinsically anti-democratic or personally corrupting. The extent of the economy which must 

be subsumed under national control would always be dictated by the substance of social 

citizenship, including the democratically determined level of universal basic income.  

The details of how to organise a universal basic civic service must similarly be a matter for 

democratic communities to determine in common; it cannot be laid out in advance. There are, 

of course, as with any question which should in principle be left to be decided through 

democratic procedures, limits to what justice (as well as the democratic ideal itself) can allow. 

 
20 Thomas Humphrey Marshall, Citizenship and Social Class: And Other Essays (Cambridge: 

Cambridge University Press, 1950), 59. “The maintenance of a fair balance between these 

collective and individual elements in social rights”, Marshall argued, “is a matter of vital 

importance to the democratic socialist State.”  
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As far as absolutely possible, all should partake in civic service. Just as one cannot exempt 

oneself from the duty to pay taxes by opting out of the welfare state’s public insurance schemes, 

it cannot be made possible to be relieved of one’s duty to contribute via civic service by 

declining UBI. Similarly, if the state imported foreign workers to perform the tasks otherwise 

left for the civic service, or if it were possible for citizens to pay someone else to partake in 

their stead, this would also completely undermine the idea of post-work social citizenship.  

Moreover, as regards certain questions, recommendations could be made based on the 

function of civic service. I have already emphasised the importance of having everyone cycle 

through a variety of different tasks. To take another example, consider when, and for how long, 

citizens would be drafted for civic service. To underline the integrative and educatory function 

of universal basic civic service as an extension of the basic education of citizens, it would seem 

to make sense to draft everyone for service upon legal adulthood, at the end of compulsory 

schooling. A longer service at this age would, moreover, allow for a period of training, 

administered perhaps by members of an outgoing class, as well as for all citizens to partake in 

different forms of activities. For universal basic civic service to retain its status as the primary 

institution in which citizens are understood to partake in and contribute to society, however, 

and remain throughout adult life, instead of employment, the social basis of self-respect, it 

would plausibly be preferable if citizens returned in regular intervals. A recommended 

combination would therefore be for citizens to be drafted for civic service for a given period of 

time upon legal adulthood, and then for a shorter period of time, periodically, say every three 

years, until seniority, or what would be considered an appropriate retirement age.  

 

**** 
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One way to understand the meaning of post-“work-society” is that it seeks to change society 

and politics in such a way as to render the question of whether something is or ought to count 

as “work” insignificant, or even meaningless. Transcending the social practice of work would 

not mean that no one performed “socially necessary” activities, but that there would be no 

reason to classify activities in just this way. Abolishing the institution of work would not mean 

the repudiation of the institutionalised expectation to make a social contribution, only that it 

would not be fulfilled by performing “work”, or by “participating in the economy”. It also 

would not mean the end of employment, but it would re-signify it. 

In post-“work-society”, many of the contemporary problems that plague the world of work 

would not appear as problems at all, or different solutions would present themselves. First, as 

noted, post-“work-society” would institutionalise a strong material incentive steering the 

development of technology towards automating away the realm of necessity. By committing 

to share their burdens fairly, society’s resources would naturally be mobilised to reduce the 

time spent taking care of tasks which no one wished to perform freely. The realm of freedom 

in relation to the realm of necessity would be expanded.  

In societies where demand for labour has declined, labour shares of income have been 

falling, and real wages have been stagnant, UBI could replace or supplement incomes and 

significantly reduce inequality. With the construction of post-work social citizenship, where 

one’s standing as an active participant and a full and equal member would not be tied to the 

institution of work but to contribution in a universal basic civic service, this need not be a threat 

to citizens’ self-respect. Moreover, the imperative to create enough work for everyone would 

no longer contribute to turbocharge our society’s destructive need for economic growth. 

Where a UBI has helped identify the forms of employment that have little or no potential 

for intrinsic meaning and the burdens of the less attractive socially necessary tasks have been 

shared in a universal basic civic service, what is now feared as flexibilization of employment 
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need not be threatening. Indeed, as long as it is flexible on the terms of the employee, which 

the increased safety of a UBI could help facilitate, flexible contracts could be a way for people 

to develop a craft or play.21 Furthermore, abolishing work-society would lessen the pressure to 

make an income and thus enable citizens, if they so wish, to pursue their self-esteem, their self-

realisation, and their personal fulfilment in forms of activities from which they would not need 

significant remuneration, or which they did not expect to monetise at all.22  

Finally, whilst I have primarily defended post-“work-society” by responding to the anxiety 

about the disappearance of work, disassembling the institution would not only better realise 

each of the ends that is now served by work. It also ought to provide more people with more 

time to live life beyond the activities associated with working. The new institutions of post-

“work-society” should not only take better care of each aspect now understood to constitute 

work; abolishing work ought to provide everyone with more time to travel and more time to 

 
21 For instance, Louis Hyman offers an interesting discussion of how apps now used to 

organise precarious labour could instead be used to support demand for specialised skills. 

Louis Hyman, Temp: How American Work, American Business, and the American Dream 

Became Temporary (New York: Viking, 2018), 291–313. I would like to re-emphasise, 

however, that post-“work-society” would not undermine the value of the attempt by social 

critics to uncover ways in which we fail to act as freely as we think we do. Post-“work-

society” will also not undermine the need for attention to how to protect the freedom and 

safeguard the dignity of employees. We should of course not think post-“work-society” itself 

can be the solution to all potential challenges characteristic of unequal power-relations, 

including the employment-relation.  
22 Richard Ocejo has explored how some people with plenty of opportunities in today’s 

education-based knowledge-economy, when standing on safe material grounds, have chosen 

instead to reanimate old crafts such as butchering, bartending, and barbering. Richard E. 

Ocejo, Masters of Craft: Old Jobs in the New Urban Economy (Princeton, NJ: Princeton 

University Press, 2017). And as Lisa Herzog has argued, there is always the opportunity for 

activities that the market no longer supports to survive as recreational activities. “This 

historical pattern is not new: Many kinds of handiwork are today no longer economically 

necessary, yet are nevertheless passionately maintained.” Lisa Herzog, Die Rettung der 

Arbeit: Ein politischer Aufruf (Berlin: Hanser Berlin, 2019), 64. In post-“work-society” one 

should strive as well, however, to make it possible to feel perfectly fulfilled when “[r]ien 

faire comme une beté, lying on water and looking peacefully at the sky”. 
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learn, more time for politics and for enjoying the arts as well, as more time for “[r]ien faire 

comme une beté, lying on water and looking peacefully at the sky”.23 

 

**** 

 

We live in work-society. Insofar as I hope for this text to produce any particular effect, it is 

to nurture an appropriately estranged perspective in the reader on our present political world. 

With an institutionalist account of work, I have aimed to fashion a perspective on work-society 

which denaturalises it, and by presenting an alternative, I have aimed to undermine our 

commitment to it. In a different sense than that with which I began this conclusion, the 

dissertation’s opening sentence is therefore the second premise of a syllogism the first premise 

of which the entire dissertation has been dedicated to defending. Living in work-society means 

having reasons to abolish it. 

 
23 Theodor W. Adorno, Minima Moralia: Reflections from Damaged Life, trans. E. F. N. 

Jephcott (London; New York: Verso, 2006), 157. 
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