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INTRODUCTION
WELCOME TO THE WORKING WEEK
I
LOVE MY WORK.
Technically, I don’t have a job. I haven’t had one in a few years, since I left the last magazine that hired me full-time for a one-year stint as a staff writer. Since then, I have supported myself as a freelance journalist, to varying degrees of success. I travel, I report, I give the occasional talk, and mostly, I write. I meet fascinating people and get to share their stories with the world, and I actually, at least at the moment, make a living at it.
I also make about $15,000 less a year than the average woman my age with my level of education.1
I am the poster child for work in today’s economy. I’m flexible, working on the fly from a laptop in coffee shops around the country and occasionally the world. I don’t have an employer that pays for my health insurance, and forget about retirement benefits. Vacation? What’s that? I have none of the things that used to signify a stable adult life—no family, no property, just me and a dog. (On the upside, I don’t have a boss, either.)
This book isn’t about me, though. It is about the millions of people around the world who share some or even most of my working conditions, even if they’ve managed to snag a good old-fashioned full-time job. So many features of what people used to consider “employment security” are gone, melted into air. Instead, as a thousand articles and nearly as many books have told us over and over, we’re all exhausted, burned out, overworked, underpaid, and have no work-life balance (or just no life).
At the same time, we’ve been told that work itself is supposed to bring us fulfillment, pleasure, meaning, even joy. We’re supposed to work for the love of it, and how dare we ask questions about the way our work is making other people rich while we struggle to pay rent and barely see our friends.
Like so many things about late capitalism, the admonishment of a thousand inspirational social media posts to “do what you love and you’ll never work a day in your life” has become folk wisdom, its truthiness presumably everlasting—stretching back to our caveperson ancestors, who I suppose really enjoyed all that mammoth hunting or whatever. Instead of “never working,” the reality is that we work longer hours than ever, and we’re expected to be available even when technically off the clock. All this creates stress, anxiety, and loneliness. The labor of love, in short, is a con.2
But the expectation that we will love our jobs isn’t actually all that old. Once upon a time, it was assumed, to put it bluntly, that work sucked, and that people would avoid it if at all humanly possible. From the feudal system until about thirty or forty years ago, the ruling class tended to live off its wealth. The ancient Greeks had slaves and banausoi—a lower class of workers, including manual laborers, skilled artisans, and tradespeople—to do the work so that the upper classes could enjoy their leisure time and participate in community life. If you’ve ever read a Jane Austen novel and wondered how those people who don’t seem to do much of anything (except hem and haw about whom to marry) got by, you get the general picture. Work, to the wealthy, was for someone else to do.3
Since the 1970s and 1980s, there has been a shift. The ownership class these days does tend to work, and indeed, to make a fetish of its long hours. But the real change has come in the lives of those of us who don’t make millions. It’s become especially important that we believe that the work itself is something to love. If we recalled why we work in the first place—to pay the bills—we might wonder why we’re working so much for so little.4
People have long considered the question of whether work should be enjoyable. In the 1800s, socialist and artisan William Morris wrote of the three hopes that might make work worth doing—“hope of rest, hope of product, hope of pleasure in the work itself.” Morris acknowledged that the idea of pleasurable work might seem strange to most of his readers, but argued that the inequality that capitalism had wrought meant that some who did no work lived off the labor of others, who were condemned by this system to “useless toil.” Modern industry had taken away what little independence and power craftspeople might have had and reduced them to interchangeable, robotic wage laborers. No one cared whether the proletariat liked its work—it wasn’t given a choice in the matter.5
But those proletarians, too, usually tried their hardest to escape work. The labor movement’s earliest demands were usually for less work—shorter working hours, down to twelve, then eleven, then ten, then eight, plus days off. The strike, the workers’ best weapon, is, after all, a refusal of work, and for a while they wielded it effectively, winning some concessions on the length of the working day and week as well as on wages. Capitalists would give up a little here and there to keep the profits flowing, but they also sought new strategies to keep workers on track beyond simple brute force.6
The carrot that was eventually offered to the industrial working class was what is often called the Fordist compromise, named, of course, after Henry Ford’s Ford Motor Company. Workers would give up a large chunk of their time, but a manageable one—generally five eight-hour days of work a week—to the boss and in return they would get a decent paycheck, health care (either provided by the company, in the United States, or, in other countries, provided by the state), and maybe some paid holidays and a pension to retire on. It was Morris’s “hope of rest”—and, if not actually the hope of controlling one’s product, at least some financial remuneration—that provided workers with some ability to support themselves, and maybe a family, and to enjoy themselves in their time off the shop floor.7
This might be hard for some of us to imagine, now, as we sneak in time to read between checking work emails or waiting on call for the next shift. And it’s certainly not something to romanticize—work was often both grinding and dull, and workers often too tired to enjoy their hard-won free time. But it allowed for a brief period of stability, from the end of the Great Depression until the 1960s, nostalgia for which still haunts us today.
Like most compromises, the Fordist bargain had left both sides vaguely unsatisfied, and it was held steady largely by repeated strikes from the workers on one side and repeated attempts by the bosses to unpick it on the other. But it was a deal that the ownership class had more or less gone along with when times were good and profits high enough that they didn’t mind the sharing too much. It was less appealing when crisis struck in the 1970s. “By the 1970s, the dynamism the system had displayed in the immediate postwar decades was exhausted, worn down by multiple political challenges and institutional sclerosis,” explained economist James Meadway. The solution to this problem, for capital, was to squeeze labor harder. Companies closed factories in high-wage countries and moved them to places where they could pay a fraction of the rates workers commanded in the United States or the United Kingdom. Working hours began to creep upward, and incomes down; more families relied on two incomes, and with two working parents, no one had time to do the housework.8
By 2016, the United States had hemorrhaged enough industrial jobs that Donald Trump made them a focus of his pitch to “Make America Great Again.” In 2017, after he became president, I went to Indianapolis to visit the Carrier plant. The factory, which had been slated to shut down in 2016, had been a campaign focal point for Trump’s promise to bring good jobs back. When he won, he returned to Carrier to declare “Mission Accomplished,” telling the workers that he’d cut a deal to keep their plant open. But when I arrived, the Rexnord plant around the corner was closing. Those workers didn’t get a visit from the president as their jobs disappeared; nor did the workers in Lordstown, Ohio, where the General Motors plant closed in March 2019.
The workers I spoke to in Indiana and Ohio all wanted to keep the plants open, but none of them waxed lyrical about their jobs. They hadn’t taken those positions to find fulfillment; they took them to find a paycheck. They took them for the weekends they’d have off, the homes they’d be able to buy. When I asked what they’d miss about their jobs, none of them said the work itself—they spoke of coworkers so close they’d become like family, of after-shift beers at the bar across the street, and of the solidarity that came from being active in their union (solidarity that brought them to the picket lines in GM’s 2019 strike even after the plant had been closed for months). But mostly, they spoke of money, of the reality that losing a $26-an-hour job (plus overtime) meant a serious downgrade in their standard of living.
Looming outside the Carrier plant were Amazon and Target distribution centers, the likely future of work for some of the folks let go from their union jobs. The distribution center or warehouse job has become synonymous with misery these days: stories abound of workers having to urinate into bottles because they’re not allowed enough restroom breaks, being tracked around the facility via GPS, or popping Advil like candy to deal with the aches and pains. Yet even Amazon, in denying the reports of hellish conditions written up by journalist Emily Guendelsberger, touts its “passionate employees, whose pride and commitment are what make the Amazon customer experience great.”9
The global pandemic in 2020 just made the brutality of the workplace more visible. The amount of people employed in manufacturing worldwide has shrunk, but still the work is done, and more and more of it for pennies and without union protections. Women and children labor in deadly conditions in factories in places like Bangladesh, where the Rana Plaza garment factory collapse in 2013 killed 1,132 workers and injured more than 2,000 more. The day-to-day conditions of Bangladeshi garment workers—or, say, the workers who assemble iPhones at the Foxconn plant in China—range from tedious to backbreaking to deadly. Few seriously expect such workers to like their jobs, though they might face pressure to smile for the factory inspectors on the rare occasions they come around.10
Coal miners and factory workers have been described in many an article, laden with stereotypes, as Trump’s base, layering a thick sheen of romance over what was and remains miserable work. George Orwell famously described the coal mines of Wigan, outside Manchester, England, as “like hell, or at any rate like my own mental picture of hell.” GM workers at the Linden plant in New Jersey told sociologist Ruth Milkman that the place was “like prison”; at Lordstown, they called management “the little SS or the Gestapo.” Chuckie Denison, recently retired from Lordstown, told me “on the plant floor, there was basically a war on the workers.” Those jobs, Milkman explained, had been good because they had been union jobs, not because workers’ actual day-to-day experience was anything other than “relentless and dehumanizing.”11
That process of standardization and control was designed to reduce workers down to interchangeable cogs—so interchangeable that shutting down a factory in Indianapolis and opening it in Mexico or Bangladesh, where labor is cheaper, is easy. Or interchangeable enough to be replaced utterly by machines.
But the process of outsourcing or automating these jobs out of expensive locations like the United States and Western Europe has shifted the nature of work in those rich countries and resulted, strangely enough, in employers seeking out those very human traits that industrial capitalism had tried so hard to strip away. Those human traits—creativity, “people skills,” caring—are what employers seek to exploit in the jobs we’re supposed to love. Exercising them is what is supposed to make work less miserable, but instead it has helped work to worm its way deeper into every facet of our lives.12
The political project that brought us here is known as neoliberalism, though it sometimes goes by other names: post-Fordism, maybe, or just “late capitalism.” As political philosopher Asad Haider explained, “neoliberalism… is really two quite specific things: first, a state-driven process of social, political, and economic restructuring that emerged in response to the crisis of postwar capitalism, and second, an ideology of generating market relations through social engineering.” The success of the latter part of the project depended on twisting those desires for liberation articulated in the 1960s and 1970s, redefining “freedom” away from a positive concept (freedom to do things) and toward a negative one (freedom from interference). Neoliberalism encourages us to think that everything we want and need must be found with a price tag attached.13
Neoliberalism didn’t just happen; it was a set of choices made by the winning side in a series of struggles. The victors remade the state to subject everything to competition; to enforce private property rights; and to protect the right of individuals to accumulate. Public services were sold off to private profiteers. Citizens became customers. Freedom was there, the neoliberals argued, you just had to purchase it.14
Neoliberalism was born in Chile in 1973, when Augusto Pinochet overthrew the democratic socialist Salvador Allende and, with the advice of American economists, reorganized the economy by force. That year also brought oil shocks and a global downturn, a collapse in asset values, and the beginnings of a crisis for capitalism—unemployment and inflation were both rising, and social movements were demanding change. In that context, Pinochet cleared the way for neoliberalism with brutality and torture, despite the claims of “freedom.”15
Despite the violence at its heart, neoliberalism would spread from Chile with the support of democratically elected governments. Margaret Thatcher, who became prime minister in the United Kingdom in 1979, set out to crush unions and destroy the very idea of solidarity. She sold off public utilities and state-owned enterprises and turned public housing into private condos. To people who had little, Thatcherism offered the pleasures of cruelty, the negative solidarity of seeing others made even worse off than themselves by cuts to the welfare state. “Economics are the method: the object is to change the soul,” Thatcher said.16
Thatcher is most famous, perhaps, for her declaration that “there is no alternative.” She meant it as a preference—communism was still kicking at the time, and social democracy still had a grip on much of Europe. But TINA was the foundation of the phenomenon the British theorist Mark Fisher called “capitalist realism”—the idea that it is impossible to imagine any other way that the world could be organized. Neoliberalism relies on such realism, even when—or perhaps especially when—it is faltering.17
In the United States, Federal Reserve chair Paul Volcker’s “shock” in 1980, limiting the money supply and hiking interest rates, put tens of thousands of companies out of business. Cities like Youngstown, Ohio, saw more than one in five people out of work. Thatcher’s buddy Ronald Reagan won office that year and followed her path, slashing tax rates and breaking the air-traffic controllers’ union. The economic and political crisis of the 1970s had begun the process of deindustrialization, and Thatcher, Volcker, and Reagan stepped on the accelerator. Production was shut down in the rich countries and shipped elsewhere or automated. Autoworkers, used to calling strikes to halt production to make demands, were suddenly put in the position of calling for plants to be kept open. Joshua Clover, in his book Riot, Strike, Riot, called this “the affirmation trap”: a situation where “labor is locked into the position of affirming its own exploitation under the guise of survival.” It is a short step from the affirmation trap to the labor of love.18
The jobs that replaced the factory jobs were in retail, in health care, and in services and technology. We hear a lot about the knowledge economy, about the exciting creative work we could be doing, but we’re all far more likely to be in some sort of service job. These jobs come with their own affirmation trap: you must show up with a smile on your face or be tossed out.19
The ideals of freedom and choice that neoliberalism claims to embrace function, paradoxically, as a mechanism for justifying inequality. The choice is yours, but so are the costs for choosing wrong. Cuts to the welfare state mean that those costs can be deadly. This kind of freedom, as political theorist Adam Kotsko wrote, is also a trap, an “apparatus for generating blameworthiness.”20
This dynamic is always individualizing—your situation in life must be the result of choices that you made, and thus no one else has any reason to sympathize, let alone to help, if you fall. Privatization, as Fisher noted, has brought with it the privatization of stress, the proliferation of depression, and a rise in anxiety. If you cannot get a job, it must be because you failed to do enough (unpaid) work to acquire the correct skills; if you get that job and it makes you miserable, just get another! Such discourse justifies the constant job-hopping that provides companies with what they want: just-in-time labor, easily hired and fired, easily controlled.21
There’s another famous Thatcherism for this process, usually paraphrased as “There is no such thing as society,” though what she actually said was: “… who is society? There is no such thing! There are individual men and women and there are families.” Without a society, with the lines between the family and the workplace blurring, with little time for a personal life anyway, we are even more likely to try to make work more pleasurable, even to seek in it a replacement for the love we lack elsewhere. Over and over again while reporting this book, I spoke to workers who told me that their bosses described the workplace as “like a family.” One video-game company even brands itself a “fampany.” If we fail to love our work, it becomes another form of individual shame. Love, after all, is supposed to be an unlimited resource that lives within us: If the workplace is a family, shouldn’t we naturally love it?22
Turning our love away from other people and onto the workplace serves to undermine solidarity. Thatcher’s statement that there was no such thing as society came after she had crushed labor unions, those vehicles not just of shop-floor action but off-the-clock sociality. If workers have a one-on-one love relationship with the job, then the solution for its failure to love you back is to move on or to try harder. It is not to organize with your coworkers to demand better. Collective action is unthinkable; the only answer is to work harder on yourself or to leave.23
Yet the coercion behind the mask of love is becoming more visible these days, and workers are beginning to act again. The popularity of the concept of “burnout”—for what is burnout but the feeling experienced when one’s labor of love is anything but—reminds us of this. Repeated cycles of layoffs, steady low wages, and cutbacks to the private sector have made jobs harder and harder to love. The conditions under which “essential” workers had to report to the job during the coronavirus pandemic revealed the coercion at the heart of the labor relation. We are being punished for all the choices we have made even as we have continued to do what we are told—racking up student debt, working longer hours, answering work emails on our phones from parties, funerals, and bed, and doing more, always, with less.24
Neoliberalism relies on the labor of love ideology to cover up the coercion that was in fact required to push people into the workplace at the origin of capitalism. Yet these days the violence is more visible, and the rebellions—from Chile to Quebec to Chicago, and including climate strikes on every continent—are louder, too. Neoliberalism tried to sell us on freedom not from work but through work. But a glance at today’s streets would seem to imply that we are no longer buying.25
The simple reality of work under capitalism is that the worker doesn’t control much of anything on the job. That fact doesn’t change if the job is more or less pleasant, or if wages increase by a dollar an hour or by ten dollars an hour. The concept of alienation isn’t about your feelings; it’s about whether you have the power to decide where and how hard you will work, and whether you will control the thing you make or the service you provide.26
Labor is required for value to be produced and capital accumulated, but that labor, as we’ve noted, is all too often likely to rebel against the process. Labor, after all, is us: messy, desiring, hungry, lonely, angry, frustrated human beings. We may be free to quit our jobs and find ones that we like better, as the mantra goes, but in practice that freedom is constrained by our need to eat, to have someplace to sleep, to have health care. Our place in the hierarchy of capitalist society is decided not by how hard we work but by any number of elements out of our control, including race, gender, and nationality. Work, as political theorist Kathi Weeks wrote, is a way that we are produced as social and political subjects.27
Work, in other words, helps to tell us how to be. And changes in the shape of the workplace, in the shape of capitalism itself, have changed our expectations for what our lives will be like, for where and how we will find fulfillment. The concept of a “good” job is one that has changed over time and through struggle, a point we would do well to remember.


THE IDEA THAT WORK SHOULD BE A SOURCE OF FULFILLMENT HAS BECOME common sense in our world, to the extent that saying otherwise is an act of rebellion. The Italian theorist Antonio Gramsci reminded us that common sense itself is a product of history, that popular beliefs are in fact material forces, and they change when material conditions change. His concept of hegemony explains to us how one group comes to arrange the world in its own interests, through culture and ideas as well as material forces. Hegemony is the process by which we are made to consent to the power structures that shape our lives.28
The thing about common sense is that it’s often wrong. And we may even be aware on some level that it’s wrong. You are, after all, reading this book because something told you that maybe, just maybe, the problem is not you, it’s work. But we don’t have to truly believe in order to consent. Many of us simply act as if we believe, and that is enough.29
Max Weber famously wrote of the Protestant Ethic and the Spirit of Capitalism, the way that the rise of Protestantism lent a belief in hard work as a calling and deferred gratification (in Heaven) to the developing capitalism of the time. The first spirit of capitalism valued above all the accumulation of more and more money for its own sake, not for the sake of consumption. Consumption and other forms of pleasure were, in fact, to be avoided. One worked to be good, not to be happy. This process may have started with the church, but it had long since become common sense, Weber wrote. “The Puritan wanted to work in a calling; we are forced to do so.”30
French scholars Luc Boltanski and Eve Chiapello have built on Weber to argue that the spirit of capitalism has changed over time, bringing with it new versions of the work ethic. The spirit of capitalism of each age, they wrote, must answer three questions: How will people secure a living for themselves and their families? How do they find enthusiasm for the process of accumulation, even if they are not going to pocket the profits? And how can they justify the system and defend it against accusations of injustice?31
Justification of capitalism is necessary because people do challenge it. People look at its processes and see the inequality that has resulted. They rebel: they strike, they riot, they refuse to go quietly to work. Those challenges then force crises and changes in the system, which has to adapt, to find new justifications, new mechanisms by which we will consent to keep working. Those struggles spill over from the workplace into the rest of our lives. Political philosopher Nancy Fraser calls them “boundary struggles,” battles over the lines between economy and society, production and reproduction, work and family.32
In the shifts created by these struggles, new work ethics and new spirits of capitalism emerge. We know the spirit of the Fordist bargain—it’s the one depicted in a thousand nostalgic stories, where workers like Chuckie Denison went to the factory and came home to a family and had weekends off, vacations, and decent benefits. That family could afford to buy nice things on one income: a worker in the factory would have a wife in the home who did the work of looking after the children and shopping for the things the family needed. This was the era of the family wage, the “organization man,” the suburbs. Unlike the Protestant ethic, the industrial ethic promised at least some goods to workers now, rather than what the Industrial Workers of the World used to call “pie in the sky when you die.” Work was a path to social mobility, but whether people enjoyed doing it was still beside the point.33
Something had to shift to get us from the industrial work ethic to today’s labor-of-love ethic, where we’re expected to enjoy work for its own sake. Today’s ideal workers are cheery and “flexible,” networked and net-savvy, creative and caring. They love their work but hop from job to job like serial monogamists; their hours stretch long and the line between the home and the workplace blurs. Security, the watchword of the industrial ethic, where workers spent a lifetime at one job and earned a pension on their way out the door, has been traded for fulfillment. And the things we used to keep for ourselves—indeed, the things the industrial workplace wanted to minimize—are suddenly in demand on the job, including our friendships, our feelings, and our love.34
Working people didn’t just wake up one day and decide that this was how they wanted to be; the new work ethic was born from shifts in global capitalism. The spread of “globalization” meant that the unpleasant work could be shoved out of the rich countries into the poor ones, where labor was cheaper and governments easier to bully out of regulation. Boltanski and Chiapello argued that capitalism changed, too, in response to the struggles of its critics, the social movements of the 1960s and 1970s. They identified two critiques: the “artistic” critique, which challenged the conformity of midcentury capitalism, decrying its fundamental boringness as oppressive; and the “social” critique, which focused on the fundamental inequalities of capitalist life, the way a few have their needs catered to while so many others, as geographer Ruth Wilson Gilmore put it, face “organized abandonment.”35
The social and artistic critiques mirror the two halves of the labor-of-love ethic: the caring and the creative work. Those halves together are the partial, inverted concessions to demands made by workers who rebelled against the factory and the social hierarchy, against the suburban bourgeois family and a world where everything was commodified. The movements of the 1960s had trouble integrating the two critiques: the demands simultaneously for more security and more autonomy. Into the cracks, capitalism was able to send tendrils that blossomed into a new spirit and a new shape of work.36
In the 1970s, demands for workers’ control had sprung up across the industrialized world, from the Fiat factories in Italy to Lordstown, Ohio. In these workplaces the merging of the social and the artistic critique was most pronounced: workers, facing forty years breaking their bodies on an assembly line before retirement, struck back. Wildcat strikes were common in Lordstown in the early 1970s, where a diverse group of young workers rebelled against the very idea of work. They did not just demand more money, or even a share of the profits; they challenged the idea that anyone ought to spend their lives on an assembly line. But in the end, those workers wound up trading autonomy for security.37
On the flip side of the rebellion against the Fordist factory was the rebellion against the suburban home. Women kicked against what Betty Friedan famously dubbed the “feminine mystique” of the suburban housewife, and what many of them demanded was more fulfilling, waged work. As they began to earn enough to be economically self-sufficient, a husband looked less necessary—a shift in the family form itself, which was destabilized even as the workplace was.38
The difference between what the movements of the 1970s wanted and what they got was telling. They wanted democratic control over the firm; they got employee stock ownership plans. They wanted less work, a life less dominated by demands of the boss; they got fewer jobs and work fragmented into gigs. They wanted less hierarchical trade unions; they got union-busting. They wanted freedom for creative pursuits; they got, in Fisher’s terms, “managerialism and shopping.” They wanted to change their relationship to the patriarchal nuclear family; they got admonitions to see coworkers as family and the need to be constantly networking. They wanted more interesting work; they got simply more work. They wanted authentic human connection; they got demands to love their jobs.39


WE ARE NOW LIVING WITH THE CONSEQUENCES OF A HISTORIC LOSS FOR working people, a shift in the global order that splintered the working class, pitting workers against each other while power and wealth reconsolidated in the hands of a few staggeringly wealthy folks at the top. Our current common sense about work has the story backward. It is not a victory to have work demand our love along with our time, our brains, and our bodies. The wild fantasies of those movements of the 1960s and 1970s for freedom and plenty were subverted; nothing, as the feminist activist and scholar Silvia Federici wrote, “so effectively stifles our lives as the transformation into work of the activities and relations that satisfy our desires.”40
With industrial jobs waning, more and more of us are falling into jobs that require some version of the labor-of-love ethic. In the United States, the fields adding the most jobs are nursing, food service, and home health care, all gendered jobs where the worker is expected to care for other people. These kinds of service positions draw on the skills presumed to come naturally to women; they are seen as extensions of the caring work they are expected to do for their families. High on the job-growth list, too, are computer programmers, who might earn higher salaries but are also expected to demonstrate passion for their work—though they show it through their long hours more than in outpourings of emotion. Their work is closer to the jobs of other creatives—entertainers, perhaps, or journalists like myself—rooted in our old notions of artistic work.41
If caring work is familial love, based in the all-sacrificing love of the mother, creative work is romantic love, based in a different kind of self-sacrifice and voluntary commitment that is expected, on some level, to love you back. Yet work never, ever loves you back.
The compulsion to be happy at work, in other words, is always a demand for emotional work from the worker. Work, after all, has no feelings. Capitalism cannot love. This new work ethic, in which work is expected to give us something like self-actualization, cannot help but fail. Most jobs will not make us happy, and even the ones that do will often be a source of deep frustration—I am writing these words, for example, at 8:00 p.m., eating microwaved soup from its plastic container, having now spent twelve hours in front of a computer screen, and I have it pretty good. We might have the best possible boss in the world, one who does genuinely care about us, but they will remain a boss, and financial concerns will come first for them.42
Capitalism shapes all of our lives—even under Fordism it reached well past the bounds of the workplace—and its disciplinary processes extend beyond what is necessary simply for extracting profits. Domination and subordination at work, as Kathi Weeks argued, are central to capitalism, and the workplace is where most people face the reality of how little freedom they have. As we look to the future, where debates over automation, a pandemic, and the climate crisis loom large, it is becoming increasingly clear that fewer of us than ever are needed to produce what is necessary for human flourishing. Our current world of work is helping to doom the Earth. Yet it remains nearly impossible to imagine a world where we have what we need whether or not we have jobs. Call it “workplace realism.”43
How do we begin to break the love spell that work has us under? We might begin by understanding that love is a thing that happens between people. It is necessarily reciprocal, like solidarity. Love was once considered potentially subversive precisely because it encouraged people to value something other than work. No wonder the workplace had to absorb it. Work cannot offer it, but other people can. And it is precisely those bonds of solidarity that extend beyond the transactional relationships of the workplace that can help us break free.
Solidarity is another name for the bond between people that is forged in class struggle. Class is not a set of characteristics that inhere in certain people; it comes into existence, as historian E. P. Thompson wrote, “when some men, as a result of common experiences (inherited or shared), feel and articulate the identity of their interests as between themselves, and as against other men whose interests are different from (and usually opposed to) theirs.” The irritants of class are felt often though not exclusively in the workplace, and it is often in the workplace that working people come to understand their power—or lack thereof.44
The working class is not a stable entity or a fixed category. It is, rather, a thing that changes as conditions change, as capitalism changes and produces new work ethics to match its demands. The process we call “class composition” occurs as the workers whose labor and lives have been organized by capitalism begin to understand themselves as a class and to act accordingly in their collective interests. We can see that process happening now, as workers who might have assumed themselves middle-class start to understand that their relationship to power means they’re still workers. The video-game programmer might have more in common with the Uber driver than she previously thought.45
If the working class, broadly, consists of people who, when they go to work, are not the boss, who have little individual power to set the terms of their labor—even if, like an Uber driver or a freelance journalist, there’s no one peering over their shoulder each moment—that is a huge swath of society.46
Today’s working class is more diverse in race and gender than our image of the hard-hatted worker of the recent past, or even the “he” of Thompson’s framing. Trump’s trip to the Carrier plant, where he posed for a photo op with young Black women workers, reminds us that those women make up plenty of even what’s left of the industrial workforce. The working class has never been all male or all white or all industrial, but, as historian Gabriel Winant noted, it is these days defined by “feminization, racial diversification, and increasing precarity: care work, immigrant work, low-wage work, and the gig economy.” Working-class life is shaped as well by the world outside the workplace, where housing is harder to come by and education and health care more costly, where policing is harsher and care responsibilities double on top of the demands of the paid workplace, where immigration agents hound workers out of the country. Technology allows bosses to slice and dice schedules for retail workers, to demand that office staffers work from home at all hours, and to supervise app-based workers from a distance to squeeze more out of them. And one of the key things that many of these workers have in common is that they are whipsawed by the labor-of-love myth.47
The workers you will meet in this book have challenged the idea that their work should be provided solely out of love and draw our attention to a key concept that is too often forgotten or misused: the idea of exploitation.
Exploitation is not merely extra-bad work, or a job you particularly dislike. These are the delusions foisted on us by the labor-of-love myth. Exploitation is wage labor under capitalism, where the work you put in produces more value than the wages you are paid are worth. Exploitation is the process by which someone else profits from your labor. This is true whether you’re a nanny making $10 an hour, allowing your employer to make much more money at her higher-paid job, or a programmer at Google making $200,000 a year while Google rakes in over $7 billion. The labor of love is just the latest way that this exploitation is masked. But increasingly, workers are stripping away that mask.48
In these pages, you will meet many of the new laborers of love. They are video-game programmers and high school history teachers, artists and Toys “R” Us employees. They have organized collective spaces, national campaigns, and unions; lobbied for legislation; and gone on strike to demand better treatment as workers. Through their stories, we will trace the way the labor-of-love ethic has expanded, moving outward from narrow parts of the working world to encompass more and more of the jobs available in today’s workplaces in our postindustrial nations.
In Part One, we will follow the labor of love as it moves from women’s unpaid work in the home through paid domestic work, teaching, retail work, and the nonprofit sector. Other forms of work that could just as easily have gone into this section include nursing, grocery store work, restaurant work, and call center jobs. It is worth noting that much of this work is the “essential” or “key” work of the coronavirus pandemic: these workers are the people expected to risk their lives to keep going to work in order for the rest of us to survive. In these jobs workers are expected to provide service with a smile or genuine, heartfelt care; they are expected to put themselves second to the feelings and needs of their customers or charges.
In the second half of the book, we’ll move to the other half of the story. We’ll see how our myth of the starving, devoted artist has leapt from art workers to unpaid interns, precarious academics, computer programmers, and even professional athletes. We could also add TV producers and actors, illustrators, musicians, and writers to that list—these are workers who are expected to find the work itself rewarding, as a place to express their own unique selves, their particular genius. In these jobs, we’re likely to be told that we should be grateful to be able to work in the field at all, as there are hundreds of people who wish they had the opportunity to do jobs half as cool.
These workers have pushed back against the idea that their work should be provided solely out of love, though many of them still do genuinely enjoy their work. They have discovered the pleasures that are to be found in rebellion, in collective action, in solidarity, in standing shoulder to shoulder on the picket line, in carving out spaces and times to be with other working people and to change the conditions of their labor. They have laid claim to their time and their hearts and minds outside of the workplace.
I invite you to join them.









PART ONE
WHAT WE MIGHT CALL LOVE



CHAPTER 1
NUCLEAR FALLOUT
The Family
RAY MALONE FOUND OUT SHE WAS PREGNANT WHILE SHE WAS WORKING on her first musical theater project.
She was in her late twenties at the time, living in London, and finding her political voice. “It was 2014, like six days before I found out I was pregnant,” she said, when she saw an ad to apply to perform at a feminist arts festival. It was in the days before Brexit, when the UK Independence Party (UKIP) was in the news agitating against immigration and the European Union. “UKIP seemed like such a joke, and [its leaders] were constantly saying such ridiculous things,” Malone said. Their obsession with traditional gender roles convinced her to design a UKIP swing dance performance, so she joined forces with another theater-maker who was planning a UKIP-themed cabaret.
It had been a shock to discover her pregnancy. “It was quite violent,” she explained. “They thought I had an ectopic pregnancy because I was in so much pain. I had a cyst that turned out to be the size of an orange.” She also learned she had endometriosis, and with that discovery came the realization that this pregnancy might be her only chance to have the child she knew she wanted.
Malone is a slight woman, pale and petite, with artist’s hands that are usually moving, occupied—embroidering, gesturing. She lights up when she’s telling a story, and you can see the charisma she’d project onstage.
She danced through her pregnancy, in a big wig and exaggerated feminine silhouette, embodying and mocking all the stereotypes of womanhood she’d lived with all her life. “My daughter is really musical—that’s why,” she laughed. It was her first political theater project, and she worked alongside activist groups, adding numbers to go along with outrageous things that politicians said. “There was a UKIP councilor that said that floods were caused by gay people, so we had a troupe of gay men singing, ‘It’s Raining Men.’” They took the cabaret to the hometown of Nigel Farage, UKIP’s founder and public face, and tried to conga into the pub across the street one night when he turned up there. They were chased off. But Farage came out to confront them—and then told the press he’d been harassed by leftists chasing his children. Farage was in the Daily Mail “calling us scum,” Malone said.1
Back in London after the event, the performers gathered to hold a debrief, and the white nationalist group Britain First turned up and attempted to intimidate them. “I remember thinking, ‘Don’t get stressed out because it would be really bad for the baby,’” she said. “The Britain First people were like, ‘We’re going to teach you to scare people’s kids!’ ‘You’re the lefty witch who is chasing good children,’” she said. But her friends shouted back, “There’s a pregnant woman in here!” “We were like, ‘No, I’m the good woman.’”
“This has been my journey of being a mother,” she said. She felt haunted by these tropes: good mother, bad mother. She’d worried about being a single parent because of her own upbringing in what she described as “quite a patriarchal family, really.” She struggled too with the presumption that working-class women have children solely in order to get benefits.
Malone was born in North Wales; she’s the youngest of six children by several years. By the time she came along, her parents were more economically secure than they’d been early on, though they described themselves, she said, as working class. Her father was an English teacher and a climbing instructor; her mother had left school young and taken an arts job. “We’re all quite creative, and I think we all get it from my mom working in this art shop when she was sixteen,” she said. Her father, too, had a creative influence—the poet John Cooper Clarke credited her father’s teaching with inspiring him to write. John Malone would tell his students, “Write like the greats, but write about what you know”—a line Malone has taken to heart in her own art practice.
Being an artist, she noted, is insecure work. She asked herself, “Am I kidding myself to think I could raise a child by doing this? You can feed yourself beans on bread for a week, but you can’t have an undernourished child because you want a career in the arts.”
The father of her baby was someone she’d been close to for a while—they’d run a theater company together—and so they decided to try co-parenting, but their relationship didn’t last. Realizing she would need more support once the baby arrived, and looking at London rents, in her eighth month of pregnancy she decided to move to Sheffield to be near her sister.
Her sister helped support her, bringing her food parcels; in turn, Malone helped with her sister’s kids. “You are so vulnerable when you’ve just had a child,” she noted. “You see a health visitor once in a while that asks, ‘Are you all right? Is your baby sleeping through the night?’ They are not going to ask, ‘How have you coped moving two hundred miles away from where you know anybody, with a young child, and when you don’t know what you’re doing for the rest of your life?’” The political situation didn’t help. The United Kingdom had become incredibly polarized around Brexit. She missed the community of the cabaret.
Just before her daughter Nola’s first birthday, a friend from the theater called with an offer to do a show in Greece. Malone directed a performance of Shakespeare’s The Tempest for an all-women theater company on the island of Lesbos with Nola on her hip. It was idyllic: “I was surrounded by this big group of women who would look after my daughter all the time, I was directing theater in the sunshine.”
But at the end of the show, she and Nola returned to a cottage in “pretty much the middle of nowhere.” Manchester was a twenty-minute train ride away, but getting there with a small child was difficult. “It was really isolating.” The cottage was free and she was out of work, but being completely alone was getting to her. “Not everybody has a child in the ‘right’ way,” she noted, with a partner and a mortgage. “Being an artist, you often feel that your occupation is a luxury and your whole identity, then, feels like you are playacting being something.” She’d studied theater through graduate school, and didn’t want to give it up after all that investment. But, she noted, “it is a big question for lots of actors: How long do you keep going with it?” She’d worked in Russia, briefly, years earlier, as a governess for a wealthy family, and seeing that wealth had given her more resolve to want to continue making art. “There are less and less working-class voices in the art world,” she said.
So when the chance came to do The Tempest again, this time in London, she was thrilled. Nola could be closer to her father, and Malone could get paid to do theater. At first, though, making ends meet in London was nearly impossible. “I lived in a shared house for a while that turned out to be a nightmare, living in a bedsit type of situation with a two-year-old.” From there, she wound up essentially homeless, hopping from house-sitting gig to house-sitting gig. “It was really, really stressful,” she said. “We don’t know where we’re going to be. We’ve got no money. We’re on our own.”
She was living on Universal Credit, the United Kingdom’s new benefits system, while taking on occasional gigs—“any old job”—and getting some support from her daughter’s father. Living close to him, though, means being “a very poor person living in a very wealthy pocket of London.” Receiving Universal Credit comes with stigma—especially, she noted, in that wealthy area—and people don’t consider raising a daughter to be work. “I tried to get my daughter into a different nursery,” Malone said. “They were like, ‘Oh, you have to pay £150 a month.’” The woman at the nursery asked more questions about money, and Malone explained that she was on Universal Credit but her ex was a teacher. “The woman on the phone at the nursery was like, ‘We do find that people are rewarded if they work.’ It was like a knife in the stomach, like, ‘You’re not a proper member of society.’”
When she was house-hopping, Malone said, the local council offered to rehouse her in Birmingham. With the housing benefit capped below market rental rates, for many people the only option is to leave London—but in London, Malone has the support of her former partner. “We waste so much money in rent,” she said. “I have to think, ‘God, what else could that be spent on? Could my daughter have music lessons? Could we have a holiday if we weren’t spending so much money on rent?’”
Searching for a full-time job, though, presented even more problems. To keep receiving Universal Credit, she had to make periodic visits to the job center, and the program’s requirements get stricter as your child grows older. By the time Nola was three, Malone was expected to be looking for full-time work and required to turn up at the job center regularly for meetings with a “work coach.” But child care, even with Nola in school, is hard to come by, and it made her question whether it was worth it to get a job. The stress that parents are under, she noted, is constant. “Women are having their kids taken off them because of a variety of stresses that they are under because of poverty, because of austerity, because the situation that we’re in is awful. I’m somebody with a postgraduate education that has still found a huge amount of struggle. It is a really difficult thing to talk about. You don’t want to seem like a bad mother.”2


LOVE IS WOMEN’S WORK. THIS IS THE LESSON YOUNG GIRLS ARE TAUGHT from the time they are born; girl babies are dressed in pink, the color of Valentine’s Day. As they grow up they are encouraged in a thousand tiny ways to pay close attention to the needs of the people around them, to smile and to be pleasing to the eye. Gender roles are reinforced first and foremost in the family, and the family, even in this supposedly postfeminist era, revolves around the unpaid work of taking care of others. Failure to do that work properly, as Ray Malone said, results in the charge of “bad mother,” which often just translates to “bad woman.”3
The labor of love begins, then, in the home. We are still told that the work of cleaning and cooking, of nursing wounds, of teaching children to walk and talk and read and reason, of soothing hurt feelings and smoothing over little crises, comes naturally to women. These things are assumed not to be skills, not to be learned, as other skills are, through practice. And this assumption has crept from the home into the workplaces of millions of people—not all of them women—and has left them underpaid, overstretched, and devalued. Our willingness to accede that women’s work is love, and that love is its own reward, not to be sullied with money, creates profits for capital.
None of this is natural. The family itself was and is a social, economic, and political institution. It developed alongside other such institutions—capitalism and the state—and, like them, developed as a mechanism of controlling and directing labor, in this case, the labor of women. As historian Stephanie Coontz wrote, to mourn the decline of the two-heterosexual-parent nuclear family is to be nostalgic for “the way we never were,” for a situation that never included everyone and by which few were well served. It is to lament the crumbling of an edifice designed to keep women’s labor cheap or free.4
The work ethic and the family ethic developed together and they are still intertwined. When we hear of “work-life balance,” it is all too often in stories of women trying to find time outside of the office to spend with their families. The family, in other words, is presented as being in competition with the demands of capitalism. But theorists as far back as Karl Marx and Friedrich Engels have pointed out that the family as we know it actually serves to smooth the functioning of capitalism: it reproduces workers, without whom capitalism can’t function. This is why we call all of that caring, cooking, and soothing, along with the literal process of bearing children, “reproductive labor.” If the family is in crisis, it is because capitalism is in crisis—and if we can see the cracks now, it is because the stories we have been told about these institutions have ceased to paper over reality.5
There is nothing natural about a two-parent, two-point-five-child picket-fence household, any more than there is anything natural about the car that carts it around. It is a creation of history, a history that involves plenty of violence and struggle as well as what we think of as evolution. The one “natural” fact of reproduction, Coontz and anthropologist Peta Henderson wrote, is that the people we came to think of as women were “society’s source of new members.” A division of reproductive labor, though, did not automatically mean that one type of labor would end up paid, valorized, and mythologized while the other was devalued and presumed not to be work at all.6
Scholars disagree on the exact causes of male dominance, or what we might call patriarchy. But they have given us clues as to how we ended up in a world where women still do most of the unpaid labor. As early humans began to produce more than they could consume, individually or as a group, they began to exchange products with other groups, as well as to exchange members, in some version of what we now call marriage. As those products became private property, to be handed down through the family line, control of reproduction—as well as the other labors women were expected to perform—became more important to men. Women were not simply oppressed, in other words, but exploited.7
This exploitation, the subordination of women’s work, was accomplished in part through violence but upheld through ideology. As the institution matured, the “family” shrank down to something like what we think of now as the nuclear family. By the time of ancient Greece, the household was central, and women’s place had been established as in the home.8
That doesn’t mean that work and the family looked in Plato’s Athens the way they did in 1950s America. For one thing, Athenian prosperity was based in the labor done by slaves, not white men working union jobs. But the subordination of women and the diminishing of the value of their work was firmly established at the birth of the state as an institution, long before the advent of capitalism.9
With capitalism, though, came a whole new set of practices for dividing and controlling household work. The division between “home” and “workplace” didn’t exist in feudal Europe in the way it began to exist under capitalism. In early medieval cities, women worked as doctors, butchers, teachers, retailers, and smiths. They had gained a degree of freedom. In precapitalist Europe, Silvia Federici wrote, “women’s subordination to men had been tempered by the fact that they had access to the commons and other communal assets.” Under capitalism, though, “women themselves became the commons, as their work was defined as a natural resource, laying outside the sphere of market relations.”10
This rearranging of reproductive labor was ushered in with blood. Specifically, the bloodshed that birthed modern domestic relations came through witch-hunts. Women were deprived of rights they’d previously held, of access to wages, and allowed neither to gather in groups nor to live alone. The only safe place for a woman to be was attached to a man. Although women who refused to marry, women who owned a little property, and particularly midwives, healers, and other women who exercised some control over reproduction, and who may have carried out abortions, were especial targets of the witch-hunts, the terror worked precisely because nearly anyone could be accused. This terror helped create the thing we now think of as gender.11
The witch-hunts not only served to force women off the common land being enclosed and back into the home. They also reminded entire populations what might happen if they refused to work. Eliminating popular belief in magic, Federici wrote, was central to the creation of the capitalist work ethic: magic was “an illicit form of power and an instrument to obtain what one wanted without work, that is, a refusal of work in action.” The discipline (and at times torture) of the body during the witch-hunts helped lay the ground for the discipline of the body by the boss during the workday, not only the discipline of the time-clock but also of sore muscles, tired joints, and worn-out minds that it now became a woman’s job to soothe.12
Thus the dichotomy between “home” and “work” was created, and along with it so many other binary oppositions that continue to shape our assumptions about the world: “mind” and “body,” “technology” and “nature,” and, of course, “man” and “woman.” This, too, was the period when the concept of race as we know it began to take shape—along with the designation of certain races as natural slaves, and of societies penalizing nonreproductive forms of sex. At the end of this period of upheaval, women were not simply firmly ensconced in the home, unwaged and rightsless, but the history of violence that had created that situation was simply wiped away. “Women’s labor began to appear as a natural resource,” Federici wrote, “available to all, no less than the air we breathe or the water we drink.” Even women’s sexuality, she argued, had been transformed into work. Jason W. Moore and Raj Patel, in their book A History of the World in Seven Cheap Things, referred to this period as the “Great Domestication.”13
This, then, is the beginning of the double bind that mothers like Ray Malone are still trapped in: the work of parenting is not considered important enough to pay for, yet if you demonstrate that you have other priorities beyond the home, you’ll be castigated as a bad mother. The lines have always been permeable and shifting, but that has only made stigma harder to evade.
Even with these divisions now firmly in place, capitalists were happy to send plenty of women and children to work in the mills and mines alongside or in place of the men—a preference for nimble little fingers could be expressed with no sense of shame, and these workers could be paid less than men. In the early days of wage labor, there was no pretense that such work was enjoyable: the choice was to do it or starve. When misery was known to be the condition of the wage worker, people would do nearly anything to avoid such labor, so bosses—and the state—had to ensure that people’s lives without waged work would be even more miserable than with it.14
From this necessity arose the tradition of poor relief that still shapes social welfare policy today. The working classes rebelled frequently: Luddite machine-breaking, early forms of trade unionism, and riots roiled early capitalist England. And while nonproductive activities were met with harsh punishments—begging could be punished by “public whipping till the blood ran”—the authorities also acceded to pressure to create a sort of safety valve in the form of poor relief. But the English Poor Laws were designed to serve the bosses. Relief payments were low enough and punishing enough that any job at all was preferable to being on the dole; often one had to live and labor in a workhouse in exchange for the scraps of relief on offer. In this way, the work ethic was reinforced by the state under the guise of magnanimity, the idea that one should be grateful for a job inculcated. The Poor Laws live on today in Universal Credit’s punitive structures—the same punitive structures that Ray Malone faced.15
The Poor Laws also enforced the idea of family responsibility—that relatives had a duty to and should be compelled to support their relations before public monies would be handed out. Later versions of relief were instituted specifically for people with disabilities and, importantly, for widows and mothers—for people excluded from the work relationship on account of ability or gender. The family ethic and the work ethic were thus shaped by the state in parallel.16
Capitalism continued its march throughout the world, bringing with it the family, often at the tip of the sword. In the colonies and then the new United States, for example, Native people’s ways of living were reorganized, violently, by the colonizers into something they recognized as a family, with land formerly owned in common turned into inheritable private property. Even as the family was imposed from without, though, its existence was described as natural, inevitable, a way of living and working that benefited all.17


TODAY’S LABOR-OF-LOVE MYTH REQUIRED NOT JUST THE GLOSSING OVER of the brutality of the family and the workplace, but the addition of a romantic sheen. Marriage, for its first few centuries, had little to do with love. As that changed, the ideal of marriage-for-love brought with it its own mystifications of work.
If marriage was done out of love, after all, then the labors subsumed into it must also be done for love. Marriage and housework alike, in this way, become things that women, in particular, are expected to find fulfilling and self-actualizing. Centuries’ worth of popular entertainment, from the novels of Jane Austen to the Oscar-winning 2019 film Marriage Story, take love and marriage as their narrative material, and mommy blogs and lifestyle Instagrammers, as journalist Kelli María Korducki wrote, still uphold signifiers of romance that date back to the post-Enlightenment era. These signifiers were popularized through the new women’s magazines and novels depicting women’s separate sphere as a space of pleasure, not of work.18
The family as romantic escape from the burdens of work was a bourgeois ideal that trickled downward; like most such gifts, it was anything but. The middle classes were able to marry for love rather than simply for money; the white middle-class housewife could hire help to do the hard physical labor of housework, thus devoting herself to the romanticized emotional work. But working-class women still had to do it all.19
There is also real love in a family, which is precisely what makes it and its surrounding ideologies so sticky. As Angela Davis observed in Women and Capitalism, the family fulfills very real human needs, needs “which cease to demand at least minimal fulfillment only when human beings have long since ceased to be human. In capitalist society, the woman has the special mission of being both reservoir and receptacle for a whole range of human emotions otherwise banished from society.”20
The emotional support, care, sexual expression, and real love that exist within families are not figments of our imagination, nor false consciousness, yet they are also shaped by a regime that exists to produce profits rather than human fulfillment. As bell hooks wrote, it has been the job of the wife “to produce this love by herself in the factory of the home and offer it to the man when he returned.” The family absorbs the violent anger that a male worker cannot safely vent at his boss; at other times, it teaches real emotional connection that, as theorist and organizer Selma James noted, is the same skill that is necessary to build movements for change.21
Sexuality is valorized by capitalist society primarily within marriage, where it is presumably producing children who will grow up to be new workers. At the same time, the weight placed on the family under capitalism ensures that heterosexual love is incredibly difficult to maintain—that even as more expectations are placed on it, as the couple’s relationships with other people outside of their marriage thin and fade, marriage threatens to collapse on itself. The pressure, James wrote, makes marriage such a hostile environment that “what’s astonishing is that men and women even talk to each other, let alone live together and even love each other.”22
Marriage is an institution constantly shifting, absorbing the critiques thrown at it and the needs placed on it by societies, embedded in a set of historical power relations. It has proved incredibly difficult to strip away the old “separate spheres” ideology holding that the home is women’s domain, the workplace that of men. But this idealized way of living has never been universal.23
If the nuclear family—and society, which, as Engels wrote, “is a mass composed of… individual families as its molecules”—is a recent development, it was even more recently that the working classes were able to live this way, with a man working outside the home and a woman, unwaged, within it. This shift meant that even more people were subject to the pressures of which Ray Malone spoke—of being held to an ideal of feminine perfection, often with little support.24
Up until and into the twentieth century, working-class women worked in factories and mills; they took in laundry and did piecework while cooking, cleaning, and caring for children. The term “housewife” used to connote this sort of woman, who was both earning cash income and oriented toward the home; the term “homemaker” arose around 1890 to denote a wife who “was fully immersed in domestic activities.” This new definition came along with new expectations—that the home not only be a place to eat and sleep but a place that was the opposite of work, where the homemaker saw to every comfort for her husband and children. Whether her comfort was seen to was a question she wasn’t supposed to ask. In this way, changes in the structures of work produced changes in our understanding of gender, of what it meant to be a woman.25
While at first, homemakers were for the well-off, eventually even wage laborers could aspire to have a full-time wife. Labor movements began to demand the so-called “family wage”: a pay rate high enough that a male worker could support his wife and children. It was first implemented in Australia in 1896, with a law allowing the setting of minimum wage rates with the assumption that men needed a wage that allowed them to be the breadwinner for a family. Protective legislation, too, banning child labor and limiting women’s working hours, began to be enacted around this time, giving workers some of their demands cloaked in the idea that women were too weak for the workplace—a surprise to the millworkers of Manchester or Lowell—and that their place was in the home.26
The family-wage ideal spread rapidly. While labor liked it as a way to raise pay, it also served to bolster gender roles within the family. Becoming a “provider” was a way for working-class men to take pride and power in the home that they didn’t have on the assembly line; it allowed them to define their manliness against those who did not bring home a decent wage. And, particularly in the United States, that also meant, for white men, defining their masculinity against workers of color. Black workers in the United States first labored as slaves, their marriages and reproduction directly appropriated by the slaveholder. When they were emancipated, a new set of laws encouraged former slaves into “traditional” families. As historian Tera Hunter has noted, under the conditions of slavery, where blood kin or spouses could be sold off at any moment on the slaveholder’s whim, African Americans “transformed the strict definition of kinship,” understanding the family in a more expansive way. But institutions like the Freedmen’s Bureau aimed to condition Black workers into the patriarchal family even as it was unlikely that Black men would be paid anything like a family-sustaining wage.27
It was in the wake of the New Deal and World War II, as labor laws finally put in place some protections for the right of workers to unionize, that the family wage—and with it, the white working-class family—became institutions. This was what was known as the Fordist compromise. Henry Ford himself was deeply invested in implementing his idea of the correct family. In order to get the “family” wage, employees had to qualify—and Ford had an entire department of investigators, called the Sociological Department, who would interrogate workers on the job and show up at their homes to ensure that wives were working hard too. “Full-time domesticity on the part of the wife was required,” sociologist Andrew J. Cherlin wrote. “Anything less would run afoul of the investigators.”28
The American New Deal order that made possible the family-wage ideal explicitly excluded certain workers—agricultural and domestic workers were left out of the protections of the Fair Labor Standards Act (FLSA) and the National Labor Relations Act (NLRA). This meant that most Black men and women were left out of the family wage system. The Fordist family wage not only served to normalize gender and the nuclear family; it also defined race and class by who was in and who was out of the public-private partnership that was the US welfare state.29
This period gave us the thing we think of as the “traditional” family: the suburban two-point-five-kid picket-fence white nuclear household, the June Cleaver mom at home making dinner in high heels and waiting for her husband to come home from his eight-hour day in his five-day workweek. Yet this period was not traditional in the slightest: it was a historical exception, created by a compromise between capital and labor that was never stable, but overseen by a state that saw stabilizing business as its prime goal. And it was nothing to romanticize—the jobs that paid a family wage were alienated and boring. Women alone had no access to the higher wages paid to men; domestic violence was considered a man’s prerogative. Indeed, as many have pointed out, for men, violence in the home was a way both to demonstrate masculinity in a world where they had little control and to discipline the labor of their wives. The labor contract, like the marriage contract, presumed a legal equality between parties that hid immense actual inequalities of power between boss and worker, husband and wife. Masculinity and femininity themselves were shaped by these experiences of power and powerlessness.30
There has always been a tension hidden within this ideology: whether women were needed at home because their work in the home was indispensable, or whether women should stay home because they were simply too pure, too good, or too weak for the world of wage labor. Women were encouraged, in the twentieth century, to improve their domestic skills—learning from women’s magazines or through the new home economics courses in schools. Even the question of whether women should be paid for housework was on the table in one way or another—feminists struggled for mother’s pensions and pay, for family aid, and for what in 1946 became the Family Allowance in the United Kingdom. Yet they were still reminded in a thousand ways that this work wasn’t “real” work, not like what men did.31
It was in the attempts at building a socialist society, though, that the real challenges to the family came about. Utopian socialists argued for raising children communally rather than in nuclear families, and this idea, as anthropologist Kristen Ghodsee has observed, influenced those who took power in the Soviet Union and elsewhere. In the early USSR, Alexandra Kollontai was made people’s commissar for social welfare; the only woman in the cabinet, she took special interest in policies that would give women equal rights. She argued that “maternity was to be appraised as a social function and therefore protected and provided for by the state.” Domestic work would be socialized through public nurseries, kindergartens, laundries, and cafeterias; abortion was legalized in 1920. Rather than assuming that women’s work would be subsidized by men’s wages, the socialist state would provide services to all, freeing women from economic dependence on men.32
But socialist men weren’t always comfortable with changes to the family structure; they, too, had been raised to believe that it was natural for women to work in the home. Kollontai struggled with her comrades to implement her ideas; in 1936 many of her successes were overturned as Stalin reinstated support for the patriarchal family. Still, state socialist and social democratic governments in Eastern and Western Europe outpaced the United States in terms of family policies, allowing for maternity leave and other supportive measures and even officially encouraging men to take on more of the housework.33
In most of the capitalist world, child-rearing was presumed to be a private responsibility, to be taken on in a couple or, if not, done at one’s own risk. Even as women argued for the value of their work in the home, they came up against the myth of the labor of love. Their work, which they had studied for, and at which they labored for longer hours than their husbands did at their paid jobs, was supposed to be the most fulfilling thing a woman could do. But this work, supposedly freely provided out of love, was in fact coerced at all levels, from the state down to the individual, and plenty of women continued to point out that they didn’t love the work, not at all.34
The suburban home, supposed to be the pinnacle of achievement for the new middle class, often felt more like a trap and a prison than anything else. Women were isolated in the home, which was also their workplace, constantly alone, surrounded by reminders of the work that was always left to do. This realization began to leak into the mainstream consciousness in the 1960s. The stay-at-home housewife had only been a widespread phenomenon for about a decade, but she was already over it.35
Betty Friedan’s book The Feminine Mystique was a meteoric best-seller when it dropped in 1963. Friedan detailed the “problem that has no name” of women trapped in the home doing housework and sparked a feminist rebellion. Her concerns, though, seemed to be for educated women consigned to do work she thought beneath them and more suited to “feeble-minded girls.” For those educated women, getting a job would be a form of liberation.36
Yet careers outside the home, the solution Friedan offered to the problem of housework’s tedium, did not actually improve the lives of all women. While well-off women could hire help to do the work in the house while they went off to decently paid jobs, many working-class women had never been or had only recently become able to choose to stay home. The jobs that were on offer for them should they leave the house were often low-paid versions of what they were doing at home—preparing food and serving it, cleaning, or caring. Some women certainly entered the paid labor force as an alternative to housework, but the very idea that women were doing so to amuse themselves, rather than out of necessity, helped employers justify paying women less. Meanwhile, many more of those who took paid work did so out of real need.37
The new labor-of-love myth was bolstered by the idea that leaving the home to go to a job constituted empowerment. Even as the old story—that housework, and particularly mothering, was inherently satisfying—hung on, the new myth, of work-as-liberation, grew up around it. The clash between these two narratives fueled clashes between women.
The class divisions between women became fault lines for other clashes, particularly over abortion and so-called welfare reform. Abortion, which had been key to the witch-hunts and hovered in the background ever since, became an explosive political issue in the 1960s and 1970s. As women fought back against the position of homemaker, they demanded the power to choose to parent or not. The feminist writer and activist Shulamith Firestone, in The Dialectic of Sex, argued that eliminating “sexual classes” meant “the seizure of control of reproduction: not only the full restoration to women of ownership of their own bodies, but also their (temporary) seizure of control of human fertility.”38
But even before Firestone’s literary bomb landed, women were arguing that control over their fertility was essential to their ability to control their destinies. Abortion, wrote sociologist Kristin Luker, was a “symbolic linchpin” for an entire set of assumptions about women’s roles and women’s work. On one side of the debate were people who presumed that women should be seen not as potential mothers but as individual humans, capable of independent decisions and lives; on the other were women and men who thought that women’s primary role was in the home. Some of the latter, particularly the women, feared that abortion rights would not only upend those roles but devalue women’s role in reproduction. But that ground was already shifting, and it wasn’t abortion that ended the brief idyll of the working-class family. It was ending because of changes in the global economy.39
Against a backdrop of shifting material conditions, the Supreme Court’s 1973 Roe v. Wade decision was a momentous shift, and for some it was too much. After Roe, a new group of activists—most of them women in nuclear families who did not work outside the home—joined the antiabortion cause. Fearing that by devaluing the fetus, the Court had also devalued women, these women plunged into activism. Their options in the job market were limited, but their work in the home, guarding “tenderness, morality, caring, emotionality, and self-sacrifice,” at least received lip service. “As I see it, we were on a pedestal, why should we go down to being equal?” one woman asked. They feared, Luker wrote, motherhood demoted from a sacred calling to just another job.40
Feminists bristled when conservatives accused them of being out to destroy the family, insisting that they just wanted to give people choices. Yet destabilizing the reproductive role, making motherhood optional, and marriage something one could change one’s mind about, did in fact put the family on shaky ground. Radicals like Firestone considered that all to the good, but mainstream feminism was more likely to focus on women “having it all”—the job and the family. That is perhaps why many mainstream feminists failed to join the fight of another group of women who were challenging traditional roles: the welfare rights activists, whose struggle centered, as historian Premilla Nadasen wrote, on “the work ethic, faith in the market economy, compassion for the less fortunate, models of motherhood, mores about sexuality and reproductive rights.”41
The welfare rights movement was a relatively small group of women with very little social power, yet they collectively managed nevertheless to win some control for themselves over their lives. They rejected both the family ethic and the work ethic to demand the right to parent as they saw fit, refusing the discipline of the Poor Law tradition that was baked into the roots of Aid to Families with Dependent Children (AFDC), the program commonly called “welfare” in the United States.42
The National Welfare Rights Organization (NWRO) was founded in 1966 as a coordinating body for local groups, some of which had already been in existence for years. Those groups used direct action, often sitting in in welfare offices, and agitating for an end to discriminatory policies. They combined this strategy with political organizing and a legal effort challenging the surveillance policies associated with AFDC. Though Black women were never a majority of the women on AFDC, they led the welfare rights movement; their presence on the welfare rolls had provoked handwringing from politicians—often the same ones who argued that white women belonged at home with their children. Welfare rights organizers, as Nadasen wrote, “adopted political positions based on a material understanding of the hierarchies of race, class, gender, and sexuality and the way in which these realities were intertwined and inseparable for all people.”43
Black women had long been expected to work, first as slaves and then as low-wage workers. The welfare panic exposed the tension between these two beliefs: that women’s “natural” place was home taking care of children, and that Black people were getting away with something if they stayed home to parent. Pushing Black women—and by extension other women—off of welfare meant pushing them into taking a job, any job, no matter how low paid. This was, as sociologists Frances Fox Piven and Richard Cloward wrote, another way of coercing labor.44
The welfare rights groups, though, argued that welfare mothers were already working—that what they did in the home was important work deserving of support, and that they shouldn’t have to be married to get it. “If the government was smart it would start calling AFDC ‘Day and Night Care,’ create a new agency, pay us a decent wage for the service work we are doing now,” one organizer said, “and say that the welfare crisis has been solved, because welfare mothers have been put to work.” For a while, they succeeded—in the 1960s, AFDC rolls increased 107 percent as organizing brought more people to claim the benefits to which they were legally entitled. “NWRO buttons are well known at the welfare department,” said another organizer. “Our members find that when they go down to the department with buttons on, they receive prompter and better service.”45
The welfare rights organizers posed a sweeping challenge to American ideas about work and who did it, and about the family and who was in charge of it. Mothers for Adequate Welfare (MAW), according to one reporter, believed that marriage, with its “fixed rules and obligations,” was a “means for domination more than a means for expressing love.” MAW favored “responsibility toward other persons, and freedom to whatever extent that responsibility allows,” instead of the traditional family. Johnnie Tillmon, director of the NWRO, wrote, in an article for Ms. magazine, “Welfare is like a super-sexist marriage. You trade in a man for the man. But you can’t divorce him if he treats you bad. He can divorce you, of course, cut you off anytime he wants. But in that case, he keeps the kids, not you. The man runs everything. In ordinary marriage, sex is supposed to be for your husband. On A.F.D.C., you’re not supposed to have any sex at all. You give up control of your own body.”46
The women of the NWRO argued for a guaranteed minimum income rather than jobs programs, challenging the idea that one must go to a job in order to make a living. Milwaukee WRO organizer Loretta Domencich, of Native descent, noted that guaranteed income was similar to the way things had been done before colonization: “The dignity of the individual says that no matter what a person’s capabilities are, whether he is the leader or whether he is a person who is crippled or elderly or can’t do anything, he still has a place in the tribe.” And under the administration of Richard Nixon, the NWRO nearly got its wish—Nixon’s Family Assistance Plan, which, while lower than the NWRO’s demand of $5,500 a year for a family of four (over $35,000 in today’s dollars), would have given a basic income to more than ten million people.47
That the welfare rights movement came within a fingertip of seeing a law that would have guaranteed income for anyone regardless of marital status or employment enacted by a conservative president should remind us that it is possible to imagine work and the family differently. But in the 1970s, the pendulum swung the other way. The profitability crisis, the beginnings of outsourcing, and inflation meant that everyone was suddenly competing for a piece of a shrunken pie. Instead of guaranteed income and rights, we got the “welfare queen” stereotype. Women were considered immoral if they had abortions, but also if they had children outside of the prescribed social conditions, and they were demonized for getting state support. Seeming to underscore the long history of such demonization, Ronald Reagan told a story about the need to cut benefits premised on “a young lady… who on the basis of being a student is getting food stamps, and she’s studying to be a witch.”48
Turning presumably Black women on welfare into a hate object—claiming that they undermined both the family, by daring to be single mothers, and the work ethic, by not taking a waged job—created a wedge that was slowly driven in to dismantle the entire welfare state and usher in the neoliberal moment. The left, having embraced the idea that going to work was liberation, had little with which to counter this turn.49
But one group of feminists, inspired by the NWRO and the Italian Marxist operaismo (workerism) movement of the 1970s, put forward a different analysis, one that challenged popular ideologies of both work and the family. While the Wages for Housework Campaign, as a demand and a political perspective, didn’t spread as far as its founders would have liked, its organizers continue to struggle and to inspire others to this day.50
Wages for Housework picked up the idea from operaismo that capitalist production has subsumed every social relation, collapsing the distinction between “society” and “workplace” and turning all of those relations into relations of production. To the organizers of Wages for Housework, the “social factory” began in the home, and the work done in the home was necessary for the functioning of capitalism because it reproduced workers for capital. They argued, therefore, that this work was worthy of pay. Selma James, one of the founding theorists of the movement, wrote, “To the degree that we organize a struggle for wages for the work we do in the home, we demand that work in the home be considered as work which like all work in capitalist society is forced work, which we do not for love but because, like every other worker, we and our children would starve if we stopped.”51
Central to these demands was the idea that refusing housework—striking from it, the same way workers in a factory would strike—was a way that house-workers would have power. Women leaving the home for the workplace were refusing housework, but for too many women, going to a waged job was anything but liberating—it often meant still more low-paid drudgery similar in form to what they still had waiting for them at home when they returned after a long workday. Demanding a wage for the work was a way to point out that housework was work, and that work was a thing they would like to do less of. It was a way to say, “We are not that work.”52
Additionally, it was a way for them to refuse the identity that had been forced upon them, the very way that gender had been constructed. The assumption that housework, and reproductive work, came naturally to women and satisfied some deep inner feminine need, they argued, shaped the experiences of all women, even those who were wealthy enough to hire others (usually also women) to do their housework.53
The women of the Wages for Housework Campaign took from the women of the welfare rights movement the understanding that neither the workplace nor the family was a site of freedom. They wanted, instead, time for themselves, freedom to discover what love and sexuality might look like outside of relations of power and labor. Queer women in the movement noted that the stigma on lesbianism served to enforce the patriarchal family and the work done in it. Women who worked in child care and hospitals noted that the devaluing of work in the home led to a devaluing of their work outside of it. Violence against women, they argued, was a form of work discipline, a boss keeping his subordinates in line. Wages for Housework was a perspective that could be applied to all political struggles—it added an angle that was missing in most analyses of capitalism and gender.54
Though many people laughed (and continue to laugh) at the idea of wages for housework, it is inarguably true that housework, in many instances, is in fact paid. As economist Nancy Folbre wrote, echoing those welfare rights organizers, “if two single mothers, each with two children under the age of five, exchanged babysitting services, swapping children for eight hours a day, five days a week, and paying one another the federal minimum wage of $7.25 an hour, they could both take full advantage of [the Earned Income Tax Credit], receiving a total of more than $10,000 for providing essentially the same services they would provide for their own children.” The women of Wages for Housework noted that the state pays foster parents, and that courts had granted damages to men whose wives had been injured to pay for “lack of services.”55
The new discourse of the labor of love was being knitted together as wages were dropping and factories were closing, moving, and automating. Those in the Wages for Housework movement were some of the first to see what was happening in the 1970s. The shifts in the economy became visible in New York and other cities, where a fiscal crisis laid the groundwork for later austerity politics. Wages for Housework proponents warned, Cassandra-like, that feminists were going into the workplace just as the bottom was falling out of it. Women were expected to pick up the slack by taking up paid work while not reducing the amount of work they did in the home. The new social conservatives, hand in hand with the ascendant neoliberals, aimed to reinforce the traditional nuclear family at the same time that policies were being put in place to wring more work out of everyone, reinstituting the Protestant work ethic by law if not by choice.56
The end result of all this was “welfare reform,” a multi-decade process that culminated in President Bill Clinton’s Personal Responsibility and Work Opportunity Reconciliation Act of 1996, a law that in its very text does the double duty of upholding the work and family ethics. Welfare reform was a reminder of the ruthless cruelty that disguises itself in pretty words about love, care, and concern, and it was a project that spanned the political spectrum. Neoliberals like Clinton and social conservatives like Reagan alike mobilized racist beliefs about Black women’s unwillingness to work (thick with irony in a country built by the enslaved labor of Black people) and exploited newly working women’s resentment of those who didn’t have to do the double shift. They pitted women against one another and turned everyone against a program that should have been an option for anyone who needed it—as activist Johnnie Tillmon had written, “Welfare’s like a traffic accident. It can happen to anybody, but especially it happens to women.”57
Welfare reform was begun by conservative governors in states like Wisconsin and California but it was finally implemented nationally by a Democratic president. Clinton had become president in a three-way split election by promising a “third way” for American politics—a third way that involved turning his back on the movements of the 1960s that he had credited with awakening his political consciousness, and embracing both “free markets” and “personal responsibility.” Clinton’s program did away with AFDC in favor of a series of block grants to states, which had wide discretion in how to use the funds. Many of them instituted work requirements and put a lifetime cap on benefits. The 1996 law also included money for “marriage promotion” programs and funds for states that could lower the number of “illegitimate” births without increasing the abortion rate. It diverted money into funds to track down biological fathers and extract child support funds from them, whether the mother wished to have anything to do with the father or not. The preamble of the law included the line, “Marriage is the foundation of a successful society.” It was, in political scientist Melinda Cooper’s words, “a state-enforced system of private family responsibility,” built on the old Poor Law tradition but expanding its punitive nature.58
Despite all the politicians’ professions that they wanted to help women, the new law surveilled and punished Black women in disproportionate numbers. (All of this happened alongside the growth of mass incarceration, itself a bipartisan project of the 1980s and 1990s.) The flood of new, desperate workers into the low-wage labor market—often, once again, into jobs mirroring the work they were expected to do in the home—helped to hold wages down for all while improving profits for those at the top.59
In the decades following welfare reform, labor in the paid workplace has been made cheaper because certain work remains unwaged and in the home. In Kathi Weeks’s words, neoliberalism’s “romance of the capitalist market” as the site of freedom “is coupled with a revived romance of the privatized family as the necessary locus of social reproduction and a haven in a heartless world.” The collapse of communism and the triumph of capitalist realism has led to diminished imaginings, too, of how domestic work could be done differently. Instead, in the age of the “two-earner family,” we hear a lot about “work-life balance,” but not enough about how, for everyone, “life” (code for “family”) often means “unpaid work.”60
And only some people even get to consider such balance. Marriage is increasingly a track for the upper middle class, while the working class is now more likely to opt instead for less legally binding relationships. Conservative opponents of same-sex marriage rights have argued that allowing queer people to marry would destroy the institution of marriage. But, as gender and sexuality professor Laura Briggs and others have noted, it’s not gay marriage that has blasted open the family. Instead, it is economic inequality helping to splinter the family as we knew it. The birth rate itself has fallen since the 1970s: as Silvia Federici archly wrote, “the only true labor saving devices women have used in the ’70s have been contraceptives.” She also noted that the assault on abortion rights underway in much of the world has been an attempt to regulate the labor supply.61
The children who are born are increasingly being born outside of the family. By the 2000s, in the United States, just 59 percent of children were born to married mothers, a steep drop compared to the late 1950s, when 95 percent of children were. (In this sense, it seems, welfare reform has failed.) For many working-class women, it is obvious that marriage is becoming too much work—in the words of one single mother who decided to leave her child’s father, “I can support myself. I always have. I can support myself and our kid. I just can’t support myself, the kid, and him.” Far from being the “bad mother” of the stereotype, she was making a decision to put her child’s welfare first.62
But while the nuclear family might be mutating and falling apart, gendered assumptions around unpaid work—and who will do it—have not changed nearly enough. The pesky, persisting gender pay gap is explained in part by women’s continuing responsibility for doing unpaid care work. What sociologist Arlie Russell Hochschild called the “second shift” remains in effect. Research in the United Kingdom in 2016 found that women still did nearly twice as much housework as men. US-based research showed that mothers working outside the home these days spend just as much time caring for children as mothers did in the 1970s, when their only job was in the home. Others have estimated that “the size of the paid labor force would double if all unpaid caregivers were paid for their work.” During the coronavirus lockdown, one survey found that nearly half of men with young children reported splitting domestic duties equally—but their wives disagreed. Only 2 percent of women agreed that men were responsible for most of the housework during lockdown. Globally, United Nations researchers estimated in 1999 that all unpaid reproductive labor, if paid, would cost $16 trillion, a third of the world’s total economic activity—$11 trillion of which would be women’s share.63
For the working class, it’s the impossibility of paying for help that forces the squeeze. But the middle and upper classes also face the new ideological pressure of “attachment parenting”—something the writer Heather Abel described as a horror story. “Mama gives birth to Baby, and she must not put her down,” Abel wrote. “She cannot do sedentary work or even read for pleasure because Baby prefers movement—although Mama can, while Baby is strapped to her, perform housework.”64
Such ideological pressure is jacked up to 11 on the far right, where a new generation of women calling themselves “tradwives” have become Internet celebrities. These women make the inherent fascist potential of the family explicit. They combine tips on child-rearing and husband-pleasing with white-supremacist rants; one woman issued what she called “the white baby challenge” to other wives, daring them to reproduce faster than nonwhite people. They are the curdled side of the unfinished feminist revolution: frustrated with limited career prospects and a shredded social safety net, they retreat to the home and blame feminism—and nonwhite people—for their plight. Today’s far right relies on the libidinal energy generated by this tension even as it pretends to simply defend what has been. But there is no turning back. The only option, as theorist Jordy Rosenberg wrote, is to ride “the supernova of the family’s destruction” through to something new.65
Even as the old order crumbles, magazines and the Internet are loaded with articles about the ongoing quest for women to “have it all.” We rarely hear about men trying to “have it all,” because just asking the question seems ludicrous. Yet, with the opening up of the public gaze to queer families (at least, as long as they still fit comfortably into the nuclear model) and some flexibility on gender roles, we have new entries into the field of discussion: men writing about their attempts to parent better, queer couples on the impossibility of doing all the work even without strict gender divisions. There’s also new high-tech fixes for the problem, including egg freezing, which some companies are starting to offer to their valued employees. At bottom, though, so much of the conversation is individual: we must simply figure out a “balance” that works for us personally. Yet there’s another way to look at things. As Briggs wrote, these seemingly individual battles “are where neoliberalism lives in our daily lives.” The point of Wages for Housework is not for individual men to pay individual women, like the “wife bonuses” paid by wealthy husbands to their wives, described in Wednesday Martin’s Primates of Park Avenue. The point is to demand wages in order to break the system.66
After all, there are so many ways that the system breaks us. It’s not just that, as Hochschild pointed out, continued struggles over housework—and who will do it—mean that “many [straight] women cannot afford the luxury of unambivalent love for their husbands,” that sex within the family is often just another type of labor. The presumption that unpaid care—for elders, for incapacitated spouses, and for children—will be provided by women in families is not only exhausting for women. In the United States, for example, health-care access—which necessitates health insurance—is still largely tied to the workplace, such that many people only have access to care through a spouse’s job. How does that affect one’s freedom to leave an unsatisfying or even abusive relationship? And what about those who do not have a partner at all?67
In a society that presumes that intimacy, and sometimes life-sustaining care, will be provided by partners in a romantic couple or other family members—and where 84 percent of the measurable 21.5 billion hours of noninstitutional personal care still is—what happens to those without partners or families? “Caring means giving more than you get, or giving without hope of receiving,” wrote nurse Laura Anne Robertson. “But in order to receive this supposedly immeasurable care, you must first make yourself sufficiently loveable.” Such a need to be loved—not just emotionally, but in order to survive—is a powerful form of discipline. To ensure that everyone in a society is equitably cared for, we are going to need more than, in Robertson’s words, “love and guilt.”68
Despite the turn toward gay marriage and “homonormativity,” queer relationships have also long pointed the way toward something more expansive than families. Experiments with collective households took on new meaning during the AIDS crisis, when people locked out of the traditional family (and health insurance), and often shunned by the families of their birth, banded together to nurse one another and organize together to demand a political response to the epidemic. They fought for relationships marked not by legal contracts and state approval but by free choice, love, and care.69
People with disabilities have also turned the need for care and support into radical political demands, communities of care, and a defense of the idea that there are things more important than one’s ability to hold a job. Unable to work in the ways that capitalism values, disability theorist Sunuara Taylor wrote, “disabled people have to find meaning in other aspects of their lives and this meaning is threatening to our culture’s value system.” Elders, too, are often devalued by a society that attaches worth to work and work alone: a story about declining life expectancy in 2017 was summed up by Bloomberg News as, “We’re dying younger. That could be really good news for our employers.” When care is framed simultaneously, by capitalist society, as both exchange and altruistic gift, when exchange under capitalism is always unequal anyway, how do we think of value and relationships otherwise?70
During the coronavirus pandemic, Taylor’s words took on new meaning. Politicians and the wealthy began to be less subtle about their demands that the economy be reopened, even if some people had to die. Grandparents, said Lieutenant Governor Dan Patrick of Texas, would be willing to die to save the economy for their grandchildren—certainly a perverse twist on the caring labor of the family. In the moment of the virus, staying home from work became itself an act of care and of social reproduction, a reminder that despite Patrick and his ilk, most of us do in fact recognize our intertwined lives and care for one another.71
Philosopher Eva Kittay suggested the concept of “doulia” (a play on the title “doula,” used by caregivers who assist new parents during and after the birth of a child) as one that could replace exchange. She sees it as an understanding that interpersonal relationships will likely never be equal but can occur in a framework that sees care obligations as nested. In other words, we care for others understanding that we will one day be cared for, if not likely by the same person. But to have that understanding, we need to create structures to ensure that will be the case without relying on uncompensated work in the family. To do so, we must create a society that values and cares for those who need care and also for those who do the work.72
To pull apart the notion of the family, then, is not to say that the labor done within the household (the cleaning and cooking as well as the caring) is without value—a topic I’ll address more in the next chapter. It is, rather, to claim the revolutionary potential of care, community, and relationships. It is to ask, as Selma James did, “What if [relationships] became the social priority which material production would serve?” Because women have been forced to do most of such work in society, they have also, Kittay noted, been the ones to lead political struggles to revalue it. In recent years, even as witch-hunts have returned in some places around the world, political struggles have led to wins: Wages for Housework proposals were revived by Mexico’s ruling MORENA party, for example, and pensions for homemakers were instituted in Venezuela.73
Claiming the work done in the home as work is a way to begin to think beyond the double bind of “work-family balance,” perhaps to begin reclaiming the old demand of the shorter-hours movement for time “for what we will.” It is a way to begin envisioning a different society. After all, as Raj Patel and Jason W. Moore put it, “to ask for capitalism to pay for care is to call for an end to capitalism.”74


IT WAS DURING A THEATER MEETING THAT RAY MALONE FIRST REALIZED she could turn her political gaze on her own life. A friend of hers had trained in Theater of the Oppressed techniques. This approach, developed by the Brazilian practitioner Augusto Boal, encourages dialogue between actors and audience with an aim of promoting political change. So Malone joined her friend and a group of theater-makers to discuss housing issues in London.
She found herself telling the story of the nursery where she’d been told she’d be “rewarded” if she got a job. The people in the room began riffing on her story, playing with every angle. “This conversation that I’d kept to myself, that I was a little bit embarrassed about,” Malone said, suddenly became a way to get at deeply political issues of work and care.
That was one of the launch points for what became Fallout Club—“Fallout from the nuclear family,” Malone laughed. Fallout Club was a way to create space for single parents—mostly single mothers—to gather and find ways to discuss and politicize their situation. “Where do we go with these feelings? Where is there a place for our anger to be heard about these situations? There is a lot that we should be angry about,” Malone said.
There had been, she said, a “bit of an explosion” recently in groups for adults to talk about mothering, parenting, and being in the arts. Many of those groups felt like therapy—there were lots of tears, lots of sharing, akin to the consciousness-raising groups of the 1960s and 1970s. “We would often talk about the fact that we had specific barriers to accessing art workshops, yoga workshops. I said, ‘Let’s start a group for single mothers and low-income parents. I think there is something, specifically, that needs addressing here politically.’”
It was the theater that helped Malone open up, and so in her Fallout Club workshops there is always something creative to do. Crafting, she noted, has long been considered women’s work, but it is also a way to focus and yet to be reflective. Lots of political meetings, she said, are noisy places full of argument, but what if they could be something else? The question, she said, was, “How do people realize the systems of their oppression? How do you get people to talk about the situation they are in and realize what underpins it?”
Embroidery artist Milou Stella became her collaborator on Fallout Club, and Malone began her own art project about the experience of Universal Credit. As Nola grew older, Malone was expected to spend more time at the job center, attempting to prove she was working hard enough not to lose her benefits. “As soon as your child is one year old they want to see your CV,” she said. “If you don’t have a job when your child is three years old, they could be threatening you with sanctions and taking your money away. It is a very punitive environment and a very difficult thing to have a toddler [there with you]. It is demeaning. It is really badly set up for actually getting a job.” She began to notice other parents there with children in tow—highlighting, once again, the tensions between child care and paid work. Here were parents trying to soothe their children in this punitive space. She began doing embroidered renditions of photos she took of parents in the job center.75
Her daughter has picked up on the implications of the job center as well. Malone recalled showing Nola the photo she was working from. “I said to my daughter, who is four, ‘Do you know what it’s of?’ She said, ‘It’s a woman and she is poor.’ I said, ‘How do you know she is poor?’ She said, ‘Because she is worried. Look at her face.’”
The embroidery project and the art workshops, she said, are ways of getting people to feel comfortable and open up. “If I said,… ‘Are you on benefits?’ or, ‘Are you affected by the housing benefit cap?’ people would be like, ‘Whoa! I don’t want to tell you that. That is really nosy.’” But when she leads with her own story, she said, people understand it differently, and if they can work together on creative projects about their experience, then they can have a discussion about it.
Malone has also started to think about solutions. She’s drawn to the idea of universal basic income—the opposite of the Orwellian-named Universal Credit, which is laden with catch-22s, traps, and sanctions and rooted in the old punitive Poor Laws. Basic income, as the mothers of the welfare rights movement argued, would provide a floor for everyone, allowing single parents to take time with their children, or artists to cobble together a living doing creative work. For one workshop, Malone bought a child’s playhouse to use as a prop and called it the Basic Income House. “We created loads of tiles for the house and we get people to embroider onto the tiles. We have a discussion about ‘What do mothers need to survive and what do mothers need to thrive?’” They also do a presentation on the history of basic income, the United Kingdom’s child benefit, and the importance of money that is paid to the mother, not to the family. “Child benefit actually allowed women to escape domestic violence situations because they had a bit of money that was paid to them,” she noted. “But it hasn’t continued at the rate of inflation. It is 80 quid a month [£80, equivalent to about US$100]. What can you do with 80 quid a month?”
At the end of the workshop, they asked attendees, “If you had an extra £1,000 [about US$1,200] a month, what would you do with the money?” The group was diverse: wealthier people said they’d spend their money on their grandchildren or give it to charities. To others, that amount would be life-changing. “Some people were like, ‘I would escape my housing situation.’ A disabled person was like, ‘I can’t chop food properly. I would bring somebody in to chop food.’ You realize loads of people’s basic needs are not being met.” She planned to take the Basic Income House on the road to different communities, and to talk to people, particularly mothers, about their needs. “You feel punished for having a child by yourself as a single woman. Motherhood is throwing a lot of women into poverty. Or, a lot of women just make the decision, ‘I can’t afford to have a child.’”
Living in London, Malone felt the inequality acutely. “You always hear that people have got to work, they can’t be given something for nothing. But something like 60 percent of wealth in this country is inherited wealth,” she pointed out. That means a lot of people are, in fact, living on money they didn’t work to earn. And Malone was working quite hard, but it was at a job that was deemed worthy of only £80 a month: raising a child.76
When she met Barb Jacobson, who had come out of Wages for Housework to coordinate the UK basic income network, Jacobson asked her if she wanted to help run a London group. Malone agreed, and at the group’s first meeting, people raised questions that she had long been asking. The expectation of constant work, she said, created a “culture of just surviving without giving ourselves the breathing room to ask, ‘What would the lives that we really wanted be like? If we could be as creative as we wanted to be? If we could spend more time with our children?’”
It remained hard for her, though, to be public about her own situation. At one of the basic income workshops, she and her collaborator, Stella, made badges to wear on the bright red jumpsuits they donned. “I made a badge that said, ‘Universal credit survivor.’ It was actually quite a difficult thing to put online and to be like, ‘I’m telling everybody that I claim benefits.’” But, she said, she also felt, “This shouldn’t be. I need to be able to be bold about it and say, ‘There is no shame in this.’” She challenged the notion that she should feel ashamed of her life. “What is contributing to society better? Is it working at Wetherspoon’s or is it raising the next generation and making sure that your child is securely attached and happy?”
Malone’s organizing work—allowing people space to tell their stories without shame and articulating solutions that would eliminate that shame—kept her going, even if it, too, might never be recognized as real work. “Nobody really wants to be, ‘Pity me!’ But we still need to create a space where people explore the barriers that they are facing.”
When the coronavirus hit, Malone was just about to start a new job—her first office job since Nola’s birth. The job, a creative project on London’s historic queer community, would entail a lot of research, and so they wanted her to start right away. But then she came down with a cough. And then the lockdown was called and she had to figure out how to do her new job from home. “I was immediately trying to cope with being on my own, having a really busy work schedule, and then being really public facing a big queer audience that I haven’t met before.”
She’d grown comfortable running meetings in a room where people could connect with one another, but Zoom calls were more difficult. It’s been lonely and stressful at times, she said. She missed having a significant other. When her ex was the only person she saw in person besides her daughter, it heightened the strain, negotiating a co-parenting relationship with someone who no longer provided the same kind of care for her. “You need people that love you and like you and want to listen to your opinion, not somebody who has already marginalized you,” she said.
Working from home during lockdown had its own stresses—she may not have needed to pay for child care, but she worried that she was not able to devote as much time to Nola as she wanted. She found herself comparing herself to her upstairs neighbors, whose child—a little older than Nola, but a year ahead in school—was reading and writing. Some people in lockdown, she noted, were able to lavish their children with attention, while others found their working hours eating up family time. Would a basic income have prevented this anxiety, she wondered. “Could I decide, ‘Actually, my day is better spent making a slide for my daughter and that is what me and my kid need right now’?”
As an art practice during isolation, Malone had started doing video interviews with women about objects in their homes, and many of them, she said, had talked about their mothers, their grandmothers, and the work they did. “The small-scale stuff is where you actually build the biggest relationships with the people in your life,” she said, “and they remember you when you’re just cooking or you’re just chatting or you’re just doing the constant low-level care.” She added, “It is the thing that is making us human and the people that are teaching us to be human. This is so undervalued, but it’s the most important thing in the world.”
With a basic income—something that has attracted more and more attention during the pandemic—she saw “massive transformative potential.” It could take away the worry about money and allow her to spend time with her daughter. “It would allow us to focus on things that are better for us as humans,” she said. “We would be more creative and we would be able to think more about the stuff that actually matters.”



CHAPTER 2
JUST LIKE ONE OF THE FAMILY
Domestic Work
MILA IS HAVING A GRABBY PHASE. SHE IS WRAPPING HER TINY SIX-month-old fingers around Adela Seally’s cheek when I first meet her. Seally closes her eyes to protect them from tiny fingernails and smiles, giving the baby more cheek to cling to. Mila presses her own baby cheeks against Seally’s and grins big.1
Seally is Mila’s nanny. Before Mila was born, she cared for Mila’s older sister Ava until she was old enough to go to school. “I was part time for a bit,” Seally explained, “but we still had our little thing going on. She used to take dance classes, and when she had her performances she would insist that I come. When she was moving up from preschool to kindergarten, she wanted me to be there to see her perform on stage.”
With the birth of Mila, Seally was back at the family’s house—a pleasant stand-alone home with a wraparound porch in New Rochelle, New York, about an hour’s bus ride from where Seally lives in the Bronx—five days a week, from nine o’clock in the morning until four, five, or sometimes six in the evening. Most of the six years she’s spent as a professional nanny have been with Ava and Mila’s family. When she began work, she said, it was the family’s first time having a nanny as well as her first time being one. “I just knew I was going to go into work and get paid. I didn’t know anything about benefits or working hours and all of that. We were just learning as we went along.”
Despite the learning curve, she has a good relationship with the family, one that is evident when her employer stops by to cuddle Mila before heading off to pick up the older girls (Ava and Mila have an older sister, Donna) from school. But it is the girls who make her light up. She beams when she sings to Mila; of Ava, she said, “We just clicked from when she saw me the first time.” Every child is different, she explained—she has seven of her own, and she worked as a preschool teacher before coming to New York from St. Lucia. As a baby, Ava had gained a reputation in the neighborhood for crying a lot. When Seally took her for a walk through the neighborhood, to the park or the library, Seally said, “parents or nannies would come up to me and say, ‘Isn’t that the crying baby? She used to cry all the time.’ But she wasn’t doing it with me for some reason.”
Seally dresses comfortably for work—today, she’s wearing an orange T-shirt emblazoned with “Care in Action” and skinny jeans, her long black twists pulled back out of reach of Mila’s grabbing fingers. Most of her day is spent sprawled on the floor playing with Mila, whose toys include a fluffy white stuffed bunny that sings and laughs a child’s laugh straight out of a horror movie, though it delights the baby. There are also various gadgets that light up and play music when buttons are pushed. Seally names the colors for Mila as she pushes the buttons, and Mila obliges with an occasional shriek of glee. She takes special pleasure in making noise, Seally said, when her older sisters are around, as if to say, “I may not be the oldest, but I can be the loudest!”
In between Ava and Mila, Seally cared for another baby whose family lived in Queens. She adored him as well, but it was stressful, she said, because he had several serious allergies. “I had to be really careful with him when we would go to the park, or if we hung out with other kids. It is always on your mind. Even if you are CPR certified, that’s one thing you have that you never really want to use.”
When she returned to care for Mila, she explained, she was able to negotiate a better contract than she’d had previously. “You hear stories about how there is no promotion within nanny work, but I would say there is. You can negotiate for something better than what you had. Maybe it might be monetary—more pay—but it also might mean you get more vacation with pay or more sick or personal days.”
Seally always knew she wanted to work with children. Before it was her full-time job, even when she was young, she would care for others’ children. She recalled being part of a drama club, and writing plays for the children in the community to do. She had her own first child young, while she was still in St. Lucia, and after a couple of years at home with her child she became a preschool teacher. “That, for me, was in itself fun. It is learning through play. You get to release that little inner child that should be in all of us.”
Seally’s older children were her primary job for much of their youth. She was a deeply involved parent, going to school activities, trips, workshops, and parent association meetings. It was, she said, her way of giving back to her community. Now that she’s working full time, her youngest son—he’s ten—misses out on some of that, though she makes sure to still get time off for parent-teacher conferences. “Sometimes, the challenge is you have to leave your child and go take care of somebody else’s child and you miss out on your child as much as they miss out.” Some of the families, she said, have cameras in the home (just try a Google search for “Nanny cam” and count the results) that allow them to relive milestones they missed—first words said to a caregiver rather than a parent, first steps taken to the nanny’s arms—but she has no such luxury at home. There have been times when her child has been ill and she has had to leave him with someone else in order to be there for the charges she is paid to care for. “That in itself can really take a toll. It makes you feel guilty,” she said. There’s also the reality, particularly for New York City nannies—who often live far from the wealthier families they work for—of long commutes that add to the workday, even if they’re not technically spent on the clock.
On a typical day, Seally wakes up at 6:30 a.m.—though, she laughed, she often hits the snooze button for ten minutes. She starts the coffee maker, wakes up her kids, and makes sure they’re getting ready for school before she leaves to catch her bus. Once at work, she feeds the baby, and if it’s nice out, she takes her for a walk in the stroller or maybe on the bus up to the library, where there are children’s programs and a playground. Mila naps for short periods of time, but she resists sleeping—Seally and I watch her eyelids droop several times, but she rights herself and lets out an indignant wail when Seally attempts to lay her down, then a piercing shriek straight into Seally’s ear when she picks her back up. The best way to get her to sleep, Seally explains, is to put her in the stroller and walk her in little circles in the living room, or rock her back and forth until she nods off. Nanny work is constant and demanding, requiring a thousand tiny decisions about how to proceed, how to soothe, amuse, and teach the baby for long hours alone all day.
Other forms of domestic work didn’t suit Seally so well. She tried housecleaning for a while, but found it frustrating and repetitive. “I remember once cleaning for somebody in Manhattan and whenever I was done, she would come back and ask me to do it over.” A clogged drain meant hours of extra scrubbing. “It is a very tough job. I don’t think I am cut out for that part of domestic work.”
Caring for children has had its bothersome sides, too. Employers, she says, sometimes come home to undo the hard work the nanny has done, of setting routines for the children or enforcing rules that the parents have asked for but then cheerily ignore when they are home with their kids. “Then, [the children] see you as the bad guy. When you are not on the same page with the parents it can be really frustrating.” She has also found it disheartening when they don’t treat her as a skilled worker who has professional experience with children. “They see you as just the nanny,” she said, and don’t always trust her knowledge about when the best time is to introduce solid foods, or some other change. “Then, they struggle with that situation and take the child to a doctor, and then they come back and tell you the doctor said the same thing you said before.”
Children, though, are her life’s work. It’s the little differences in the behavior of children that fascinate Seally. She advises the parents she works for not to compare their children to each other, not to expect that because it was a certain way with Ava, that Mila will like the same things or progress at the same rate. Ava was an independent child who liked to figure things out for herself, though she wanted her caregiver where she could see her in case she needed help—in that way she was different from most of the children Seally had cared for, who often wanted her to be hands-on.
“For me, taking care of Ava was really fulfilling, although I had to leave [my own children] behind and go to somebody else,” she said. “I love to see them grow, discover, be curious and achieve their milestones and do a complete puzzle or something on their own and be very excited about completing it. I like to see the look on their face when they start walking and make a few steps and walk across the room without falling, or tying their shoelaces on their own. Even if I have kids of my own, still every time you see a child, a baby, growing and learning how to walk, or saying their first word, it still makes you feel so happy and fulfilled just to see the progress.”
Seally’s commitment was tested when the coronavirus pandemic came to New York. “I chose to become a live-in. I was thinking that it would be safer staying over for the week instead of taking public transportation or doing Uber or Lyft.” She began spending Monday through Friday at her employers’ home with their children; her employers pick her up Monday morning and drop her off Friday so she doesn’t have to take public transit.
Her employers have mostly been working at home during the pandemic, so Seally’s job is to keep the children occupied during the day. “They had a very busy schedule outside of their home, so for them it is a little more difficult because there are no after-school activities.” Their father helps the older children with their schoolwork when he’s done working, so most of her focus is on the smaller ones.
Seally had been lucky, she said, in that no one close to her had died of the virus. But all around her people were sick, as the Bronx was one of the hardest-hit places in the entire country. And spending most of the week at her employers’ meant it was even trickier for her to balance her responsibility for her own children and the ones she was paid to care for. “The teenagers can be tricky,” she said. “Sometimes we have been going for little walks here and there, but not an everyday thing. Pretty much they are inside all the time so that, in itself, can be a challenge.” She worried about them with online schooling: Were they doing their work? “I always think, ‘If I was home, I would be on top of them to do it more.’ At least I call and say, ‘Make sure you do your work.’”
Nannies and other domestic workers, she noted, have a hard time maintaining social-distancing protocols at work. “We just take precautions, wear our protective gear, especially because of the close proximity with the kids. You wear masks when you are in close proximity to other people. You make sure you wash your hands.”
But the pandemic had underscored something that Seally already knew all too well: “If domestic workers don’t show up for work, then the majority of the workforce can’t show up for work,” she said. “I love my work because my work is the silk thread that holds society together, making all other work possible.”


THE HOME HAS BEEN A WORKPLACE FOR AS LONG AS THERE HAVE BEEN homes; for only slightly less long, homes have also been workplaces for those who don’t live in them. The lines of work and non-work are blurred constantly in the home, and this happens even when there are wages involved.
Scholars Eileen Boris and Rhacel Salazar Parreñas came up with the term “intimate labor” to describe the range of work that entails closeness with others. That work can include knowledge of personal information as well as bodily contact and touch. Sometimes it involves having another person’s life in your hands; other times the stakes are lower. But what all intimate labor has in common is that it brushes up against the line between what we think should be done for love and what we think should be done for money.2
Such “separate spheres” thinking is based in the ideology of the home that crystallized in the nineteenth and twentieth centuries. Atop that is built the idea that the home and workplace are not just separate but “hostile worlds”: that any contact between them will corrupt both, introducing messy feelings into the workplace and unnecessary greed into the home. It assumes that care that is paid for—like Seally’s—cannot also be genuine, and that paying for work done out of love will somehow serve to take the love away.3
What intimate labors of various kinds also have in common is that they are expected to be the province of a certain kind of worker—almost always female, working class, and very often racialized as outsiders. This is especially true of what we call domestic work—the cooking and cleaning and caring work done in the home by paid or coerced non-family members. It has long been the most common form of employment for women—in sixteenth- and seventeenth-century Europe, one-third of the female population worked as domestics, and even after the Industrial Revolution, domestic servants in fact made up the single largest group of working people. The coercion, low pay, and lack of respect for these workers is often covered up with an essentialist narrative that certain people are “naturally” better at domestic labor. For much of history that has included immigrant workers—the Irish in England, for example—and in the United States, it is a history that is deeply rooted in slavery.4
Such ideas about race and domestic work have their roots in the Enlightenment-era splits between mind and body, man and nature, human and animal. Closeness to dirt and to bodies rendered one too close to nature for comfort, and so the ruling classes preferred that such work be done by groups of people they considered closer to animals. This principle applied to women generally and particularly to racialized people and outsiders. The tradition of using slaves for domestic work goes back to the ancient world, where the women on the losing side of war or conflict were regularly enslaved to work in the homes of the victors. Indentured servants, paying their way from Europe to the United States by selling the rights to their labor for a term of years, often did housework before the turn to chattel slavery. When the people who would create the thing we now call the United States began kidnapping African people and enslaving them, the narrative they constructed to justify their actions was that these people were racially destined to do such dirty work, whether on the farm or in the home.5
For Black women under slavery, there was no “home” that was free of the demands of the enslaver. Their very reproduction was controlled as a source of profit; their biological families were regularly torn apart and sold away; and the enslaver’s opulent home was the site of their unfree work. Black women, even as they fought to create a home that might be a space of love, saw white femininity defined against them, as something far too delicate for work. In order to exploit Black women’s labor to the utmost, Angela Davis noted, the enslaving class had to release them from “the chains of the myth of femininity,” yet such release did not include freeing them from the perception that they were naturally good at caring for (white) children.6
During the Civil War, sensing the end of slavery approaching, enslaved people stepped up myriad forms of resistance, from the small and domestic—challenging white women’s monopoly on feminine beauty by wearing their enslavers’ accessories or cosmetics—all the way up to running away to Union lines in what W. E. B. Du Bois characterized as a massive general strike. White women may have found themselves having to do more housework, but after the war they quickly resumed handing that work over to Black women, even if they had to pay them this time around. This historical tension—between the wealthy employers of domestics and the women who did the work—has continued to divide women and women’s movements right up to the present, giving well-off women a material investment in ignoring divisions of race and class.7
Freed from slavery, Black women fought to control the conditions of their labor. Just as importantly, they fought for time away from work—“to ’joy my freedom,” as historian Tera Hunter wrote in her book of the same title. They refused work conditions not to their liking—notably, despite the wishes of employers, many refused live-in domestic work—and quit jobs that didn’t suit. They rejected anything that smacked of slavery, even as employers desperately tried to re-create it. Any time away from work that formerly enslaved people had was seen, by the white still-ruling class, as idleness, laziness, and “vagrancy,” and they began writing such beliefs into law. Vagrancy, wrote historian and literary scholar Saidiya Hartman, “was a status, not a crime. It was not doing, withholding, nonparticipation, the refusal to be settled or bound by contract to employer (or husband).” And when the law was insufficient to discipline Black workers, groups like the Ku Klux Klan were always happy to use extralegal violence.8
Such limitations meant that the work options open for Black workers were limited mainly to domestic work for women and farmwork for men—the same forms of work associated with dirt and nature that whites considered beneath them. In Atlanta in the 1880s, some 98 percent of Black women wage-earners did domestic work of various kinds, from child care to general housework to cooking and laundering. Laundry, before the days of automatic washing machines, was a tremendous chore, but the women who worked as laundresses preferred it because they could do it at their own pace, in their own spaces. It gave them some freedom—and even the opportunity to again resist white women’s monopoly on femininity, by “borrowing” some clothing. And it could be done communally, which made it easier to organize to protect their hard-won working conditions; it’s not surprising that some of the earliest strikes of domestic workers were laundry workers’ strikes. By striking, the laundry workers asserted not only the need for a minimum wage for their work, but also the notion that they were not that work.9
It was a struggle they had to continually wage. The idea that Black women deserved any non-work time was not one that former enslavers accepted easily. Slavery may have ended, but they still considered it “natural” that Black workers were at the bottom of the hierarchy. Indeed, Black women were paid so little that even the poorest white worker could usually afford some domestic help. Black workers’ pleasure was actively threatening to such a hierarchy. Dance, in particular, something deeply important to Black people as a form of enjoyment and of resistance, was something whites tried to forbid, arguing that it took physical energy that should have been solely focused on work. Yet, Hunter wrote, “dancing hard, like laboring hard, was consistent with the work ethic of capitalism.” It was anything but lazy—but it was “work” that the employer couldn’t capture.10
The process of criminalizing Black workers through vagrancy laws and other Black Codes was an unveiled attempt at coercing labor and forcing people into socially prescribed roles—one woman was arrested and put in the stockade because she worked as a domestic for a Black family. “It was not enough to work as a servant if one did not labor for whites,” Hunter observed. Two young women who were arrested for refusing to work as servants shattered windows in the jail, declaring, “You cannot make us work.” They were sentenced to sixty days working in the prison laundry. In New York, women sent to reformatory were released only to labor as domestics in the upstate homes of white families, separated from the freedom the city had offered. The prison, then, served as the final punishment for women who were, in Angela Davis’s words, marked as “undomesticated and hypersexual, as women who refuse to embrace the nuclear family as a paradigm.”11
Meanwhile, at the end of the nineteenth century and the beginning of the twentieth, the nuclear family was solidifying around a conception of the middle-class white housewife. She would presumably have a domestic servant or two to help maintain the illusion of the home as a space of love and free of work. White women might work outside the family until they were married, but once wed they were expected to stay home. The majority of women, in surveys of the US population, listed themselves as “housewife” up until 1980, but many women were still working in other women’s homes—“Personal Service: Private Household” remained the largest category of outside-the-house labor for women until 1950. Gender roles might have been calcifying in this time, but within those gender roles there was an equally calcified race and class divide.12
Tensions between employers and domestics were particularly high around child care. Children, unlike other aspects of housework, required constant attention and made emotional demands; employers expected that their hired workers would shower their children with as much affection as possible and find the job pleasurable. “You gave as much love to their children that you would give to yours almost,” said Dorothy Bolden, a longtime domestic worker. Yet the worker seldom received such love in return. And if she did, it was often expected to be accepted in lieu of cash wages.13
While child-care workers were expected to pour their love into their work, many of them had families of their own at home who were neglected while they cared for others. The “second shift” was a reality for them long before the term was coined, and they did the same grinding work at home unwaged that they did elsewhere for pay. At a time—the 1930s and 1940s—when the demands of organized industrial labor and the inception of the New Deal meant that most other workers were making gains in wages and successfully shortening their working day, domestic workers’ schedules remained grueling, with workweeks of up to eighty or ninety hours. As a result, like Seally, they spent much more time with their employers’ families than with their own.14


DOMESTIC WORKERS’ RESISTANCE WASN’T A NEW THING, BUT IN THE wake of the New Deal and with the rise in worker organizing that it brought, domestic workers, too, began to consider unionizing. Like Seally, they wanted firmer boundaries between work and home, they wanted to draw limits on what their employers could demand, and they wanted to make clear that the labor they did in others’ homes was work, not something they did out of love.
Because the New Deal was constructed as a compromise between crusading liberals and racist southerners within the Democratic Party, domestic work, along with farmwork—the two kinds of work done mostly by Black workers—were carved out of the Fair Labor Standards Act (FLSA), which set minimum wages and overtime, as well as from Social Security. The New Deal’s Depression-relief programs, meanwhile, continued to place Black women in domestic service and care, upholding the idea that this was their natural role. Domestic workers hoped for some sort of enforceable protections under the National Recovery Administration (NRA), but they remained on the outside. There were some reformers among the employing classes, but even they mostly balked at the idea of government regulations intruding on private homes. In response to calls to regulate paid domestic work, A. R. Forbush, the NRA’s correspondence chief, wrote, “The homes of individual citizens cannot be made the subject of regulations or restrictions and even if this were feasible, the question of enforcement would be virtually impossible.”15
And so the workers began to organize. The roots of such organizing can be traced back to those early washerwomen’s strikes, when laundry workers demanded recognition for their work and its value. The domestic workers also sought the right to be separated from their work, to be seen as people with lives apart from the floors to be scrubbed and children to be minded. They deliberately evoked the legacy of slavery when demanding better conditions, and that legacy was never far away. In New York, women stood outside at street corners that were dubbed “Bronx Slave Markets,” waiting for employers to come by and pick out a worker for the day’s labor. Ella Baker and Marvel Cooke wrote of the market, “Not only is human labor bartered and sold for slave wage, but human love also is a marketable commodity. But whether it is labor or love that is sold, economic necessity compels the sale.” The degrading conditions inspired women to organize, and to insist that they no longer be treated like chattel.16
Their work went hand in hand with civil rights organizing. Domestic workers were key to the Montgomery bus boycott in 1955 and 1956, raising funds, organizing their neighbors, and of course trudging to and from work rather than taking the bus. They led, as historian Premilla Nadasen explained, by mobilizing other workers to boycott, and they developed a notion of “collective community” that “became absolutely essential to the ways in which household workers could then challenge their employers.” The questions of dignity at the heart of the bus boycott were also at the heart of their conflicts at work. And the buses, across the South, were centers where they could also meet to agitate for change on the job.17
Through organizations such as the National Domestic Workers Union, which Dorothy Bolden created in 1968 in Atlanta, the workers rallied around the idea that their work was skilled labor, not just their “natural” role. They fought for minimum wages, yes, but they also demanded to be called household technicians, a term of respect for their work, rather than maids; they built training programs to further emphasize (and improve) their skills. They listed chores they would not do—scrubbing on their knees among them. Training for household labor wasn’t new: the home economics movement had always seen itself in part as a way to teach future domestic workers to uphold certain standards. But the workers’ control of training sent a very different message about respect.18
By insisting that they were skilled employees, the domestic workers emphasized that the home was a workplace and that they were not simply “part of the family.” This claim had always been a double-edged sword for household employees. They were not treated like equal family members—they were expected to use the back door, and to make themselves scarce, or to quietly serve, when company came. Said domestic worker Carolyn Reed, “I don’t want a family. I need a job.” Yet in order to improve their conditions, domestic workers often had to negotiate individually—a task that itself took considerable skill, and a skill that domestic worker organizations worked to teach.19
They won, too, through their organizing and political lobbying, some legal recognition for their work, such as some inclusion in labor protections under the FLSA. But the industry would remain largely unregulated, and Black women left it as soon as other job options opened up to them, opting for waged work that wasn’t shot through with all the intimate conflicts of the family.20
Those intimate conflicts, after all, were blowing up—as domestic workers quit, middle-class women began to understand just how hard housework was, and to make such recognition political. The National Organization for Women, launched by Betty Friedan of Feminine Mystique fame, supported the extension of the FLSA to household workers, arguing that it would increase the supply of domestic workers—a necessary thing so that more middle-class women could get fulfilling careers.21
Housework, and who should do it, was a fraught question. For decades, for the housewife, keeping a tidy, loving home had been a task deeply tied up with her identity. To fail to keep a good home was to fail to be a good woman. It was therefore difficult to admit that the lion’s share of that work was being done by someone else. The intimacy, too, of inviting a stranger into the home—the possibility that the employee would learn deeply personal secrets—had always seemed threatening. All of this, historian Phyllis Palmer noted, contributed to the need for employers to see their employees as lesser, as non-people. Hiring Black or immigrant women helped the employer to do this, but it’s worth pointing out that this is more or less how all management appropriates the proceeds of labor. And the middle-class housewife did see herself as management; she was the “mind” while her employee was the “body.” She needed to see herself as the ultimate performer of all the work, even if just as overseer.22
Cleaning was dirty work for dirty women. The conscription of working-class women to do it allowed the housewife’s hands to stay clean. As sociologist Erin Hatton wrote, “narratives of immorality and privilege” painted housewives as non-workers because of their purity, their blessedness. And meanwhile, the people who cleaned up after them were assumed to be themselves impure—as in Ireland’s Magdalene laundries, where, in the eighteenth to the late twentieth centuries, women who misbehaved were punished by being put to work doing laundry for strangers—an assumption that affects the women who now serve as personal care attendants for the ill and elderly.23
Home care work, like the broader field of domestic work, remained associated with both intimacy and dirt, and wrapped up in changing ideas about womanhood and care. In the early New Deal days of state-funded home care, most home care workers were seen as a sort of “substitute mother,” doing general housework and care. But their services soon became more focused on caring for the elderly, even as they themselves were excluded from Social Security coverage that could have supported them in old age. After World War II, historians Eileen Boris and Jennifer Klein wrote, the job was reshaped into something that “took place in the home but performed the public work of the welfare state,” and as countries face an “elder boom” in the coming decades, these jobs will continue to proliferate.24
The work of caring for the ill and elderly was something that, before the Depression, had been done in the family, by private charity (often the church), or relegated to the workhouse or poorhouse. New Deal relief programs turned such care into a distinct profession, as much to create work for women as to fulfill needs. The War on Poverty in the 1960s expanded the program, and then it grew further in the 1970s, as the disability and elder rights movements organized for home-based assistance as an alternative to institutions. Funding, bumped up in the 1960s, began to be sliced back in response to economic crises in the 1970s, however.25
For many years, home care was dominated by Black women, and they had to constantly struggle against the assumption that they were simply state-funded maids. On the other side, they were also squeezed by registered nurses, whose defined standards allowed them to portray themselves as skilled laborers and reinforced the idea that home care workers were “unskilled.” Despite this perceived lack of skill, as Ai-jen Poo, director of the National Domestic Workers Alliance (NDWA), wrote, home care workers “often served as nutritionists, teachers, physical therapists, psychotherapists, emergency responders, drivers, personal organizers, and nurses.” They also provided the all-important (and taxing) emotional support of listening to their clients and offering compassion. The definition of “skill,” though, continued to have more to do with who the workers were than what they did. Black women were considered “unskilled” no matter how much training they had, or how many lives had rested in their hands. As immigrant women began to fill the ranks of home care and domestic work during the 1980s and 1990s, similar assumptions were made of them.26
In 1974, just after organized domestic workers won inclusion in FLSA protections, the US Department of Labor revoked that coverage from “persons employed in domestic service employment to provide companionship services for individuals who (because of age or infirmity) are unable to care for themselves.” Such workers, even if they were employed through a private agency and had previously been protected by the law, now were exempt from minimum wage and overtime. Despite the fact that home care and other domestic work had long been done by the same people—and public perceptions of both kinds of labor were wrapped up in the same stereotypes—many home care workers were now being stripped of the title of worker. Now they were not only “unskilled” laborers—their work wasn’t considered work at all.27
US policy continues to assume that family will be the primary caregivers or assistants for people with disabilities or elders. Medicaid now pays for such services for low-income recipients who qualify; when Medicaid won’t pick up the bill, families are stuck finding the money to pay private carers or agencies. Ronald Reagan, proclaiming an official Home Care Week in 1988, declared that the “death of the family ha[s] been greatly exaggerated,” and his official statement noted that “in the home, family members can supply caring and love.” Such association with “family responsibility” was further solidified by Bill Clinton’s welfare reform program passed in 1996. When former AFDC recipients were forced into paid work, many of them wound up doing home care.28
One of the biggest struggles that such care workers face is that their interests are constantly pitted against those of their clients. The idea that the work is provided for love serves to paper over the fact that sometimes workers have needs that cannot or should not be subsumed by those of the people they serve. Personal attendants, after all, provide a kind of independence—by helping with or performing certain tasks for their clients, they allow the clients to remain in their homes, rather than to be institutionalized, and to have control over their lives. But for the clients to feel independent, care workers have to effectively make themselves invisible, so that clients can feel themselves to be the ultimate performers of their tasks.29
Paid attendants can be invisible in a way that family members or friends cannot be. In order to perform this labor that they are told is a labor of love to the best satisfaction of their clients, the attendants must accept, at some level, this invisibility. “I’m like an extension of his body,” one attendant told researcher Lynn May Rivas. Another, whose client referred to him as “just the caregiver,” told Rivas that such dismissal of his humanity hurt. The perceived low status of these workers helps to foster such invisibility: immigrant women, for example, are easily made invisible on the job because our society already considers them socially invisible, erasing their skills by claiming that what they do simply comes naturally. To Rivas, even when the worker allows such erasure out of genuine care, it is still harmful: “To be made invisible is the first step toward being considered nonhuman.”30
One of the ways home care workers have challenged such invisibility and attempted to improve their material conditions—real wages fell for home care workers between 1999 and 2007 even as demand for their services increased—has been by organizing into unions. The state’s involvement helped lay the groundwork for a different way to do that. By declaring the state the ultimate employer of the home care worker (since it pays for the work through Medicaid), rather than the recipient of services, the state allowed home care workers to become a collective workforce and bargain collectively. But getting the right to do this was a struggle; while some states agreed to the policy, others fought granting even this right to home care workers, and they remained outside of federal labor protections. The Service Employees International Union (SEIU) challenged this on behalf of Evelyn Coke, a Jamaican immigrant woman who worked in home care on Long Island. The case reached the Supreme Court in 2007, but the Court’s disappointing decision focused on the costs to the state and to clients in upholding home care workers’ exclusion. Coke’s livelihood and that of other workers like her was dismissed. “I feel robbed,” Coke told reporters, though she was glad people were at least paying attention: “People are supposed to get paid when they work.”31
Publicly employed home care workers continued to organize in states where they had been granted the right. SEIU represented something like seven hundred thousand of them around the country in 2020—a scale that compares with the big industrial union drives of the 1900s. They are, in other words, a huge swath of the organized working class, even while their work continues to be misunderstood and devalued. The Supreme Court dealt them another blow in 2014 with the Harris v. Quinn decision, where Justice Samuel Alito created the special designation of “partial public employees” to yet again exclude these workers from labor protections. The lead plaintiff in that case, Pamela Harris, received Medicaid funds to care for her own severely disabled son, and argued that, in essence, she did not want the state or the union interfering with her family decisions—a version of the “part of the family” argument that erased the hundreds of thousands of home care workers who are not, in fact, part of the family.32
The rights of home care workers matter because, as Poo pointed out in her 2015 book The Age of Dignity, many Western countries are facing an “elder boom” on the heels of a decade of severe austerity. Several more decades of neoliberal restructuring have also hacked away at many of the institutions on which elders rely. In Germany and Japan, Poo noted, new universal programs have been implemented that provide for long-term care based on need rather than income or the availability of family members. In the United Kingdom, care workers face many of the same struggles as they do in the United States: their long hours and unpaid travel time leave them exhausted. In the iconic industrial city of Manchester, one writer described a working class that had turned from factory labor to care work; in fact, many of the carers are looking after the very men and women who worked in those factories, but for lower wages and fewer benefits than the factory workers once had.33
In late capitalism, as more and more people have had to take on paid work, more and more of the work previously done in the home has been commodified and is now done for a wage. And in an increasingly globalized world, much of this work is done—not just in the United States but in many other wealthy countries as well—by immigrants from the Global South. This has changed the power dynamics, particularly in the United States, where undocumented migration has only become more stigmatized and vulnerable even as we rely on it more. A period of decline in paid domestic work has been followed by a dramatic spike, and home care, in particular, is one of the fastest-growing and largest US occupations. “The terrain of political struggle for domestic workers has shifted dramatically,” Premilla Nadasen explained. In the 1970s, the movement fought for citizenship-based rights; in the 2010s, it has to struggle around the very issue of citizenship status.34
Immigrant women, who have few employment options outside of often under-the-table domestic work, wind up at the very bottom of the labor market: they are paid the least and expected to put up with the most. Their low wages have subsidized the middle-class family; their caring has made sure that middle-class families do not have to go without. For many employers, a worker like Adela Seally with a family nearby is less desirable than an immigrant worker in the United States who has left her family at home in her country of origin and can devote all her love to the client’s children. Those workers leave their own families in the care of others, in a form of “offshore reproduction.” And the remittances they send back home rival oil company revenues in terms of international flows of money.35
The workers are also vulnerable because of immigration policy. The current migration apparatus in the United States has its roots in the 1990s—it was put together alongside welfare reform, by the same bipartisan coalition. The Antiterrorism and Effective Death Penalty Act and the Illegal Immigration Reform and Immigrant Responsibility Act of 1996 built on the foundation of the Reagan-era Immigration Reform and Control Act, which had allowed three million undocumented migrants to become “legal,” but also heightened enforcement. As the prison system expanded, migrants found themselves criminalized just for existing.36
It is the very gray area in which many undocumented workers operate that allows the worst employers to take advantage of them, as workers who attempt to escape an abusive boss can be vulnerable to deportation. Migrant workers who leave their own families behind are often more willing to live with their employers, making their jobs a 24/7 commitment. Domestic workers have reported physical and sexual violence, and even human trafficking. As historian Laura Briggs pointed out, it was important that the immigration crackdown made migrants more vulnerable but did not halt immigration entirely. The supply of exploitable labor was too important.37
The vulnerability created by various systems of legal and extralegal migration is not limited to the United States, either—in Europe, non–European Union migrants, from Asia and North Africa and even the former Communist bloc—do a significant portion of the domestic labor, and they, too, are vulnerable to immigration crackdowns in an increasingly hostile climate. What all these workers have in common is that, as researcher Carmen Teeple Hopkins wrote, “the precarious citizenship that these women experience often interlocks their place of employment with their place of home.”38
These workers are so often displaced from their homes, and yet they are expected to provide love where they land, in what Arlie Russell Hochschild called “the global capitalist order of love.” And the fact that many of them do have genuine feelings for their clients, particularly when they care for children or elders, makes the work even harder. Eva Kittay, whose own daughter Sesha relied on the services of a longtime care worker, wrote poignantly of the challenges they all faced as Sesha and Peggy, her caregiver, grew older. How does one retire from such a longtime “relationship with no name”?39
For many of the women, in particular, who benefit from migrant women’s caring work, the entire situation is fraught. Feminists, as noted above, may have fought for domestic workers’ inclusion under labor laws, but many of their high-flying careers are subsidized by low-wage women in the home. This situation replicates an age-old power dynamic that has roots in systems of oppression those same women vehemently oppose. Yet there is no way to avoid the power differentials inherent in the employer-employee relationship. As author and social critic Barbara Ehrenreich wrote, “To make a mess that another person will have to deal with—the dropped socks, the toothpaste sprayed on the bathroom mirror, the dirty dishes left from a late-night snack—is to exert domination in one of its more silent and intimate forms.” Researchers Seemin Qayum and Raka Ray pointed out that claims of friendship between boss and worker are just an “egalitarian” version of the “rhetoric of love.”40
These problems came into sharp focus when the coronavirus pandemic locked many of us in our homes to work and to be surrounded by housework. When the United Kingdom moved to lift restrictions on movement, some well-off feminists celebrated the ability to hire cleaners once again—even as the rules appeared to imply that it was acceptable to bring a new person into your house to clean it, but not for a visit. “Cleaning is work, and it’s work that I’d rather not do myself or negotiate with my household. I already have a job,” wrote Sarah Ditum in The Spectator. The Telegraph, meanwhile, said the quiet part out loud: “The argument appears to come down to which women you want to defend—those who hire cleaners, or the cleaners themselves.” Cleaning is indeed work, but the spat over hiring a cleaner reminded us that a woman’s solution to the problem that has no name still often relies on a less well-off woman picking up the slack. Some of those who defended their decision to hire help insisted, in their defense, that their cleaners loved their work.41
The bonds of love can be so easily weaponized against domestic workers. “You’re just like one of the family,” an employer told a worker named Elvira. When Elvira responded that she had her own family—and that family did not treat her badly—the employer snapped, “Remember, you’re just a maid.” Yet the family narrative has also become so routine for workers that they make a joke of its insincerity. Filipina domestic workers in Hong Kong often wound up gripe sessions about overwork, curfews, and controlling employers by cracking, “So you’re a member of the family too, eh?”42
If one can buy love and family so easily, where does it end? In perhaps its zenith, Ishii Yuichi and his Japan-based company, Family Romance, provide actors, including Yuichi himself, to fill family roles for a wage. While often he is hired to be a stand-in boyfriend at social events, Yuichi began his company portraying a father for a friend of his who was a single mother; another client of his hired him to play the father for her daughter, who had never met her biological parent. “I am the only real father that she knows,” he explained. “If the client never reveals the truth, I must continue the role indefinitely. If the daughter gets married, I have to act as a father in that wedding, and then I have to be the grandfather. So, I always ask every client, ‘Are you prepared to sustain this lie?’” Relationships like this one, Yuichi said, have made his “real” relationships feel like work. “I’m full of family,” he said.43
It is a paradox of domestic labor that something that is so intimate, personal, and specific also relies so heavily on a few tropes. Thus it is perhaps not surprising that there are attempts, particularly as domestic workers assert their rights but also as the elder boom looms and low wages mean that few families can afford a stay-at-home parent, to try to find technological fixes. On the flip side of Yuichi’s love-for-hire model in Japan is the institution of interactive robots to do some of the caring labor. While it is possible to imagine robots being a desirable option for those who want to be independent, the idea of “companion robots” paying attention to lonely elders feels every bit as dystopian as a parent-for-hire, particularly if human companionship is only available to those who can pay.44
Even without robots, employers have sought to standardize domestic work in order to eliminate some of those pesky intimate tensions. As Barbara Ehrenreich wrote of her time working as a housecleaner, “For better or worse, capitalist rationality is finally making some headway into this preindustrial backwater.” There is no pretense at family with Merry Maids; the employer pays the service, the service hires the maids and brags of their willingness to shine floors on their knees. Yet even these companies demand a certain performance of love. Author Miya Tokumitsu found “a maid-service company advertising on Craigslist… looking for ‘a passionate individual’ to clean houses.”45
And then there are the apps. TaskRabbit and its competitors allow people to hire a one-off assistant at the click of a button. Care.com will find you a babysitter or care attendant. According to one TaskRabbit executive, 60 percent of its users are women, many of them mothers searching for just a little help around the edges. In his sunny view, this piecework approach to hired domestic labor is making women’s lives easier. More cynically (and perhaps accurately, given that programming is still male dominated), one Harvard Business Review article called these apps the “Internet of ‘Stuff Your Mom Won’t Do for You Anymore.’”46
The labor exchanged via app is atomized, casual, precarious, and often personalized—just like paid domestic work has long been. It is less that these apps create a new form of unreliable, low-wage work, and more that new technology is facilitating a very old type of work arrangement. Yet domestic workers have also been some of the first to figure out how to collectively organize app-based work. In Denmark, the 3F union managed to win a collective bargaining agreement with a platform that provides cleaning workers to private homes. Workers will be considered employees of the platform—something that most of the bigger app-based services have fought strenuously against—and gain minimum-wage protections, job security, and unemployment benefits in case of illness, as well as something crucial for app-based workers, often called out at the touch of a button: 50 percent pay if the job is canceled less than thirty-six hours before it begins.47
Organizing has been difficult for domestic workers precisely because they have individual, one-on-one relationships with employers; the standardization of services like Merry Maids or the apps at least offers some hint of a way that the workers can come together to pressure the boss, something like the way home care workers have been able to bargain with governments at the state level. But for those who are still working in individual relationships, it has been necessary to rethink what organizing could look like.48
For workers who perform intimate labors, it may be necessary to create what historian Dorothy Sue Cobble called “more intimate unions,” unions that understand the worker in a holistic sense and focus not simply on wages and benefits but on a deeper understanding of the interpersonal relationships that structure the work relation. Such organizations would see it as their job to meet the workers’ needs on many levels—they would organize, for example, around immigration reform, fight deportations, and take their members’ daily experiences of racism and sexism on the job seriously. Legal assistance and training, too, would be an important part of these organizations. Personal service jobs are only growing more common, particularly in deindustrialized nations where less production is now done: they are harder to automate, so far, and the relationships that these workers build with their clients can be sources of power as well as abuse.49
In the United States in 2010, New York’s Domestic Workers United and its outgrowth, the National Domestic Workers Alliance, won the country’s first Domestic Worker Bill of Rights. The bill put into law overtime and minimum-wage protections, a guaranteed day of rest, paid time off after three years, and protection against arbitrary employer deductions from wages. Subsequent state- and city-level bills in Massachusetts, Illinois, Seattle, and California have improved on the New York law, adding provisions for enforcement, notice of termination, and harassment protections. But one of the biggest challenges has remained: making sure domestic workers know their rights under the law, and feel empowered enough to demand that they are respected. Without a shop floor and a break room in which to post notifications of rights, workers, particularly when they are new immigrants, are often in the dark. Finding out about the law and making demands under it can be a daunting task.50
The National Domestic Workers Alliance stresses that the work its members do “is the work that makes all other work possible.” It is an argument for the importance of that work not just on a personal level but as a key part of the economy. The Alliance consists of sixty affiliate organizations in more than thirty cities that organize with nannies, housekeepers, and caregivers. The affiliates also lobby for legislation and provide training, legal support, and guidance, and even engage in direct action on behalf of abused workers. The Alliance also puts out original research relying on the testimony of domestic workers about their conditions and their needs. “Our journey,” said Ai-jen Poo, the founder and director of NDWA, “[took us] through realizing how much at the core of this was about a devaluing of the work that women have historically done to care for families across generations.… That was at the heart of it, in addition to the structural racism that has led to the exclusion of this workforce being written into the law and shaping our framework for how we value work in this country.”51
In recognizing these key facts, Poo said, the organization has recognized that its fight is about more than legal protections. It’s about “the values that will shape the economy of the future, what the social contract will look like and who it will include, and who it will uplift and what kind of opportunity it will create.”


ADELA SEALLY FOUND HER WAY TO NDWA IN 2014, WHEN SHE ATTENDED a National Nanny Training Day event. There, she met Allison Julien, who was at the event to speak about the New York Domestic Worker Bill of Rights. Julien invited the attendees to a monthly organizing meeting, and once Seally went, she was hooked.
The monthly meetings, she said, provided more than just a space in which to talk about grievances. There are more opportunities for training, and also writing workshops and arts and crafts projects. Through NDWA she has taken expanded training modules on nutrition and on effective communication with parent-employers. She has also become a peer leader—something like a shop steward in a more traditional union setup. She leads training sessions on her own and makes sure that other nannies and domestic workers know their rights under the law.
To Seally, giving up Saturdays for training sessions and being a peer leader is another way of giving back to her community—a community of workers who are often very isolated on the job. It has also given her a sense of the challenges that other domestic workers face. She and the other volunteers, she explained, spend time calling other workers to check in, find out how their work relationships are going, offer support, and invite them to workshops. The workshops range from “know your rights” training to resume-building or immigration law. Seally is also a part of a group within NDWA called We Dream in Black, a group of domestic workers who identify as Black. Within that group, they have a space to discuss the specific issues of racism that they face on the job. “Nannies in New York City, getting them to come together is really difficult,” she laughed. “We have so many different backgrounds. It is challenging. Sometimes we have meetings and then like five people show up. You always have doubts. ‘Are we getting across to them?’”
“We have been talking about the challenges of getting our nannies to organize,” she explained. “Being a domestic worker, most times there is just one of you in the house. If you do live up in the suburbs or somewhere, you hardly see another domestic worker or nanny. We try to get them to come at least once a month and we can talk about whatever is going on, how to organize, and how they can negotiate their contract for their working conditions.”
She has spoken with workers who have gone in and at the end of the day, had the employer simply say, “We don’t need you anymore.” Part-time nannies sometimes get a phone call saying, “We don’t need you today,” and don’t get paid. Parents will scream about minor things, she said, like the nanny giving the child the wrong snack. “Then, the mom goes off. That is not the reason why. Maybe she is feeling guilty [because the nanny is the one spending time with her children].” But, Seally noted, nannies have the same problem as the employer: they, too, must leave their families at home in order to go to work. “Whatever is going on in your personal life,” she said, “you have to leave it at the door when you get there and put on your brightest, happiest face for the baby and the employer. No matter how you are feeling, you have to suppress your emotions just to keep that job.”
Domestic workers sometimes find themselves caught between employers—one parent may come home, get angry, and fire the worker, and then the other parent tries to come in and smooth things over because they need the worker back. “Being a nanny is the only profession I would say where you have two employers to one worker,” Seally said. Then, if the nanny wants to move on, the parents mobilize their emotional bonds to try to keep her. “Why are you leaving the kids? The kids love you so much,” they’ll say. “Some nannies will give them a month’s notice and then, one or two weeks after, they get so mad because she is trying to move on, they fire her.” This leaves the nannies feeling betrayed.
One woman Seally spoke to while phone-banking for an NDWA event was a live-in worker who had been sexually harassed on the job. “She was telling me sometimes when she goes to bed, she will take her dresser and put it behind the door, and that is how she would feel safe because there was no lock on the door.” The room she slept in was the children’s playroom with a sofa bed, not a real bedroom. With Seally and NDWA’s support, the woman was able to find a better position.
Nannies find employers sneaking in extra duties. “They tell you light cleaning, but then it becomes heavy cleaning. You have to take care of the child, but then you have to do the family’s laundry, and all of these things take away from being able to provide optimal care for the child,” she continued. “I think because they are the employer, they feel that it is okay to disrespect and look down on you.”
Through NDWA, Seally learned about the early washerwomen’s strikes, and about Dorothy Bolden and the organizers of domestic workers’ unions in the 1960s and 1970s. Those stories inspire her to keep organizing. “With all of this technology and access,” she said, “we really have no excuse not to organize and be seen.”
Seally has also taken part in protests and political actions. She traveled to Washington, DC, to stand alongside women farmworkers who had been sexually harassed and assaulted, and to speak about domestic workers’ similar exclusion from legal protections against such violence. While she was there, she also made some lobbying visits to senators to ask them to support a federal Domestic Worker Bill of Rights that was introduced in Congress in the summer of 2019. “We are going to start working on getting all workers included in the law so they can work for a living wage,” she said. They talk about a “living wage,” not just “minimum wage,” these days, she said, because the goal is to make sure workers are not choosing between paying rent and paying the other bills.52
New York domestic workers, Seally said, are also working on expanding the Bill of Rights there to incorporate some of the protections won in other states. “The thing with having a Bill of Rights is that enforcing it can be really tricky and difficult,” she said. “Some individuals can negotiate a really good contract when they go in for an interview. Some are very laid back. For me, when I started, I had no idea about that. Sometimes, we sell ourselves short.” Because their work can be so unreliable, domestic workers often feel pressure to take whatever job is offered, even if they know the pay will not actually cover their bills. After a little while with NDWA, Seally was able to return to her employers and negotiate paid time off when they take vacations, and other improvements to her contract when she returned to full-time work.
When the coronavirus pandemic hit, all of the issues around which the nannies were organizing became more urgent. Seally’s situation changed, but she was able to keep her job; other workers lost their jobs when the families they worked for decided to leave New York. As of this writing, many of them still didn’t know whether their employers would return. “Some of the nannies have been paid while all of this is happening. Some of them are getting full pay. Some of them are getting half pay. Some of them are getting no pay at all,” she said. “Some of them are actually doing a little bit of virtual nannying [over video chat],” engaging with the children so that parents can do something else. “This is new to everybody, so everybody is just trying to see how they can do something to ease all of the stress.”
Deciding to go back to work, for the nannies, is difficult. Employers have been making outsized demands in some cases, while often being unwilling to reciprocate or compromise. One of Seally’s colleagues was asked to come back to work, but to refrain from all other social contact, she said. Another nanny’s clients were in Florida for a while, and upon their return they asked her to provide proof that she’d been tested and was COVID-free. But when she asked the family for the same proof, they became angry. “I think she ended up leaving her job,” Seally said. “The sudden demands of nannies are unacceptable, I would say. Everybody wants to stay safe. Nobody wants to get sick. I know that I may be taking precautions, but I don’t know what the other person is doing.”
It is not enough to rely on employers to do the right thing, Seally noted. “Paid sick leave and paid family leave are very important because everybody has their families to take care of, and bills are still expected to be paid. Domestic workers do deserve better health care, like any other sector of workers. We contribute to society just as any other profession. I think we should be paid and treated the same.”
Seally feels that her time organizing has helped her to grow as a person and to learn about her work, about the law, and about how to be an effective political actor. Organizing work, she said, is challenging, but fighting the stigma on domestic workers is worth it even if it adds up to just a drop at a time. “Society has seen nannies as being dumb, not informed, and that is so far from the truth,” she said. “A nanny is a nurse, she is the doctor, she is the mom, she is [the] therapist, she is the miracle worker. All of these things come into your responsibility.” The most important thing, to her, is to continue to make her work visible and respected. “I always tell my nannies, ‘You have to demand respect because nannying is a profession. You have to be proud to say that you are a domestic worker. You are the pillars of society. You hold up society.’”



CHAPTER 3
WE STRIKE BECAUSE WE CARE
Teaching
ROSA JIMENEZ’S SMILE LIGHTS UP HER WHOLE FACE. THE TWELVE-YEAR teacher can often seem pensive, but when something pleases her, the feeling is infectious. And when I met her, in January 2019, despite the miserable and very un-Los-Angeles-like rainstorm that had poured on the striking teachers’ picket lines for four days, she was still smiling, even bundled in a purple raincoat and rain boots, her glasses misty.
Teachers like Jimenez in the United States make something like 21 percent less than workers with similar education levels in other fields, and yet for all that they sacrifice—for all that they love their work—they are still often blamed when students fail to transcend the circumstances in which they live. Teachers tend to stick it out, staying on the job even as budget cuts mean class sizes grow and resources shrink—and even as they buy toilet paper and food for their students out of their own paychecks. When they dare to make demands for themselves—and especially when they strike, as Jimenez and her coworkers in the United Teachers Los Angeles (UTLA) did that January—they are often told that they are greedy, that they are only in it for the money. Being on the picket lines in that driving rain, Jimenez said, was “really visceral” for her. It brought home to her how hard it was to make ends meet in a rapidly gentrifying city. It’s a struggle for her, and it’s an even bigger struggle for many of her students, who face homelessness, a hostile immigration system, and violent policing in their neighborhoods and in the schools. It sunk in, she said, that first day: “Wow, this is about fighting for ourselves and our families. And this is also for our students and our community. And this is much bigger than us, as well.”
Jimenez teaches history to the upper grades—high school juniors and seniors—at the University of California Los Angeles Community School, which is one of six schools that share the Robert F. Kennedy Community Schools campus in LA’s Koreatown neighborhood. She became a teacher, she told me, because, “I realized I need to do something where I am serving the community, but I also have an opportunity to be an organizer. I don’t see any other places, other than teaching, to be able to do that, where you are in the middle of a community, you are able to grow those relationships with parents, with students, with other teachers, and really try to build something big and powerful.”
Building that power is important because of whom she serves. Her school alone has over eight hundred students in kindergarten through twelfth grade. It is located in one of the most densely populated areas in a mostly spread-out city (the district spans some 960 square miles, from mountains to valleys to waterfront). Many of her students are recently arrived immigrants from Central America, Mexico, and Southeast Asia, and her school is bilingual—she teaches in English and Spanish.
“We consider ourselves a social justice school,” she explained, and when I asked what that meant, she laughed, her face lighting up again. “We have had lots of internal debates about that, but the idea was both that the teachers and the way that we teach are reflective of the needs of our students and that we are building an environment and building spaces for learning that support students to become agents of change.”
That means, for instance, that the school is taught in multiple languages because teachers and the community believe it is valuable and just that students learn in the language in which they are most familiar. It means a commitment to antiracism and to teaching the students curricula that are relevant to their lives.
The school is also, as the name implies, a “community school,” a model that teacher activists like Jimenez have committed to as an alternative to the wave of privatization that has swept through urban school districts in the past few decades. Teachers are involved in making school decisions democratically, parents are invited to feel comfortable inside the school building and to be part of those decisions, and students’ thoughts on how the school should be run are valued.
The social justice dimension of Jimenez’s work hits close to home. Her parents were immigrants from Mexico who both worked in factories; her father, a shop steward in his union, she said, “always talked about the importance of standing up for your rights as a worker.” Her activism meshed with her teaching from her first days in the classroom. She was part of a wave of new teachers who were laid off in the days of budget cuts driven by the 2007–2008 financial crisis, and the fight to save funds for the schools was the first glimmer of the movement that would find her on that soggy picket line twelve years later. She was part of a big civil disobedience action against budget cuts, but it was unsuccessful, and she realized, “We have a long way to go if we want to really shift and challenge the situation—otherwise, it is not going to change.”
The schools were crumbling and overcrowded, she said, when she was brought back into the classroom. When she got the opportunity to move to the new RFK campus to help build the community school, it was a chance for her to put some of her ideas into practice in the classroom as well as outside of it, to create a space that could be a model for the rest of the district.
At her school, she has a number of responsibilities on top of teaching. She has regular meetings with students and parents, of course. She is on committees to help with professional development. And she makes time for organizing meetings each week—bringing together teachers who want to support students’ organizing, or meeting with community groups that work alongside the union. All of this is on top of being a single mother, so her eleven-year-old daughter’s commitments—to softball, playing guitar, or other activities—also take up a lot of her time.
Things had only become more challenging with the coming of the Trump administration and its crackdown on immigrants. “Every week, we see new students and we recognize that those students have experienced a lot of trauma,” she said. “We have kids who are coming from detention centers, and we do not have the capacity to support them and their social-emotional needs.” Part of the challenge, she said, is trying to do more with what they have—resources she is grateful for at her school, but that she recognizes are still insufficient.
“We really need more therapists, more psychiatric social workers,” she told me. “We need people who can support that aspect that we just don’t have the capacity for. Teachers are doing it every day and our counselors are doing the best they can, but…” she trailed off.
The challenge of being an authority figure, a counselor, an adviser, and a friend to her students is a big one, and it is complicated further by punitive school disciplinary practices. When students face random searches in school, she pointed out, it’s not by school police (of which there are plenty—Los Angeles has a dedicated school police force), but administrators and counselors. “The very same people that you are supposed to trust and you are supposed to feel safe with are the ones that are making kids feel unsafe.” For teachers to really build trust, she noted, they have to change this disciplinary framework. “What are alternatives to traditional school discipline that pushes kids of color out of the schools?” she asked.
It is a daily challenge to make the school feel like a place of safety. Migrant students and other students of color have justified fears of state authorities, and fears of the school shootings so prevalent across the United States today. But Jimenez believes that all the threads of her work come together, that none of them work without the other parts. The students have to feel comfortable, safe, and valued in the school; parents have to be a part of that space; and teachers have to have the support they need to make sure all of this happens.
To that end, it’s the idea of sanctuary that she returns to. “What would it mean to be a sanctuary school?” she asked. “It would be a community school with all the things that a community school has and it would be free of ICE [US Immigration and Customs Enforcement] and it would be free of police and it would have all the things that students need to feel safe. It would be a place that could be a center of organizing for the community. So if the community is experiencing issues around police, around housing, whatever the case may be, that these schools are not just here to protect, but we are also able to go out and support whatever organizing is happening in the community.”
“I don’t think such a place exists yet,” she said dreamily. “But that is the vision.”


TEACHERS LIKE ROSA JIMENEZ HAVE LONG BEEN EXPECTED TO TREAT their job as more than just a job. From the beginning of publicly funded schooling in the United States (and Europe), teachers have been pressed to treat their work as a calling, to dedicate long hours outside of the classroom to it, and to do this out of care for their students. Yet such expectations have existed in tension with the idea that teachers’ skills are little more than a “natural” inclination to care for children, rooted in a love that is simultaneously too big and too unimportant to be fairly remunerated. Like the work done in the home—paid or unpaid—teachers’ work is considered both necessary and not really work at all.
Teachers thus occupy an uneasy place in our understanding of the world: expected to be a reservoir of emotional and intellectual support for new generations, they become a receptacle for all the blame when their teaching does not manage to overcome all the obstacles placed in their students’ way. They exist on the edge of a class boundary, not quite granted the respect given to doctors or lawyers, but not quite perceived as the working masses, either. Teaching has been the professional occupation most accessible to immigrants and to Black people, a fact that has also contributed to its complicated status both as a path to upward mobility and as an easy place to lay blame. For a long time teaching was considered a stopgap job, either on the way to a real career (for men), or on the way to having one’s own children (for women). The teaching profession is still overwhelmingly female, teachers’ labor considered similar to mothering—an essential job nevertheless to be done out of sheer love. Teacher and author Megan Erickson pointed out, “Thus the failure of teachers is like the failure of mothers—unthinkable, monstrous, disgusting, the final antisocial act that threatens not only the fabric of the political economy but its perpetuation.”1
Teachers are, in other words, perhaps the ultimate laborers of love. Expected to do more with less every time budgets need tightening, and yet to take the blame every time those budget cuts do harm, teachers epitomize the trap that has all laborers of love in its grip. If they demand better conditions for themselves, they’re called selfish, even as their demands are often ones that would improve their students’ lives as well. Yet teachers have a long history of militant organizing, of challenging the boundaries placed around them by politicians and administrators, and of bringing their communities along with them.
Teaching was not always or inevitably women’s work, though. In the early days, before the institution of compulsory public education, teaching was a young man’s job, often a part-time one. Students were clumped together in a one-room schoolhouse or tutored privately, and teachers sometimes traveled between multiple teaching gigs. Women teachers began to appear with the first “Dame” schools, an English transplant to the colonies where children were educated by women in their private homes—a type of work close enough to mothering to be considered an acceptable occupation for women.2
The “feminization” of teaching began in earnest as publicly funded schools expanded. The first generation of school reformers explicitly advocated it. Catharine Beecher, the sister of Harriet Beecher Stowe of Uncle Tom’s Cabin fame and a prominent social activist, opened a training school for women teachers in 1830 and became the loudest voice calling for women to enter the field. Women, by teaching (and Beecher herself, by teaching the teachers), could gain “influence, respectability, and independence,” she wrote, while maintaining their womanly virtues. Teaching could also, Beecher noted in a somewhat more forward-thinking moment, give women an alternative to marrying out of economic necessity. In speeches, she extolled the ability of women teachers to prevent uprisings like the French Revolution, where the “common people” had taken it upon themselves to overthrow their leaders. Women teachers, akin to ministers or missionaries, could soothe such fires and instill moral values in the nation’s youth with their boundless love for children.3
But it wasn’t just women’s angelic goodness that led to them being hired en masse as schoolteachers. There was the simple fact that staffing schools was expensive, states wanted to keep pay low, and men could find higher-paying work elsewhere. Women, meanwhile, had few options. They were perceived not to need a wage—they would be supported by their fathers before marriage, and their husbands after it, with teaching as an interlude. Advocates explicitly called for the hiring of women to keep budgets down. Even if, as Beecher intimated, some women saw teaching as an escape hatch from marriage and the family, it was hard to fully get free. Teachers who lived away from their families often boarded in the homes of school board members, leaving them under 24/7 supervision from the boss. And most school districts explicitly banned married women from teaching—another implication that the work done in schools and the work done in the home were equivalents, neither deserving of pay.4
The weight fell even harder on the teachers in schools for Black children, where every dollar spent was begrudged by white people and where teachers had an even more urgent mission. Teachers of Black children held in their hands not just individual children’s futures but the need to prove that Black children as a group could achieve just as much as white youth, given half a chance. And half a chance—or a third of a chance—was often all they were given, with segregated Black schools receiving sometimes as little as a third as much funding as white schools. More than any other teachers, Black teachers were expected to perform miracles out of pure love.5
By 1900, nearly three-quarters of all American teachers were women, and that number was even higher in urban areas. In European countries, teaching held closer to a 50/50 gender split, and pay and benefits were comparatively higher. The percentage of male teachers increased as students grew older (and the work, presumably, less like mothering and more intellectual), and most administrators were male. But despite all the stereotypes of saintly, self-sacrificing “motherteachers,” women teachers were in fact acutely aware of the less-than-optimal conditions in which they often worked, and they were getting angry.6
The resistance began in the 1890s in the same city where it would restart a century later: in Chicago. Schools had been formalized, though battles over taxation still meant they were often underfunded. Public employees in many places had won benefits such as pensions, which, as historian Marjorie Murphy wrote, offered women teachers “an attractive alternative to the adulation of the feminine, which would give them no financial solace in their old age.” Money, not love, after all, paid the bills. Still, male administrators retained control, and male-dominated legislatures—elected by male voters (women did not yet have that right)—decided where schools would be and how much would be spent on them. These men had no intention of letting women teachers have a say.7
Without the right to vote, and without the legal, formalized collective bargaining that would come much later, teachers needed the support of the broader community behind their demands. They were able to use the close relationships they built with students, as well as their reputation for selflessness, to build bonds inside and outside of the classroom that enabled them to win improvements in the schools. It was a lesson that teachers like Rosa Jimenez later drew upon as they rebuilt their unions in the 2000s. These teacher activists took the responsibility of care seriously. Rather than chasing the respectability politics of professionalism, a path they had been denied in any case by virtue of their gender, they decided that if they were going to be treated as women first and workers second, they would use those stereotypes to build power.8
In the early years of public schooling, teachers had been told that it was their femininity, not their brains or carefully honed skills, that was important in the classroom. Asking for higher wages, though, made them seem less feminine. Teachers were highly trained and heavily supervised and yet told their work was a product of natural talent. To all of that, Margaret Haley and the early Chicago Teachers Federation (CTF) said, “Enough!”9
Haley and the other Chicago teachers taught in cramped classrooms with up to sixty students in them, many of those students freshly arrived immigrants who among them spoke half a dozen different languages. (Conditions, in other words, not too dissimilar from those faced by Rosa Jimenez today.) But Haley and the CTF scoured the tax rolls to catch those who weren’t paying taxes and campaigned to have the city recover that money and spend it on schools. Their work earned the teachers a major raise in 1899, and the federation—not yet a union—national attention.10
The National Education Association (NEA)—a professional organization dominated by (male) administrators, who resented the incursion of women classroom teachers on their professional prerogatives—had existed for a number of years at that point. But the CTF teachers drew on their experience in the classroom and their skills as communicators (also honed on the job) to build an organization that fought for teachers and their working-class students along class lines. Haley was a fierce critic of industrial elites, telling a crowd, “Two ideals are struggling for supremacy in American life today; one the industrial ideal dominating through the superiority of commercialism, which subordinates the worker to the product and the machines; the other, the ideal of democracy, the ideal of the educators, which places humanity above all machines, and demands that all activity shall be the expression of life.” The joys of teaching, Haley argued, would only exist if teachers were preparing their students for a world in which they would be full democratic participants, not merely drudges.11
In response to the rabble-rousing Chicago teachers, the NEA reached out to women’s clubs and social organizations—the forerunners of today’s nonprofits. But these women were mostly bourgeois activists rather than working schoolteachers. Haley and her colleagues preferred to rally alongside the working class, bringing together teachers from several cities to form the American Federation of Teachers (AFT). They also allied with the Chicago Federation of Labor to help organize women factory workers; the AFT joined the national American Federation of Labor (AFL) in 1916. Yet the teachers’ relationship with organized labor was fraught—officially, the AFL supported the “family wage,” which assumed workers were men with a wife at home doing housework. The teachers, meanwhile, demanded equal pay for women, even married women, who were still too often banned from the classroom.12
There were still tensions within the teaching profession, too. Despite all of Haley’s leadership, a man, Charles Stillman of the Chicago Federation of Men Teachers, was elected founding president of the new AFT. Power struggles remained between men and women teachers over issues of professionalism, privileges for high school teachers, and even support for the world war then raging around them. Black teachers were admitted in segregated locals, but the specific challenges they faced teaching Black students in separate and most definitely unequal facilities were often ignored in favor of other debates. Were teachers workers like any other, or were they members of the professional middle class? Were they to be troublemaking trade unionists, or lobbying wheeler-dealers? And always at the bottom of such questions: Was the work done for love or money?13


WHERE TEACHERS HAD AT FIRST BEEN EXPECTED TO CARE FOR THEIR students, once they’d unionized, administrators found such caring workers unruly. Instead of saints, they had become hell-raisers. School officials began to look to the new “science” of management, Frederick Winslow Taylor’s ideas about compartmentalizing and deskilling work, to control their troublesome workers. Teachers’ interpersonal skills had never been recognized as such, and now those skills were being defined out of existence entirely. Standardized testing, the bête noire of today’s teachers’ unions, first arose at this time, along with the idea of tracking students by class background into vocational or more elite programs.14
With the advent of the first Red Scare, after the Communist revolution in Russia, administrators found a new way to control educators who might have ideas about running schools. The first loyalty oaths for teachers appeared in New York in 1917 and had spread to two-thirds of the states by the 1930s. As the teachers’ unions fought for academic freedom in the classroom, they also joined their communities in organizing outside of it—some advocated freedom for leftists like Nicola Sacco and Bartolomeo Vanzetti, or for members of the Industrial Workers of the World, who had been accused of violence but railroaded for their political beliefs. It was often the women teachers who led the charge for these causes, against World War I, and for racial equality in schooling, while male teachers were more likely to hew to the ideology of professionalism. The progressive women teachers—these early Rosa Jimenezes—were still holding to a caring ideal, but they expanded the range of things that they cared about. And for that, they began to lose their jobs.15
The first teacher to go on trial—not technically a legal trial but certainly conducted and publicized like one—was a Quaker, Mary Stone McDowell, who opposed the loyalty oath in keeping with her faith. She was fired in 1918 for “conduct unbecoming a teacher.” There would be many more like her after World War II, when, the fight against the Nazis over, Americans turned all their energy toward the Cold War with the Communist USSR.16
During the Depression of the 1930s, the teachers being hired were more educated than ever, and more diverse than ever—particularly, as journalist Dana Goldstein wrote in The Teacher Wars, in New York, where many of the teachers (a majority of new hires by 1940) were Jewish. Jews were newly able to access higher education through the City University system, but unlikely to be hired outside of the public sector even with their degrees. New teachers, politically radicalized by circumstances and paid through President Franklin Roosevelt’s temporary relief programs, had flocked to the unions, and young leftists in turn flocked to the Communist Party. The Depression pressed teachers to their limits: public budgets in places like Chicago were so stretched that teachers were paid in scrip or sometimes not paid at all. Yet the teachers were still targets of rage from the public for being relatively well off (which, in that era, often meant having a job at all).17
After the Depression, the economy was growing again, the Baby Boom was on, and the schools were expanding. Yet that resentment remained, and teachers remained a politically soft target. They were easy to paint as radicals undermining America while sponging off the public dime, in a preview of the language later used to demonize the “welfare queen.”18
Some of them—though certainly not all of them—were in fact radical, though their ideas were far from the caricatures promoted by the red-baiters. Communist teachers emphasized organizing alongside the community, particularly the working-class and underserved Black and Latinx communities in the cities where they taught. They fought for improved working conditions, but similar to the reform movement headed by teachers like Jimenez in the 2010s, they understood those working conditions to also be their students’ learning conditions.19
In New York, Communist members ran the Teachers Union (TU), which argued that an “organization like ours cannot confine itself to a narrow line of economic activity only. Teachers, like other humans, do not live by bread alone.” It pledged to end “discrimination in education on account of sex, color, race, religion, or political beliefs, or affiliations” in the 1940s, well before Brown v. Board of Education put an end to legal separate-but-equal schooling. The union lobbied for smaller class sizes, for recreational spaces for children, and for special attention to underserved areas like Harlem and Bedford-Stuyvesant in Brooklyn, where children of color attended crumbling segregated schools. The leftist teachers advocated for culturally relevant curricula that taught Black history and immigrant history and grappled honestly with the American legacy of racism.20
The Teachers Union fought, too, for the rights of women teachers, including the right to marry and remain in the classroom, something that was banned in many states up until World War II. In 1941, Bella Dodd, spokeswoman for the TU, proposed the creation of publicly funded nursery schools (more than sixty years before New York mayor Bill de Blasio made universal prekindergarten his central campaign plank). The union wanted to both create jobs for teachers and to “aid working women with small children.”21
The Red Scare sprang from the top down—it was Washington-led fearmongering in support of US foreign policy—but locally it became a useful whip with which to discipline teachers who were making trouble. The first teacher to feel its sting in the postwar era was Louis Jaffe (no relation), a Brooklyn high school social studies teacher who was driven from his post despite the support of ninety of his colleagues. Jaffe was punished for teaching about the Soviet Union in a way that upset his supervisor. Another New York teacher, Minnie Gutride, was dragged from her class and questioned in a “surprise hearing”; a cancer survivor, Gutride was so traumatized by the event that she committed suicide.22
Despite the bad press that Gutride’s death gave the district, administrators continued the witch hunt, eventually purging 378 teachers from New York schools. A TU lawyer commented, “These were people well along in years and careers. Many became menial salesmen, burdens on friends and families, moving about like beggars. Some were totally shattered. And they had all been good teachers, some great.” Parents coming forward, telling administrators, as they did of one Harlem teacher, “We love Alice Citron because she has fought for us and our children,” had no effect. Citron, who had taught in Harlem for nineteen years, was known for “writing an African American history curriculum, inviting students to her home, and using her own money to buy needy children eyeglasses, books, shoes, and food.”23
In other words, the teachers who were purged were doing what they had been recruited to do: care for the children in their charge, fight for them, put those children before themselves. They built connections with the local families and used their power as a union to make those families’ demands heard.24
In response to the Red Scare, the Teachers Union went deeper into the community, demanding desegregation, construction of schools and play spaces in Black neighborhoods, and the hiring of Black teachers. This was in spite of spying, police infiltration, and sometimes racialized hate mail—one anti-Semitic hate letter “juxtaposed a loyal and patriotic ‘American mother’ to Godless Jewish Communists.” It was in spite of the threat, for immigrant teachers, of deportation (one administrator was on the lookout for those whose citizenship might be “amenable to cancellation,” presaging the Trump administration’s attempts to get rid of those it considered undesirable), and constant attempts to find proof that Communist teachers were plotting to overthrow the US government. All the spies found during their snooping were debates about racism, gender bias, and US foreign policy.25
The Cold War also led, at least for a while, to increased funding for schools. The launch of the first satellite, Sputnik 1, by the Soviets in 1957 made American officials realize that the Communist teachers had been right about one thing, at least. As Megan Erickson wrote, “education and space are both metonyms for the future,” and it appeared that the USSR was pulling ahead in both. Americans were nervous about the future, and the schools, then as now, were a locus for those conflicting anxieties—people feared that Communist teachers might be indoctrinating students, but the schools also needed more funding in order for American kids to catch up to the Communists.26
The pattern was repeated the decade after the Brown v. Board of Education decision in 1954. While teachers’ unions broadly supported the school desegregation process, the fallout from the fight largely hit Black educators, many of whom lost jobs when Black schools were closed. Black students might be going to previously all-white schools, but white parents were damned if they were going to have their kids taught by Black teachers. Black teachers, who had gone above and beyond the ill-funded school system in which they had taught, who had marched and organized and fought for desegregation and served as anchors and caretakers for the Black middle class, lost their jobs as payment for all their care. Once again they were caught in the trap: too much love will cost you.27
Teacher tenure laws were one major target for segregationists determined to find a facially race-neutral strategy for getting rid of Black teachers. Across the South, after Brown, seven states moved to change their tenure laws, and North Carolina placed all teachers on one-year contracts. These attacks had the desired effect of making it easier to fire or drive out Black teachers, but also made it easier to fire any and all teachers. Punishing teachers for failing to solve all the world’s problems with their care became that much easier. Black teachers who retained jobs were often set up to fail, as in the case of one Black home economics teacher assigned to teach second grade after integration. She—and many others—were fired for “incompetence” at jobs they had never done before. At the same time, the Lyndon Johnson administration moved to recruit students from elite schools to do short-term teaching stints, a strategy that flipped the earlier image of teachers on its head: rather than committed, caring educators, all this strategy offered students was a brief encounter with the highly educated, who would then presumably move on.28
The tensions within the teaching profession came to a head in Ocean Hill–Brownsville in Brooklyn in 1968, where the old Teachers Union style of community organizing came up against a new style of unionism. Militant and surging unions were winning collective bargaining rights, and the hard-charging United Federation of Teachers (UFT), having won the right to represent all of New York City’s teaching force through a strike, wound up clashing with Black community activists. The UFT was focused on the “bread-and-butter” needs of teachers. Meanwhile, frustrated with desegregation efforts implying that Black children were deficient and Black teachers incompetent, Black community organizers were agitating for community control of schools, arguing that it was racism, not Black deficiency, that left Black students underachieving. Teachers who had pulled back from the community found themselves deemed uncaring by activists, who argued that Black communities already had the ability to improve the schools, if officials would just get out of the way.29
The UFT at the time was designed to make teaching more professional, more like “work” and less like “home.” It was led by Al Shanker, who, according to educator and scholar Lois Weiner, didn’t acknowledge “the inevitable contradictions that arise between teachers’ personal and individual responsibility for children, the ways their work continues the functions of the family, and the location of these functions in a bureaucracy as paid labor.” The disconnected professionalism—which had always been gendered masculine—of the new UFT brought it into conflict with Black parents and education activists who embraced their role as caretakers for Black children. The arguments of professionalism grated on parents, who felt condescended to by those who had never seemed to care for Black children. During the UFT’s strike against the community-driven firing of white and Jewish teachers in Ocean Hill–Brownsville, many teachers—the descendants of the old TU—crossed picket lines as well. Where the Teachers Union model had worked side by side with those parents and had fought to bring more Black educators into the schools, the UFT stressed the division between “work” and “home,” which ended up pitting them against parents. This strategy would weaken the newly powerful teachers’ unions, leaving them vulnerable to attacks that they did not care enough about children.30
This conflict also showed up in Chicago, during the then white-dominated Chicago Teachers Union’s 1969 strike. Many Black teachers who had been organizing for better schools crossed picket lines and continued to work. Others participated in the strike, seeing it as a way to bring more resources to the children of color they taught. These moments seemed to raise the same few questions: Was a strike by teachers an inherently selfish thing? Or was the problem that the teachers were disconnected from the parents and students in the communities where they taught? The embrace of such a disconnect was what administrators had wanted—a point beaten into teachers with the crushing of the TU—but the distance also served as a weapon to then turn against “uncaring” teachers. And the school districts were only too happy to fire more people.31
The success of teachers’ unions in this time, then, was a double-edged sword. They won improved conditions through collective bargaining and strikes, including protections, Marjorie Murphy noted, that would have “saved the jobs of hundreds if teachers had had such rights before McCarthyism.” But it also set them up as a labor aristocracy—people more concerned with their own wages and job security than for the students for whom they were responsible—and left them on their own in crucial fights. When the economy as a whole turned downward in the 1970s, teachers and their unions were an easy target for tax-cutting conservatives. When the corporate reformers came in, waving their own banner of care for children while finding new ways to make profits off the public schools, the teachers’ unions were unprepared.32
The same people who demanded that teachers be held accountable for perceived declining standards were those who advocated slashing taxes and making teachers do more with less. This trend began in the 1970s but was ramped up in the 1980s with the neoliberal revolution. Class sizes grew and, particularly in urban schools, programs like art and music were stripped away. Public schools in the United States have always been hampered by the fact that they are mostly funded through local property taxes, meaning that the richer communities have more money to pour into schools, and poor neighborhoods suffer from less money per child. The inequality now rampant in American life shows up in public education in dramatic fashion.33


FOR A WHILE, TEACHERS ACQUIESCED TO THE CHANGES. “WE’RE USED TO being like, ‘OK, whatever you want me to do, I’ll do it, because we all care about what’s best for kids,’” said Karen Lewis, the president of the Chicago Teachers Union during its 2012 strike. But that kind of caring didn’t help them against a corporate-backed education “reform” movement that wedged itself into the cracks between teachers and the communities they served; no matter how much the teachers conceded, the reformers continued to insist that teachers’ selfishness was the problem.34
The creation of charter schools was at first itself an initiative of the AFT, but the union quickly realized its mistake when neoliberal reformers seized on the charters as a way to open new, nonunion, privately run schools with public dollars. The schools targeted for closure or privatization, and the teachers targeted for removal, tended be to those responsible for educating Black and Latinx children. “Choice” was a sleight-of-hand turn away from “community control.” Instead of schools that parents could be involved in—like the schools Rosa Jimenez works to create—charter schools gave parents a “choice” of the underfunded, overcrowded public school or a shiny new program with experimental (and often draconian) disciplinary policies and claims of improved test scores. Implicit in the rhetoric of choice, as Adam Kotsko noted, is the acceptance of personal responsibility—and the attendant blame if your choice doesn’t work out. It echoes in the line we’re often given about “choosing” a job we love—as if work were a thing we decided to do for fun.35
Teachers were used to accepting blame by now, but even the reformers had to admit—as they did in the Reagan administration’s 1983 report on the situation, called A Nation at Risk: The Imperative for Educational Reform—that teachers were being asked not just to make up for underfunded schools, but, with their care, to make up for the cuts to the entire welfare state. The report still, even admitting this fact, blamed schools for the nation’s economic problems. But the real problem was that, like the home care workers who filled in the gaps of social care, teachers were expected to solve problems caused by homelessness, hunger, and a lack of health care in their communities. Just as the cuts pushed responsibilities back onto individual parents, they also forced teachers—those whose work was assumed to be closest to that of mothers—to make up for massive cuts elsewhere.36
In order to better “hold teachers accountable,” the reformers relied heavily on standardized testing. George W. Bush’s No Child Left Behind Act, passed with bipartisan support in 2002, introduced a strict testing regime and made federal funds—which were desperately needed in poor districts where property tax money was insufficient—dependent on the schools submitting to a range of new regulations and privatization schemes. As Lois Weiner noted, the law brought home the reforms that had been imposed on Global South countries through the United States’ dominance of international institutions like the World Bank and the International Monetary Fund. The intent behind the reforms, Weiner suggested, can be seen most clearly in those international documents, which state explicitly that most students are destined for menial work and need neither a well-rounded education nor skilled (or particularly caring) teachers.37
The Obama administration made noises about changing No Child Left Behind, but its own program, Race to the Top, doubled down on testing students and firing teachers. The language that Education Secretary Arne Duncan and his allies in the now-sprawling private education reform industry used was “putting students first,” the implication being that selfish teachers and their unions did the exact opposite.38
Yet these reforms were designed in fact to produce less-caring teachers. Whether it was bringing in short-term outsider teachers, from programs like Teach for America, or imposing weeks of standardized testing, the reformers deskilled teachers while denying they were doing so. After all, teachers’ concern and care had never been recognized as skills to begin with. They were just attributes of naturally caring workers.39
Schools are the hinge point of neoliberalism, a place where it has been imposed and where the blame is placed for its harms. If teachers were simply adequate, the thinking goes, then all of this inequality would go away. Yet when this line of argument is pursued to its end, the lie is evident: even if every single child received a top-notch education, and “learned to code,” as the cliché has it, all this would do is produce more competition for those relatively few highly paid knowledge-economy jobs, and drive down their wages. It’s almost like that’s the point.40
But in 2012, the Chicago teachers’ strike upended these power dynamics. Black teachers like Karen Lewis were at the forefront of the reform movement within teacher unions around the country, drawing on the history of Black and leftist teachers’ community involvement in places like Chicago and New York. With the CTU’s confrontation with Mayor Rahm Emanuel, Lewis and the union sent a shot across the bow. “We’re supposed to think that the elite, who are very wealthy and very well educated and don’t send their children to public schools, care more [than we do] about black and brown children they don’t know?” Lewis said. They were the ones with the children day in and day out, and with the community by their side, they were going to fight for the kinds of public schools their students deserved.41
This new organizing strategy is based in the teachers’ relationships in the community, harking back to the old days of the Communist organizers, and to Margaret Haley and the origins of the Chicago union. It avoids the trap imposed on teachers—strike, and get called selfish by administrators, and alienate parents who depend on the schools—by reclaiming the mantle of caring about the students and the broader community. In working alongside parents and students to make demands of the school administrators, teachers gain the space to make demands for themselves.42
And they need that space. As economist Kate Bahn explained, teachers and other caring workers face a pay penalty when compared to other workers with similar education levels, and a big part of that is because they care. Teachers are less pay sensitive when compared to other workers, meaning they’re less likely to pack up and leave for a better-paid job, and indeed, they have accepted cut after cut. The Economic Policy Institute calculated that “teachers’ weekly wages in 2018 were 21.4 percent lower than their nonteaching peers.” Teacher Kevin Prosen wrote, “This love is supposed to be part of the compensation of doing our job. But people are less comfortable considering that love is not compensation; love is work.… It’s exhausting, loving and working so much, for such little pay—which explains why over 32,000 mid-career teachers have left the system over the past eleven years. We can’t live on these wages, and we have only so much love, and time, to give.”43
Their opponents have not stopped, after all. The year after the CTU strike, Emanuel retaliated by closing forty-nine public schools, mostly in Black and Brown neighborhoods. And then in 2018, the Supreme Court, building off the Harris v. Quinn decision of 2014, that took rights away from home care workers, ruled, in Janus v. AFSCME, that the entire public sector was now “right-to-work.” That meant that a union that has won the right to represent a particular workforce no longer has a right to collect a fee for its costs. The backers of Janus, a who’s who of anti-union organizations, expected the public sector, and particularly teachers’ unions, to hemorrhage members, though so far the damage has been blunted—largely, it appears, by the willingness of teachers to fight.44
When the teachers in West Virginia organized a strike in 2018, closing every public school in the state to demand fair pay, they kicked off a strike wave that spread to at least fourteen states, further changing the calculus about public schools. Their slogan, taken from Chicago, “Our working conditions are our students’ learning conditions,” was written across protest signs, printed on T-shirts, and included on lists of demands. And as Los Angeles struck, as Chicago struck again in 2019, and as the St. Paul Federation of Teachers struck in the spring of 2020, the teachers continued to further their demands, adding safe housing, restorative justice programs, moratoria on charter schools, and mental health care for students to the list of victories won by teachers for their communities. The framework begun in Chicago is now known as “Bargaining for the Common Good.” It provides a way for unions—not just teachers but many different kinds of unions—to bring demands to the bargaining table that benefit the community at large.45
That kind of union ethos served teachers well when the COVID-19 pandemic began. In New York, as it became clear that the virus was spreading across the city, teachers mobilized to pressure the city’s Department of Education to close schools. Organizing networks that had begun as a reform movement within the union sprang into action, using video calls to discuss what to do. The idea of a sick-out, as teacher Ellen Schweitzer explained, came up relatively early. “Many rank and filers, who hadn’t necessarily been that involved before, just sprang into action seeing that this was urgent, that others needed to step in and take charge and that a sick-out would work.” As the momentum for the sick-out built, and as teachers spoke out and parents joined them, the DOE announced that schools would close.46
The teachers have had enough, and because of the work of reformers like Lewis, Schweitzer, and Rosa Jimenez, the public is once again on their side. From the strikes to their mobilizations against police violence that sparked in late May 2020, these organizers demonstrated a point that radical teachers have long known: teachers’ fraught location in public life can be an immensely powerful one if they use the skills they’ve honed on the job—caring, communicating—and their ability to disrupt the day-to-day functioning of a city or state to see that their demands are met.47


THE RAIN ENDED IN LOS ANGELES ON A FRIDAY IN JANUARY 2019, AFTER four straight days of downpour on more than thirty thousand UTLA member teachers who turned out to the picket lines in ponchos and borrowed rain boots, carrying umbrellas painted with strike slogans such as “Red for Ed,” “Students First,” and “Lower class sizes now!” Many carried signs with some version of the slogan “We strike because we love our students.” They had held dance parties and sing-alongs in the rain; with the sun, they poured into Grand Park downtown for a rally and concert with another thirty thousand or so of their friends, students, and allies. “UTLA, do you feel your power?” boomed the union’s president, Alex Caputo-Pearl, from the stage, and the crowd roared back at him.
In the afternoon, in the sun, the picket line outside of RFK Community Schools was raucous, even before the hotel workers’ union showed up. Rosa Jimenez joined her coworkers in marching alongside the UNITE HERE members, taking over the streets in a red-clad mass of solidarity that culminated at the LINE Hotel on Wilshire, where the hotel workers also sought a contract. In her red UTLA shirt, her daughter at her side, Jimenez grabbed a bullhorn and addressed the crowd in Spanish and English from the back of a pickup truck. “It is important that we are together!” she told them. “We’re all workers, we all need good health care, we all deserve a good wage.” The rest of her comments were drowned out in cheers.
That weekend, the district gave in, agreeing to a contract that would lower class sizes, put a nurse in every school, reduce standardized testing by 50 percent, hire more counselors, invest in more green space on campus, cut back on random searches, cap charter schools, and give the teachers a 6 percent raise.
On the phone that night, Jimenez told me, “It’s way more than I could have ever imagined.” The district had threatened to take the union to court over its demands, arguing that things like green space and policing were outside the realm of what the union could ask for. But the teachers had known that they had the support of the community, the students, and their parents, and had held firm. The contract also included a commitment to creating more community schools like the one Jimenez had helped build, as well as a fund for defending immigrant students—things that had been priorities not just for her, but for the student activists with whom she had crafted demands.
“We went out on this idea that we’re not going out for ourselves, we’re going out for our students,” she said, but nevertheless, it was important to remember the teachers’ own needs too. “Seventy percent of us teachers are women. We’re asked to do feminized labor even more than we have to. I think it’s worth acknowledging how much work and care go into being a teacher.” To have a nurse in every school, a counselor, meant that some of that work could be shared.
“It’s not the end,” she continued. “We now have a sturdy ground to stand on with what we’ve learned from this, what we’ve learned about organizing, to build coalitions, to work with students and parents in a meaningful way. Whatever we imagined was possible, it’s now bigger. Now our imagination can run wild, and that’s what we need to really build justice in our communities.”
Getting to that point of victory in the massive strike (Los Angeles is the United States’ second-largest school district; only New York City has more teachers and more students) had taken years of preparation. For Jimenez, the struggle had begun with the budget battles of her early years teaching. “When the budget cuts hit, we were really looking to the union to help and a lot of people’s opinions were that it didn’t do enough to protect all of these young teachers of color. So there were a lot of young teachers of color who were organizing on their own.”
Some of those teachers went on to found a caucus within the union called Progressive Educators for Action. It was made up of teachers, like Jimenez, who wanted the union to be more active on issues of racial justice in the schools, whether on policing or immigration issues or in the fight for more ethnic studies courses and other relevant curricula. They also built a coalition outside of the union, the Coalition for Educational Justice, that began to bring teachers together with parents and students who wanted to change conditions in the schools. The coalition’s grassroots organizing expanded, challenging so-called school reconstitutions at supposedly failing schools in low-income areas. In bringing teachers together with parents and students, they began to challenge the narrative that blamed teachers’ lack of care for the problems in public schools.
After the CTU strike in 2012, the Los Angeles teachers began to think more seriously about what it would look like to take power in the union, and built a new caucus, called Union Power, around the demands they had been shaping alongside parents and students. When Union Power won control of UTLA in 2014’s union election, it kept its promises to build an organizing department, a political department, a research department, and a parent/community division—the teachers even voted to increase their own dues to do so. They built into the union, Jimenez said, a shift in how they thought about organizing. The new union was all about rank-and-file teachers like her stepping up to take on new roles, and so she became part of what was initially called the Parent Community Organizing Committee. She then helped build a bigger coalition called Reclaim Our Schools LA with other community organizations, including the Alliance of Californians for Community Empowerment (ACCE).
Jimenez and her counterparts in the groups she began working with thought it was important to recognize that the union must use the power it had at the bargaining table to bring demands originating with the students and the parents before the district. This kind of bargaining for the common good expands on the strategy of the old radical unions, blending community work with the power of collective bargaining. Jimenez’s work within the union has been “to think strategically about how to use this body, this space, to push out a different narrative about what it means to have a labor-community alliance, and what it is capable of doing.” That means monthly sessions where members of the union and the different groups meet up to talk about plans and desires. It means communicating back to members the decisions that were made and making sure the union and the groups trust one another to fight for their demands on all fronts—during bargaining, during the legislative sessions (both at the state level and locally), and by pressuring the school board and other local officials.
On the fourth night of the strike, Jimenez and many other members of the coalition went to the Pacific Palisades home of Austin Beutner, the LA schools superintendent, bearing electric candles, protest signs, and a song: “The community is calling.” When, predictably, Beutner failed to answer his door—or rather, the buzzer outside of the gate to his driveway—parent activists and students held a speak-out in his driveway.
“I found out that we had our nurse one day a week and I went to war!” one mother declared. “I have one biological child at that school and 588 adopted children at that school.” Student Cheyenne McLaren spoke of her anger and frustration with the unequal conditions in the schools. She was a member of a group called Students Deserve—led by students, with parents and teachers like Jimenez as allies—that was inspired by the Black Lives Matter movement to fight racism in the schools. It was from them that the demand to end random searches came, and also the desire for more community schools. “We really have been inspired by Black Lives Matter and their framework of divesting and investing. Divesting from policing and from other things that police our schools and students and communities and investing in things that see our students as fully human and provide them what they need to really thrive,” Jimenez said.
It was the fact that the community was with the teachers that led the district to give in rather than to dig in, hoping to break the union in a protracted strike. The UTLA strike was the first big battle of the post-Janus age, and as Jimenez pointed out, the administrators failed in all their attempts to divide and conquer—they were unable to divide the teachers with a two-tier health-care plan, unable to divide the public school teachers from charter school teachers, and unable to divide the teachers from their students.
Since the strike, Jimenez had felt the difference in the classroom. Her students were curious about the work that went into the strike, and began to apply its lessons to the history they had previously learned. It gave her an opportunity to try teaching history in a new way. “We were studying about strikes and the history of strikes right before we went on strike and then, when we came back, I had them do a little exercise where they were the historians, and they were writing a history of the strike that they just witnessed. They were really into it.” Studying the movements of the 1960s and 1970s, her students asked her, “How did they get so many people? I don’t get it—my mom doesn’t even let me go out to the corner, how did these young people get involved?” That question is an invitation, she said, to ask them what has changed since then.
The students connect those historical struggles to the movements they see and participate in now. “The other day we were talking about the courage of Emmett Till’s family to speak up and stand up for things even though they thought they might be killed. They asked me, ‘Have you ever done anything where you felt scared? Where you felt like you were in danger?’ I say, ‘Yes, it is scary every day. But it is also scary not to do anything and not to fight to change things.’ It was one of those moments, just a reminder that they see me as somebody who is obviously doing this work.”
Those connections were especially valuable to her students in the middle of the Trump administration’s crackdown on immigrants, during the coronavirus pandemic, and in the upswell of protest after the police killings of George Floyd and Breonna Taylor in 2020. For her, all of these issues were intertwined, and they all underlined the question of sanctuary at school.
When the schools shut down to prevent further spread of COVID-19, Jimenez’s school managed to distribute a number of laptops to students, but, she noted, it was still incredibly difficult to translate classroom teaching to virtual learning. Any experimental projects were suddenly out the window. “It just kind of turned everything upside down,” she said. And for teachers like her who were parents as well, there was an added layer of stress.
The power built with the strike meant that UTLA was able to quickly mobilize and get a side letter added to its contract that, Jimenez said, “really spoke to the needs of students and teachers, especially those of us who are multitasking at home with kids and family.” Jimenez was working on special projects that spring, supporting interdisciplinary work, and helped other teachers pivot to using the pandemic as a teaching device, to combine social studies and history and science by teaching both the biology and history of pandemics.
But even so, the changes were difficult for teachers and students alike. “Many of our students are just struggling not just to log on, but to have enough food and have enough money,” she said. “I work with a lot of newcomer students and a few have just stopped attending to online learning—they’ve started working. . . There really isn’t another option because their family members or whoever was taking care of them lost their job or lost hours. The choice was, ‘Am I going to do this online schoolwork or am I going to get to making some money?’”
Students Deserve had put forth demands around the coronavirus pandemic, ranging from universal passage (to eliminate the pressure of getting grades in a global crisis) to rent cancellation to the freeing of prisoners to stop the spread of the virus. And teachers, Jimenez said, had taken those demands into the classroom. “They’re going through it one by one with students: ‘Where is this demand coming from?’ and looking at statistics around the virus in prisons, looking at how Black people are dying more, looking at other moments in history where questions of race and class were driving the way people were impacted.”
This organizing between teachers and students, she said, had opened up space “to reimagine what is possible in terms of schooling.” Because of the pandemic, all state-required tests were canceled. “Nobody misses them!” she laughed. But the questions were becoming sharper as the teachers and students looked toward the potential reopening of schools. “What do we want to be in place before we reopen? And, if we don’t have those things, what are we willing to do?” The union eventually won an agreement with the district to maintain distance learning in the fall, rather than forcing teachers and students back into the classroom at risk of spreading the virus.48
It all made her think back to her first days as an educator, having to fight for the public schools’ budget. “We were just not in the place—our union wasn’t and the world wasn’t and all unions were not in a place to fight back in the way that we are now,” she said. But now, with a strong union and a strong coalition in the city, the teachers were preparing to use their power once again.
One point in that fight was likely to be over the police budget. Even before the protests began in May 2020, Black Lives Matter Los Angeles and other organizations had been pushing for a People’s Budget that would cut police funding—54 percent of the city’s discretionary budget had been set to go to the police department—and reinvest in public services. UTLA also backed a successful push to cut the budget for the school police—a separate department—by $25 million, or 35 percent.49
Jimenez took on some new roles after the strike. She’s expanded on her work organizing with parents and students and her work in the community school, finding new ways to ensure that the demands of the entire community are met. She’s now on the Community Schools Steering Committee, for example, a body that includes district staff, and even students, working to bring the promised thirty new community schools to fruition. She was also elected area chair for the union in the North Area, a position in which she was learning more about the union structures in order to keep building its strength.
Through all this work in the union and the community, it could be hard to remember to think about herself. But the strike had taught her something important, something that hit her on the very first morning on the picket line. “We get told so often that we are greedy and we only care about the money,” she said. “But we are living in a really expensive city and it is getting more expensive all the time. It is not easy.” On the line the first day, as police arrived to keep an eye on the strikers, the feeling brought tears to her eyes. Watching her colleagues in the rain, struggling but keeping their spirits up, dancing to “Proud Mary” from a portable speaker, drove it home for her.
She continued, welling up again. “I had this moment this week where it was like, ‘Oh, I am also doing this for myself as a worker, as a working-class person, as a single mom. This is actually not that easy for me. I am not getting paid. I am actually also sacrificing.’ It is okay to say, ‘This is also for me.’”



CHAPTER 4
SERVICE WITH A SMILE
Retail
ANN MARIE REINHART DIDN’T INTEND TO SPEND HALF HER LIFE WORKING in retail. It just sort of happened that way.
“I have always worked. I have worked two and three jobs,” she explained. She had left her position in medical billing right before her first child was born, and hadn’t quite figured out what was next. A few months after her son’s birth, she stopped by a Toys “R” Us store and saw a “Now Hiring” sign. They hired her on the spot for the holidays. That was 1988.
“I had no aspirations of being a permanent cashier or working in retail. It was definitely not on my bucket list,” she said with a laugh. “The make-up of a part-timer today is either you are a mom, you are a student, or you are working a second job.” But she liked the idea of getting back to work, in part because she didn’t want to buy her husband a Christmas present with his money. “I always had my own money,” she said.
Reinhart is from Long Island, and you can hear it in her voice even though she’s been in North Carolina for years now; she is warm and motherly but with a mischievous twinkle in her eyes when she’s telling a funny story. She’d assumed her stint at Toys “R” Us would be over after the holidays, but instead the store started training her in customer service and how to keep track of the money. The pay wasn’t great, and retail could be stressful, but the company always gave her some flexibility in her schedule so she had time to be with her family. “Those will be my dying words, ‘They always worked with me,’” she laughed. “That was when it was more of the company that Charles Lazarus created, that family type of atmosphere.”
The flexibility allowed her to stay through her second pregnancy, when she briefly considered leaving for good. When both of her children were in school, she gave in to her managers and coworkers and took the full-time position her managers offered her, moving into a supervisor’s role. It came along with a new benefit: health insurance. Her husband worked in a small business with his brother, and insurance had been costing them thousands each year. The insurance from her job—and the continued flexibility—made it worth her while to stay. “Back then, Toys ‘R’ Us was very good to all of us. I was a Cub Scout leader. I was a mom on the football team. It let me be the mom that I wanted to be.”
That’s not to say it was a perfect job, not at all. The company might have allowed her time off for some of her kids’ activities, but she still worked long hours. “I think that nobody realizes all the sacrifices that are made by the people that work in retail. They sacrifice their families,” she said. “Almost the entire month of December, I didn’t see my husband. He got up early for work. I would come home and he would be sleeping. Then, he would leave for work and I would be sleeping.” Her husband once suggested it was time for her to find a “real” job, which frustrated her. “I was like, ‘You think I am not busting my ass every day at work? This is a real job.’”
And then, of course, there were the customers. Some of them were lovely, but others could be unbelievably nasty. Sometimes the customers abused her—“I have been called every name in the book”—and other times she had to intervene as a supervisor when they bullied her colleagues. Reinhart brushed her brown bob off her forehead to show me the scar from a Green Power Ranger toy that a customer had thrown in her face. The customer, she said, had brought the same toy back over and over again, taking advantage of the company’s return policy. “Finally, my boss was like, ‘Listen, she can’t come in here every week with this. She is showing no receipt, no box. We aren’t doing this anymore for her.’” So Reinhart had to tell the woman they wouldn’t take the toy back. “I am a good schmoozer, that is why it took me by surprise. She took it and she threw it at me!” She recalled touching her forehead and feeling blood.
Another incident that stuck with her had happened to one of her colleagues, and she’d had to intervene. A woman came in wanting to return something—again, clearly used—and the employee at the customer service counter politely told her that the store could not accept the item back. The customer, as Reinhart watched, “started berating her and insulting her.” The customer turned to her daughter, “who was maybe seven or eight,” and said, “This is why you get an education, so you don’t end up like her,” Reinhart recalled. “I turned around and said, ‘What did you just say?’” The worker was in tears, and Reinhart told the customer to leave. “It was just an ‘A-ha!’ moment for me, like, everyone does view people who work in retail as worthless.”
Another horror story involved Reinhart’s daughter-in-law, who also worked in customer service at the store. “[One] lady was so mad at her, she took her daughter’s wet panties off and threw them at my daughter-in-law,” Reinhart said. Her eyes welled up as she recalled her daughter-in-law’s scream when the wet underwear hit her.
Retail might have given her a thick skin, and she might have prided herself on her ability to manage difficult people, but these memories clearly still stung. “That is another thing with retail. If you are good at a job—no matter how crappy that job is—they won’t take you out of it,” she said. “Some days you go home feeling depleted.” And the worst part was that after customers behaved horribly, management would often give in to keep them happy. “Not only are you insulted and berated by customers, you felt it double for your store manager to come out and give that customer what they wanted anyway.”
The idea that retail was not a “real job” was echoed constantly by her customers. “The word ‘stupid’ comes out so much that I truly believe they think we are all uneducated,” Reinhart continued. “I went to college. Half my cashiers are all in college right now. How dare you?” But in the changing economy, she pointed out, retail work was far from just a job for teenagers. For her, it had been a career that paid her as much as the factory jobs that had built the American middle class—though with no union and with that modern innovation, a 401(k), rather than a pension. “Most of the people my age—I am sixty—grew up with stay-at-home moms,” she said. Now, women make up most of the workforce in retail and service, and many of them are moms like her, supporting a family.
After nearly ten years at the big Toys “R” Us store in Huntington, Long Island, Reinhart transferred to a new Babies “R” Us store. The holidays were calmer, without the mad rush every year at the toy store, and she was able to spend more time with her kids. “I came home and my house was decorated right after Thanksgiving. All those years, I didn’t get to enjoy the holidays. My kids were like eight, nine, ten years old, and they appreciated it more, too.”
As her sons grew up, Reinhart and her husband began to consider moving south, following her sister and brother, who were already in North Carolina. She once again questioned whether she wanted to stay at Toys “R” Us, but since the company had nearly eight hundred stores, she could move and have a job already lined up—and keep the salary she was making in New York. She also had noticed that in her years at Toys “R” Us, retail had begun to change: all the ads she saw were for part-time jobs with no benefits. So she moved to Durham, North Carolina, and became store supervisor at a Babies “R” Us by the Southpoint Mall. The baby registries, in particular, made the job worth it—she enjoyed sitting down with new parents and helping them pick things out. Years later, at a different job, she ran into a former customer, who remembered her immediately. “She says, ‘You did my whole registry with me. You sold me my furniture.’” It was moments like that that made her actually like the work.
It was sometime around her move that Reinhart first heard mention of Bain Capital’s involvement with Toys “R” Us, though, as it was explained to the employees, Bain was investing money in the company to help it expand the baby stores into superstores. She didn’t think too much of it at first. As a human resources representative, she said, she used to go to job fairs and talk up the company. “I would say things like, ‘It is a financially stable company. Toys “R” Us has been around forever.’”
Those words haunt her now. In 2005, Bain Capital, Kohlberg Kravis Roberts (KKR), and Vornado Realty Trust took over the company, and things began to change. Slowly at first—slowly enough that Reinhart was shocked when she was told her store was being closed. It was shuttered in April 2018, and the company was liquidated shortly thereafter. Private equity buys up firms that are wobbly through leveraged buyouts that put the debt used to buy them back on the company’s balance sheets; if any more trouble hits a company, whether it be increased competition, in the case of Toys “R” Us, or, more recently, the global pandemic, things can unravel quickly. Once iconic brands like J. Crew and Neiman Marcus have fallen into bankruptcy in this way.1
What that meant for Reinhart was the loss of a job she’d had for twenty-nine years, with no severance. “It was almost my entire adult life,” she said, shaking her head. “What was I thinking?” But the time she’d put in taught her to advocate for herself and for her colleagues, from those moments on the customer service desk to arguing, as HR, for higher wages. “I am most proud, probably, of my work then,” she said.
“It did prepare me to fight the company.”


IN 1892, THE WORKERS AT THE HOMESTEAD STEEL PLANT IN WESTERN Pennsylvania challenged their employers’ demand for massive wage cuts. They were locked out, the lockout became a strike, and the employer called in the union-busting Pinkerton detectives. In the resulting battle, seven of those workers were killed. Today, the smokestacks that burned over those deaths still stand, but the rest of the plant is now a shopping mall, with the tagline, “Where tradition meets trend.” Those factory grounds, where workers fought and died to uphold labor standards, now house retail jobs—the wages low, the turnover high, as if those old battles never happened.2
Retail salesclerk is the single largest job category in the United States and also a common occupation in much of Europe. Even with the rise of Internet sales, a pandemic, and headlines in recent years proclaiming a “retail apocalypse,” retail remains a cornerstone of the economy and a way that millions of people put food on the table. Yet those jobs, in so many cases, are “bad” jobs, with low security, few benefits, erratic schedules, and virtually no opportunity for upward mobility.3
Retail jobs are not new, of course, and they have long retained many of the characteristics we still associate with them—they are dominated by women and part-timers, and they are taxing not just physically but mentally and emotionally, as workers often feel trapped between customers and managers. But as the economy shifted from a manufacturing focus to a focus on consumption, the manufacturing jobs—gendered masculine and built on a full-time schedule—were cut back. Retail rose to dominance in manufacturing’s stead, and as it did, so did those feminine-gendered labor patterns. But the real difference between the retail jobs and the manufacturing jobs that were fading was the requirement of that “service with a smile.” Retail workers, unlike manufacturing workers, have to appear to love their work.4
Retail was long considered a sideline, an add-on to the “real” economy, its workers less important or serious than those in factories. For a long time, retail stores were small businesses; up until the Great Depression in the United States, independently owned stores constituted 89 percent of retail establishments and did 70 percent of retail sales. “Mom-and-pop” stores were just that: family establishments that had maybe one or two outside employees. Mostly, the family did what was necessary, even the children.5
But capitalist production led to capitalist retail—the massive department store or the sprawling chain that replicated across the country, promising a familiar array of goods wherever the shopper went. And capitalist retail, with centralized management, meant salesclerk jobs. In the United States, non-owner retail jobs exploded between 1880, when there were about 32,000 clerks, and 1930, when there were 2.3 million. The work varied with the stores—high-end clothing retail involved high-end personal service, with saleswomen patiently outfitting the shopper from head to toe. By contrast, “five-and-dime” stores served the growing working class, providing groceries, dry goods, and the occasional treat, with perhaps just a passing grin from the clerk. The jobs tended to be similar, though, in that they stretched over long hours for low pay.6
As retail stores expanded, the job of the clerk did, too. Hand-selling required a range of skills, from product knowledge to physical stamina (fifteen-hour workdays were not uncommon). It also called for the kind of patience and “people skills” needed to read a customer’s mood as well as her budget, in order to suggest products that would appeal and upsell extras. Yet such skills were not considered as important as the ones that men in the factory or on the farm might have; the service economy, historian Bethany Moreton wrote, “capitalized on this broad social agreement that women weren’t really workers, their skills not really skills.” In other words, they capitalized on the same logic that applied to women’s work in the home, paid or unpaid, as well as to child care and teaching.7
Shopping was also women’s work, an extension of housework. Retail stores therefore were designed to appeal to women’s sensibilities, whether they were upscale or downmarket. Retail employers staffed up with women workers, who the employers assumed innately had those sensibilities, and would be good at making the store feel homelike. Women, after all, were presumed to be naturally caring and sensitive to the needs and desires of others—and that made them better at selling to other women without overstepping boundaries.
Department stores, in particular, made skilled selling central to their business model. But they had to balance the need to develop the skills of their employees with the desire to keep labor costs down, profits high, and prices affordable. Hiring women, particularly young women, who were presumed to be pliant, helped. That those young women would presumably depart in relatively short order to get married and have families of their own had the benefit for the bosses of keeping turnover relatively high, so that workers never got too expensive or too demanding. And part-time scheduling went hand in hand with low wages: younger women were assumed to be dependent on parents, while married women, if they managed to hold on to a job at all in an era of intense prejudice against married women working, were assumed to be working for “pin money.” Their real job was supposed to be homemaking.8
Sales jobs were, despite the relatively low pay, respectable work for young women who aspired to class mobility. The department store clerk was expected to model the merchandise she sold, and store discounts encouraged her to shop. This expectation of respectability also meant that sales jobs were largely for white women. Black women—and even Jewish women and immigrants—did not give off the impression of middle-classness needed for sales work. Yet the saleswoman also had to give a convincing performance of deference to her clients, even when they irritated her or reported her to management. Skilled salesclerks found innovative ways to carve out space where they, not the imposing (and usually male) managers or imperious shoppers, were the boss. They maintained their own coded language for talking about customers in front of them; they collaborated to help one another meet sales quotas; and they revenged themselves on coworkers who did not follow the rules. The workers also could make occasional alliances with shoppers who, particularly in the Progressive Era (before World War I and the Depression), took an interest in social reform.9
The work it takes to suppress one’s true feelings, to maintain a calm smile and the appearance of enjoyment, in order to maintain the customer’s mood is familiar to anyone who works with people. This work—which sociologist Arlie Russell Hochschild famously dubbed “emotional labor”—remains a major component of the retail salesperson’s job and a key difference between it and factory work. If you’re standing behind an automobile assembly line, it doesn’t matter if you smile or frown, but your failure to emanate a pleasant mood on the sales floor can ruin your workday (particularly if you rely on commissions or tips). “Seeming to ‘love the job’ becomes part of the job,” Hochschild wrote, “and actually trying to love it, and to enjoy the customers, helps the worker in this effort.”10
Such labor is deeply gendered: women are made responsible for others’ emotions off the clock, and that emotion management has become part of the job while punched in. Yet this distribution of emotional labor reflects the inequalities of the broader society. To manage your feelings in order to avoid imposing them on others is to place yourself in a subordinate position; to have to massage others’ feelings all day long is to get used to swallowing your own emotions and needs. Skill in this field is a skill learned from a life without power; it should not be surprising, then, that such a skill is rarely seen as a skill by the powerful, who expect deference as their natural right.11
Even as women’s emotional skills were undervalued, by paying women a wage at all, retail bosses provided some recognition that they contributed something important. The introduction of training programs and even vocational education in the early twentieth century upheld the idea that sales work was skilled work, yet the workers were also undermined by consistent low pay. Saleswomen earned between 42 and 63 percent of what men did in sales jobs—one shoe saleswoman complained to a labor investigator, “I don’t get the salary the men clerks do, although this day I am six hundred sales ahead! Call this justice? But I have to grin and bear it, because I am so unfortunate as to be a woman.” Unions, too, accepted the framework of what researchers Jonas Anshelm and Martin Hultman called “industrial breadwinner masculinity”—the breadwinner’s job was what mattered, and it was those jobs that should be prioritized, while “women’s work” was less important and less worthy of the unions’ attention. The same ideology that promoted the family wage therefore undermined the wages of women. It contributed to the sense that retail work was dead-end, short-term work—and easy.12
Despite sometimes having to convince unions that they were worth the effort, retail workers fought for shorter hours, higher wages, and looser dress codes, but most of all for recognition that their jobs counted, that their work was also work. Inspired by the sit-down strikers at the General Motors plant in Flint, Michigan, Detroit Woolworth Five and Dime clerks—all of them young women—sat in and occupied their store for seven days in 1937 before winning nearly all their demands. The Woolworth’s was a four-story brick building, a shopping palace, historian Dana Frank wrote, “built for working-class people.” The saleswomen at Woolworth’s dished out candy and served food and sold a variety of low-priced goods for purchase by people who were slowly winning themselves disposable income and spare time in which to spend it. The saleswomen wanted these same things for themselves. They demanded union recognition, an eight-hour workday, overtime pay, discount lunches, free uniforms, seniority rights, hiring of new workers through the union, and a ten-cent raise per hour on their twenty-five-cent-an-hour wages.13
Striking Woolworth’s was a shot across retail’s bow; it was, Frank wrote, “like striking Walmart, the Gap, and McDonald’s all at the same time.” And the women did it with flair. They knew that the same charm that had gotten them hired in the first place would play well with reporters, and they performed for the cameras that turned up as well as for one another. They sang songs and danced and did one another’s makeup and hair. Their working-class clientele supported them, as did other unions in the city; the musicians’ union turned up to play for them. Strikers at a second Detroit store joined them days in; the Waiters and Waitresses Union threatened to take the strike national. Kresge’s, a competing chain, gave its workers an immediate five-cent raise, and then on the seventh day Woolworth’s gave in. Seeing the success in Detroit, retail workers around the country duplicated their efforts.14
Thus the period of rapid growth of chain stores was also a brief period of rapid victories for chain-store workers. The remaining opposition to chain stores—a hangover of the mom-and-pop days and a kind of littler-is-better populism that we still hear echoes of today in politicians’ paeans to “small business”—ensured that there wasn’t much sympathy in the Depression-era press for the titans of the retail industry. Particularly in the South, there was a belief that “socialism, atheism, chain stores, and companionate marriage” were linked in spelling doom for American culture, yet activists couldn’t stop their growth. By the late 1940s, the Retail, Wholesale and Department Store Union (RWDSU) had ninety thousand members, and the Retail Clerks International Association (RCIA) nearly two hundred thousand. Yet even at their peak, retail unions only represented one in ten employees in the industry, and retail workers were left out of early minimum-wage laws.15
The anti-chain-store movement, somewhat perversely, helped one of the twentieth century’s largest chains find early success. Walmart benefited from the down-home image cultivated by Sam Walton, its baseball-capped founder. Walton spun that image into a lasting perception that Walmart was a “family” company with local roots long after it had expanded beyond any possible family bounds. In the 2010s, longtime Walmart workers were still telling me fond stories of Sam. But the family, as we’ve discussed, is itself a style of work, and Walton understood how to capitalize on it. In order to appeal to the rural housewife as a customer, as well as to appropriate her labor as she moved into the waged workforce for the first time, Walmart had to feel like the family.16
Walmart was born in the rural Ozarks, in the northwestern corner of Arkansas, and there the company maintains its base to this day. From there, it grew, until, as historian Nelson Lichtenstein wrote, it controlled a swath of global trade roughly equal to that of the eighteenth-century Dutch East India Company. And in the time of its growth, the global economy was shifting from one driven by manufacturers to one driven by retailers. Woolworth’s and the early mail-order houses—Sears and others—were able to use their size to exert some power over the manufacturers from whom they acquired goods to sell, but Walmart epitomized a larger change in the way the world did business.17
Though Walmart’s major innovation was in distribution, its success in this particular corner of America, largely rural and scarred by Depression-era evictions, relied heavily on the women who worked in its early discount stores. Those women taught Walton what mattered to them: a sense of Christian service and a feeling that they were helping their community, which animated them more than their (low) wages did. Christian family values were infused into the company by its employees and trickled upward to influence the folksy identity that Walton was building into his brand. While part of the anti-chain-store panic was inflected with a gendered fear that “a nation of clerks” would be unmanly, Walmart’s familial hierarchy restored order, with women doing the selling for the smiling male founder at the top.18
Walmart was also able to cut costs through its self-service model, where (mostly women) shoppers did much of the work themselves, finding branded products in neatly arranged aisles and only occasionally needing assistance from the sales staff. So even as Walmart advertised its quality service, it was in fact trying to cut down on the number of people it had to hire to provide that service. The company rewarded its employees for faster scanning at the checkout counter, giving out pins to cashiers who could scan five hundred items per hour. That scanning efficiency meant sore wrists, certainly, but more importantly, more data for Walmart’s distribution system and just-in-time stocking practices. It also meant deskilling the workers and devaluing the very emotional labor it had learned to pay lip service to.19
In the 1960s, John F. Kennedy made a raise for retail clerks a campaign promise and got it enacted into law. That was despite the opposition of conservatives like Barry Goldwater, himself the scion of a department-store family, and Sam Walton, who viciously opposed the minimum-wage increase and demanded that his managers ensure the stores remained union-free. Walmart achieved that goal by maintaining a culture that emphasized the importance of service work, even if that acknowledgment came verbally (and on name tags reading “our people make the difference,” a slogan reinstated in 2015 after Walmart workers began going on strike) rather than through pay increases. Walmart, and the other companies that followed its lead, worked to infuse a sense of belonging into its workers that would make up for low pay—and would make them better at projecting the aura of care that helped the company succeed.20
Walmart’s spread across America and the world coincided with—but barely acknowledged—the feminist revolution, even as it relied heavily on the labor of women entering the workforce in droves. While middle-class women were going to work to find meaning, though, working-class women were going to work to find a paycheck, and the work they found was all too similar to the work they did in the home. Retail and food-service jobs didn’t pay well, and managers often treated their workers abominably; in such an environment, the pains that Walmart took to at least acknowledge the efforts and care of its workers made it a better employer than many. And as it continued to grow, factories were shrinking, closing, or departing for lower-wage countries; Walmart (or its distribution centers) might soon be one of the few jobs in town. In this way, even as women moved into the workforce, more men moved into jobs that looked like women’s work, where they, too, had to learn to do the emotional labor that, in women, was taken for granted. It wasn’t the equality feminism had dreamed of: men and women both cobbling together a living from multiple low-paying jobs as the conditions of women’s work became more and more widespread.21
The Walton family expanded its reach politically as well as economically. It invested in organizations like Students in Free Enterprise (SIFE), now known as Enactus, which sponsors programs at universities to teach students about the beauties of “free enterprise,” otherwise known as capitalism. It poured money into small Christian colleges, from which it harvested management trainees loyal to the company and its professed values and willing to put in long hours. And through the Walton Family Foundation, it directed funds to “school choice,” the euphemism for privately owned charter schools. According to the foundation’s own documents, one in every four charter schools created in the United States has received Walton Family funds. Such an investment in education has ideological goals; it aims to reshape schools and what and how they teach. After all, with widely accessible education, but service industries dominating the economy, what we get is educated workers doing service jobs, and so the Waltons and others like them aimed to make sure those workers believed in the system under which they worked.22
Walmart has changed the American workplace: more and more of the jobs of the twenty-first century are made in its feminized, low-wage image, with no health insurance, volatile schedules, and high turnover. More than 70 percent of all jobs, by one count, created in the United States between 1973 and 1980 were in services and retail trades, creating a new “service proletariat” mostly made up of women and people of color. Walmart argues that its low prices make up for the low wages, raising the standard of living of working-class people by offering them cheap goods. It also argues that its workers like their work. Regardless, the company’s impact has been such that, as Bethany Moreton argued, “the economic vision we call neoliberalism, Thatcherism, Reaganomics, or free-market fundamentalism could also claim the title of Wal-Martism.”23
In the wake of Walmart, retail businesses had few options. Walmart’s entry into a community often triggered a wave of closures among shops that couldn’t compete with the chain’s massive advantages. One study found that in the ten years after Walmart’s arrival in Iowa, “the state lost 555 groceries, 298 hardware stores, 293 building supply stores, 158 women’s apparel shops, 116 drugstores, and 153 shoe stores.” As a whole, the retail sector was growing, becoming a larger part of the economy in the United States and Europe, but it was also segmenting, splitting into high-end and low-end and then further in an effort to appeal to different demographics. Few companies could compete with Walmart; those that did either imitated its business model with a slightly fancier gloss (Target) or improved upon it (Amazon). Other companies—like Toys “R” Us—applied it to their specific sector, coming to ruthless dominance. Self-service and the barcode scanner deskilled the formerly skilled sales jobs in department stores, clothing retail, and grocery stores. Higher-end retailers did invest to a degree in service, even while attempting to keep labor costs (wages) low. But they went counter to the overall trend toward concentration and standardization, organizations that could replicate with a largely interchangeable workforce.24
As this retail model spread, the recession of the 1970s hit, and then the administrations of Ronald Reagan, in the United States, and Margaret Thatcher, in the United Kingdom, slashed public services and public-sector jobs. Retailers that had been unionized or had upheld near-union wages and conditions felt the squeeze and began to slice away at labor costs. Workers got wage cuts and more part-time, no-benefits jobs. High turnover became a blessing for employers who wanted to shed their costliest workers—a shift from the decades of welfare capitalism that characterized even the earliest years of retail work. The shift to what sociologist Peter Ikeler called “contingent control” gave retail stores and other service employers a flexible workforce that can be hired and fired at need. Those workers, in other words, are unlikely to be around long enough to question managers’ power. Ann Marie Reinhart’s decades at one retailer, by the 2000s, was a rare experience.25
By 2013, less than 5 percent of American retail workers were members of unions, down from 11 percent in 1983. Younger workers can expect more than twenty job changes in a lifetime, nearly double the number of baby boomers. In lieu of providing unionized jobs with decent conditions, the new retail stores learned from Walmart to pay lip service to workers’ wants and needs, to embrace “teamwork” while making sure workers didn’t actually team up enough to organize. Such paternalism works best with workers who don’t need to support a family on their wages—on young people, students, or women, as Reinhart noted, whose main job remains in the home. Something like one in three retail workers is a part-timer. It is easier for such workers to emphasize the positive parts of their jobs and shrug off the negatives; if it is, in the words of one young worker, “not my real job,” but just a stopgap, there is less incentive for the workers to make demands. A “cool” supervisor or one who is “like family,” snacks in the break room, those can make up for a lot if you never expected a family-sustaining wage in the first place. But it is still important to remember that two-thirds of the retail workforce is in fact over the age of twenty-five, and trending older. There are a whole lot of people working retail who are, in fact, supporting others.26


IN 2000, THE FIRST CRACK IN WALMART’S ARMOR CAME WITH THE FILING of a class-action sex discrimination lawsuit against the company. Women at the time made up 72 percent of Walmart’s workforce but only 34 percent of its managers; they earned less than men at nearly every level of the company’s hierarchy. The company’s history of exploiting the service skills of women was still visible in the evidence in the Wal-Mart Stores, Inc., v. Dukes case: it had only added its first woman to the board in 1986, when then First Lady of Arkansas Hillary Clinton joined up. The suit landed in the wake of welfare reform, when women were being pushed into low-wage work, and it was decided (in Walmart’s favor, on a technicality) in 2011, as the world struggled to climb out of the recession caused by the 2008 financial crisis. Women’s work was holding together the economy, but it was still valued less than that of men. The contrast could be stark. One of the Dukes plaintiffs, for example, had discovered the pay discrepancy when she was accidentally handed her colleague’s tax form—a glance at it revealed that the man, in his first year as an assistant manager, a job she’d been doing for five years, made $10,000 a year more than her. When she complained to upper management, she was told that her coworker “supports his wife and his two kids.” Pregnant at the time, the woman realized how much Walmart’s vaunted family values were worth. Betty Dukes, the lead plaintiff, told reporter Liza Featherstone that the company was like a bad boyfriend. “They tell you exactly what you want to hear. But then you fall out of love and feel you were basically played.”27
Walmart has not been the only major retailer to face such criticisms. Target has been accused of race discrimination by the Equal Employment Opportunity Commission, and a class-action suit against grocery chain Lucky Stores resulted in a ruling for the plaintiffs in 1992. Home Depot, too, faced a class-action suit. An employee of Hobby Lobby—the same retailer that sued the US government to avoid paying for its employees’ birth control with their health insurance—said she was fired for asking for time off due to pregnancy. When she attempted to sue the company, the case was dismissed because she had, unknowingly, signed away her right to do so in a binding arbitration agreement.28
Retail remains overwhelmingly gendered and racialized. Young workers of color tend to wind up in fast-food jobs, while white teens find jobs in higher-end retail. Those are the jobs more likely to be concentrated in whiter, wealthier areas that are harder to reach by public transit. Thus young people, in particular, tend to get jobs based not on economic need but on access. If they do make it into retail, workers of color are more likely to end up in the stockroom than on the sales floor. One study found that 70 percent of Black and Latinx retail workers make less than fifteen dollars per hour, compared to 58 percent of white retail workers. And another study found that transgender people faced a 42 percent rate of discrimination just in attempting to get a retail job.29
Increased competition even for retail work means that employees often have to jump through hoops to get the decent jobs—and small, independent retailers are no better than the chains. A New York bookshop made one college student take a quiz on authors, and then recite her favorite passage from a novel—all for a minimum-wage job. A London toy store had prospective employees make up songs and demonstrate selling skill by choosing a random product from the store and making up a play about it. Some companies weed out workers who need a job by ensuring long wait times during the screening process, leaving them with workers driven less by economic necessity than by the desire for a specific position. Presumably, they’ll be more loyal.30
There are “aesthetic labor” requirements for higher-end stores, which expect employees to embody their brands and use their products, modeling the goods the way early saleswomen did. These norms particularly affect women, who are expected to put forward a certain image of beauty; the cost of the products women are expected to use creates something known as the “grooming gap,” as writer and organizer Mindy Isser explained. The gap creates, as Isser wrote, a “pay cut catch-22: If women don’t conform, they are paid less; if they do conform, they’re expected to use those higher wages on beauty products and grooming regimens.” These requirements cut into women’s time as well as their budgets, yet forgoing them might mean forgoing the job. Buying and wearing the products they sell is yet another way that retail employees demonstrate their dedication to their jobs. “Sometimes I feel like all the money I earn goes back to the company,” one young worker said. Their pay, after all, remains low, and then some of them find that their dedication to the brand is used against them. “You’re just in it for the discounts,” they are told, another way of telling them their work isn’t work after all.31
High-end stores do not, in fact, necessarily provide higher-end jobs. Researchers found that high-road retailers that tout their excellent service rarely couple that with high-road labor conditions. In 2017, I spoke with Bloomingdale’s workers Betty Lloyd and Kathy Houser, members of Retail, Wholesale and Department Store Union (RWDSU) Local 3 and on the verge of a strike. They were in the aristocracy of retail workers, serving wealthy customers in a flagship New York City store, yet their commissions had dried up, their incomes had shrunk, and their conditions had worsened. Internet sales had eaten into their take-home, as Lloyd explained: “You give them your product knowledge. You show them what you have that is in their needs. You fit them, size them, give them the color. You tell them how great they look. You hear the customer say, ‘Thank you very much, Betty, for your service, but I am going to go home and order this online.’” Small boutiques are no better. As writer Aaron Braun pointed out, they trade on workers’ desire for a more authentic workplace the same way they do on customers’ desire for a more personalized shopping experience. “While these jobs promise a work environment void of the monotony and corporatism usually associated with working-class jobs,” he wrote, “they often simply deliver precarious work and a more personalized form of exploitation.”32
There is, too, the overwhelming suspicion with which retailers have always treated their workers. “Service shopping” or “secret shopping” dates back to the early 1900s, when department stores would send undercover shoppers in to report back on their saleswomen’s behavior. Being patted down when one leaves the store is a common occurrence for retail workers. “Loss Prevention” is an obsession of most retailers: at Walmart it dovetailed with the company’s anti-union obsession, and the company created a sort of internal police department that monitored workers for pilfering or for protesting too much. New technology makes such surveillance easier—the scanning devices handed to workers to track merchandise also tracks the workers, who have to plug in their information to start the device. Japanese workers have been subjected to a “smile scanner” that gauges how well they project happiness on the job—an automated test of emotional labor. The video cameras that are now common in stores not only pick up shoplifters, but can also tell whether employees are smiling.33
The schedule, though, is the biggest complaint among retail workers, and technology plays a role there as well. Retailers attempt to match staffing levels to sales flow, but that is always a guessing game. Scheduling software allows an algorithm to calculate the likelihood of a busy day based on a host of data points, from weather reports to the previous year’s sales on that day, and to assign workers based on the results. That means workers’ schedules are always changing and may vary wildly from week to week, with preference given to those whose availability is “open,” and who do not admit to any other demands on their time, such as school responsibilities or child care. With schedules so in flux, it is easy for managers to use hours to reward favorites, or as punishment for slipups, real or imagined. The dreaded “clopening,” where workers close a store late at night only to have to turn around and open it the next morning on just a couple hours of sleep, has made its way into popular consciousness. On-call shifts have expanded, too—one 2014 study in California found that one-quarter of retail workers had to be on call to work that same day. Women remain more likely than men to work part time, whether or not they want to—something like half of part-time retail workers would prefer to be full time.34
These conditions are broadly true across the world in postindustrial nations. In the United Kingdom, the zero-hours contract is common—though a work contract at all might sound dreamy to US at-will employees, a zero-hours contract gives the worker no guarantee of any hours at all. As of 2017, over nine hundred thousand workers were on such contracts. In the book Where Bad Jobs Are Better, researchers Françoise Carré and Chris Tilly studied retail work in Denmark, France, Germany, the Netherlands, the United Kingdom, and the United States and concluded that while conditions varied by country, “in general, retail jobs have gotten worse across all six countries over the past two decades,” with women and young people overrepresented, and lower-than-average wages. German workers, who had better training, got their schedules six months in advance, and had union protections, nevertheless were increasingly in “mini-jobs” with lower pay and fewer benefits. French cashiers got to sit down on the job, and stores closed earlier in the day and on Sundays, yet French retail workers too were tracked for their scanning speed. In Mexico, Walmart is unionized, but the workers complained of excessive unpaid overtime.35
Even without the union protections that workers in other countries enjoy, retail workers in the United States have managed to push back some of their worst conditions. On the heels of voting for the highest minimum wage in the United States—$15.20 an hour—and paid sick time, Emeryville, California, a tiny town in the Bay Area clotted with retail stores, voted in a fair workweek ordinance in October 2016. The ordinance required large retailers to give their employees their schedules at least two weeks in advance, and required an extra hour of pay for every time the employer changed that schedule—meaning workers would get paid if they were sent home early or called in from an off day. It also required employers to offer hours to existing employees before hiring new workers. The ordinance came from demands made by workers who organized with the Retail Action Project in New York and in Emeryville with the Alliance of Californians for Community Empowerment (ACCE). Those groups realized that simply raising wages wasn’t enough. “You needed to also tackle the means by which they get those hours so that workers have more of a say and more of a voice and more control over the schedules and hours that they get,” said Anya Svanoe, an ACCE organizer.36
Of course, every gain for retail workers has come amid howls of protest from the employers, who argued that raising retail wages will accelerate what’s come to be known as the “retail apocalypse.” Stores are closing, the Internet is now where people do their shopping, and entire brands are closing up shop. The result is that people like Ann Marie Reinhart are forced to restructure their lives. To keep up with changing demands, stores lay off workers or cut back hours, often worsening their already-existing problems, according to Richard Granger, organizing director at the United Food and Commercial Workers (UFCW) union Local 23 in Western Pennsylvania. “Our fear is that if people are spending less time and money in a brick-and-mortar location, that if they then also start to experience less customer service, less attention because a corporation makes a staffing decision, that creates a vicious cycle that drives consumers to look for other options,” Granger said. There is also the push to automate jobs: the self-scanner is now common in grocery stores and some other retail outlets in the United States and the United Kingdom, but thus far it has had a relatively modest impact on job loss.37
The apocalypse was sometimes overstated. Sociologist Stephanie Luce explained that brick-and-mortar retail and even customer service remained popular. “Shopping isn’t just buying; it is also an activity. Tourism, for example, involves lots of looking in stores.” The Bureau of Labor Statistics projects only a slight decline in the industry over the next decade. While e-commerce has grown relatively rapidly, it still makes up a small portion of total retail sales and only employs a small percentage of total retail workers.38
But e-commerce has also expanded the role of the distribution center. Central to Walmart’s business model, and now to Amazon’s, the distribution hub is a place for goods to move rather than to be held, and jobs in it are infamously miserable. Yet in some ways the jobs are similar to those in the retail stores: the handheld scanner, the shelves of goods, the pressure to go faster. But instead of the emotional labor of smiling at customers, the “pickers” in the warehouse face the grinding boredom of long hours alone, without even music to keep them company. Emily Guendelsberger, a journalist who took an Amazon “fulfillment center” job and wrote about it in her book On the Clock, encountered a coworker one night dressed as Santa Claus for a pre-Christmas shift. He was, she wrote, a professional—well, a volunteer—Santa in his time outside of the warehouse, but Santa-ing didn’t pay the bills. Santa encouraged her to feel “blessed” to be “healthy enough to work here.” But the shift toward more distribution center work is unlikely to leave anyone feeling blessed—or fulfilled.39
It might be easier to differentiate oneself from the warehouse work, though, than it is from the enforced smile of the retail shop floor. Arlie Russell Hochschild noted that the risk of overidentifying with the job was the dreaded “burnout,” now a buzzword of sorts. Burnout, associated, in particular, with the millennial generation, in the case of retail workers, could be the exhaustion that comes from convincing oneself over and over again that low-wage work is fun and fulfilling, even if not deserving of higher wages.40
And now even emotional labor, rarely recognized as requiring skill in the first place, is undergoing its own process of deskilling. Big-box stores like Walmart and Target give workers scripts to follow when they interact with customers, foreclosing their own ability to make decisions, and secret shoppers might also check to see how closely workers follow such a script. Such deskilling itself seems once again to point toward full automation, but in the moment, it’s just another tactic of control.41
The coronavirus pandemic accelerated many of the trends already existing in retail. With the shift to online ordering as shelter-in-place orders spread across the globe, some companies, such as J. Crew, slid into bankruptcy, while some e-retailers—particularly Amazon—profited wildly. Companies laid off workers, particularly part-timers, as they tried to save money for eventual reopening. Big-box stores like Walmart and Target remained open, putting up safety shields for workers and providing in some cases short-term bonus pay for those who continued to show up. Workers, however, demanded more. The workers deemed “essential” during the pandemic, explained Travis Boothe, a pharmacy technician at Kroger in West Virginia, were retail workers like him, and the whole country was realizing “just how essential we are to the very foundations of this country’s economy.” Kroger, he noted, was doing “extremely well”: “Profits are up, sales are up. They pretty much have a guarantee that those profits will continue throughout this crisis.” But the company moved to take away the workers’ $2-an-hour “hero pay” just two months into the crisis, and the workers (and some customers) were angry. Telling them that they were essential, that they were heroes, one minute and then taking away their hazard pay the next didn’t sit well with them, and that anger lent fuel to the protests that erupted across the nation in late May 2020.42


WHEN ANN MARIE REINHART FIRST HEARD THAT TOYS “R” US WAS GOING bankrupt, she said, “I think it was the seven stages of grief. I think we all went through them. It was mostly denial at first.”
The announcement came in September 2017. At first the company said it would keep operating as usual; then, Reinhart said, they were told that over one hundred stores were closing, including the superstore where she worked in North Carolina. She tried to keep up her hopes, though, telling herself, “I had seen them close stores before.” Since the leveraged buyout—one of a stack of finance terms Reinhart and her coworkers would learn in the ensuing years—“the whole mentality changed.” Before, Toys “R” Us had a family atmosphere, she said—she recalled the founder, Charles Lazarus, arriving at her store for an unexpected visit one time, in jeans and a plaid shirt. The store, she said, “was his baby.” Lazarus, she noted, died just as the company went into liquidation, in March 2018.43
Reinhart had researched Bain Capital during the 2012 presidential race. Mitt Romney (now senator from Utah) was running, and he had been one of the firm’s founders. She always read up on the candidates before making her choice, and Bain’s business model struck her as predatory well before she had any idea how much it would affect her life. So when her manager mentioned Bain’s involvement as they changed her Babies “R” Us to a superstore, she said, “It was like, ‘Ding! Ding! Ding!’ I said to him, ‘Do you know what Bain Capital does to companies? Do you know anything about Bain Capital?’” He defended it to her at the time, but during the liquidation, she said, he messaged her to apologize for not listening to her. “He was with the company maybe ten years, but they sucked thirty years out of me,” she said.
The Toys “R” Us workers weren’t the only ones poring over the news to find out what would happen to their jobs, their health insurance, and their retirement plans. The organization now known as United for Respect was looking to expand its organizing among retail workers. United for Respect had begun as Organization United for Respect at Walmart, or OUR Walmart, as a project of the UFCW to organize Walmart workers around the country. It used social media to build a broad-based group of workers who might never win a union election at any one store, but who could take action at many locations at once, coming together to apply pressure to the company’s leadership to improve working conditions. The organization’s founders had always thought of their work around Walmart as a way to affect the retail sector as a whole—as goes Walmart, so goes the low-wage job. But what was happening at Toys “R” Us seemed to them to be another piece of the retail story—the “retail apocalypse” wasn’t just because of the Internet, but because finance capital had gotten involved and was attempting to wring every possible dollar out of retail firms before dropping them.
Toys “R” Us workers, like Walmart workers, had deeply identified with the company. They felt betrayed by the liquidation, and had felt the erosion of their working conditions as private equity turned up the heat. And they were organizing themselves. One of Reinhart’s coworkers told her about a Facebook group called the Dead Giraffe Society, but at first, she said, she wasn’t interested. When she took a look at it, she saw people sharing memories and pictures, mourning and remembering good times.
The society was also a space for a lot of anger, and the United for Respect organizers dove in, hoping to help. But how do you organize workers at a chain that is closing? Strikes don’t work—you can’t shut down business to make demands if the business itself is closing down. Still, the workers were eager to figure out a way to fight. People would say to Reinhart, “It’s just a job,” she said, but “it is a job that I gave thirty years to, so I am willing to fight. We weren’t treated well.”
The stores weren’t all closed yet when Reinhart’s shut down, and lots of the workers on the Facebook page were nervous about making trouble. But Reinhart had had enough, and though the company had always warned workers about talking to reporters, when a request went out in the Dead Giraffe Society from United for Respect, asking if anyone would like to talk to a BuzzFeed reporter, she said she’d do it. “What are they going to do? They can’t fire me, I don’t have a job anymore.” Her first media interview took an hour, and she said she “was very tearful. It was very, very raw.”
The same organizer from United for Respect then wrote her to ask if she’d like to come to Washington, DC, and meet with Senator Bernie Sanders of Vermont. She called her friend MJ, who had moved to Texas from New York and had also worked at Toys “R” Us. “She said, ‘Are you sure?’ I said, ‘I’ve spoken to them on the phone twice. I have to trust my gut instinct.’ She said, ‘Tell her to call me.’” On the basis of Reinhart’s gut, she and MJ went to DC with United for Respect. “My daughter-in-law was like, ‘Are you crazy?! You are going to get on a plane with strangers. You don’t know these people!’ Lo and behold, it was the best decision we ever made.”
There were only six of them at the meeting in May 2018, out of over thirty thousand workers losing their jobs. Reinhart was nervous—she’d never done anything like this before, and suddenly she was meeting a senator and making her first picket signs. “We didn’t think anybody cared about our story,” she said. “We made all these signs and I was like, ‘Yes, but we are six people.’ We went to Bain Capital. They have an office in DC. We came around the corner and all of a sudden these two buses unloaded onto the streets of Washington, DC, with signs and balloons, and they were all Walmart workers. This one lady, Donna, she said, ‘We got you. We’ve got your back.’ I looked at her tearing up like, ‘Oh my god.’ She hugged me and I will never forget that day.”
It was the beginning of the campaign that would be called Rise Up Retail, which brought the Walmart workers to support the Toys “R” Us workers and showed the Toys “R” Us workers that it was okay to make trouble. The video that Sanders put on his YouTube channel helped, Reinhart said, and then, as more workers came together, the campaign built momentum and power. Other stores joined in as the private equity apocalypse spread. “It is just sad that there are so many of us now,” Reinhart said.
She went from a nervous activist to volunteering to do civil disobedience. Lily Wang of United for Respect recalled Reinhart looking at her and saying, “We’re not going to get severance, are we?” Wang said, “Probably not.” But Reinhart and the others were committed to raising hell to make sure that at least the people who came after them wouldn’t have to face what they had. Wang recalled, “They were like, ‘We are not going to hold out the hope that we are going to get it. What we really want to do is to change the law so that no one has to go through this.’”
The stores were closing, but the workers had the offices of the private equity firms and pension meetings and the halls of Congress for targets, and they had the Internet. They held press conferences—the next one had seventy-five workers, from the original six—and marched on Wall Street. They learned to make their actions dramatic to draw press attention, and to hold them in stores as they closed, sharing videos online. They had, too, their personal conversations, as they learned more about how private equity companies operated and the ins and outs of what had happened to their company. They learned that executives were getting “stay bonuses” while the workers got nothing; that Bain and KKR and Vornado had made something like $470 million off destroying Toys “R” Us. “This has truly been an education and the more we find out, the madder we get,” Reinhart said. “It just puts more fire in our belly to fight.”44
“I think they kept me sane because it gave me an outlet to all of this anger and resentment that I had,” Reinhart said. “Especially in that situation, you feel like you don’t have a voice. I felt like they gave us all a voice who didn’t have one.” From the low point—when she found herself, without her Toys “R” Us health insurance, literally choosing between her own asthma medication and her husband’s diabetes medication—she found her power. She’s traveled back and forth several times; she’s met Senator Elizabeth Warren of Massachusetts as well as Sanders. She was the named plaintiff in a class-action lawsuit asking for the bankruptcy court to take the workers’ claims seriously in the process. She’s spoken on a Senate panel before the Financial Reform Committee. “It was a surreal moment. Like, ‘What am I doing sitting here in Washington, DC, speaking on finance reform?’” She pointed to New Jersey’s new labor law requiring severance payments for mass layoffs as a success of the campaign.45
And then there was the settlement. KKR and Bain announced, in November 2018, a $20 million fund for the workers—less than the $75 million that Reinhart and her colleagues had asked for, but still a victory. It was a small check each—“I just got a check for $300 a week before Christmas. That was the last of the fund money,” Reinhart told me in January 2020—but nonetheless the workers enjoyed spreading the news in the Dead Giraffe Society, which lives on. They won another $2 million in bankruptcy court, Reinhart said. “Nothing but good has come out of it for me.”46
Not long ago, Reinhart was on the phone with a friend, who said to her, “You realize this is in the books now. You were the plaintiff.” In that moment, she realized the significance of her fight. “There was power in numbers, for sure.”



CHAPTER 5
SUFFER FOR THE CAUSE
Nonprofits
ASHLEY BRINK REMEMBERED VIVIDLY WHAT IT WAS LIKE IN HER KANSAS high school when Dr. George Tiller was killed. The Wichita doctor was beloved in progressive and reproductive rights circles, but he was a target for anti-choice violence because he was one of the few doctors in the country who would provide abortions after twenty-four weeks of pregnancy—a difficult procedure only done in extreme cases, made more difficult by the stigma attached to it. When Tiller was shot (while serving as an usher in his hometown church), it was May 2009; Brink was on the verge of graduating. “I remember people in my class celebrating in the hallways and saying, ‘Oh my gosh, finally! All these babies are going to be saved,’” she said. “I remember being like, ‘How can you all say you are pro-life, but you are celebrating the murder of a man?’”1
At Wichita State University, Brink “found my people,” as she described the pro-choice activists and the movement she joined. In 2013, she applied to be an intern at South Wind Women’s Center, the health-care clinic that was reopening in the location of Tiller’s former practice. “I started as an intern and I fell in love with the work,” she said. “Never in a million years, had someone asked me, ‘Where do you see yourself after you graduate college?’ would I have ever said, ‘an abortion clinic.’ But everything about it, I was in love with. I was in love with the patient care. I was in love with my coworkers. I felt like I could be myself and say the things that I had always been thinking, but that people wouldn’t agree with or that people would judge me for thinking.”2
Brink speaks confidently, with a poise born of years doing difficult, emotionally challenging work. She has dodged protesters and soothed patients through the worst moments of their lives, and celebrated with them during the best. Reproductive health care was where she wanted to be, and she planned to spend the rest of her life doing it. Like so many workers in nonprofit organizations, she was devoted to the cause first, giving little thought to her compensation.
After three years at South Wind, Brink said, she and her partner were ready for a new challenge. They knew they didn’t want to live in Kansas forever, so in the spring of 2016 they headed farther west, to Colorado, where Brink got a job with Planned Parenthood of the Rocky Mountains (PPRM). Moving was expensive, and the cost of living in Denver much higher than in Wichita—even more significantly, she took a pay cut, from $15.50 to $12.65 an hour, in taking the PPRM job. But the job was certainly an adventure; she was in a traveling position, hopping from clinic to clinic in Colorado and Wyoming to fill in as needed when clinics were short of health assistants. Every month, she explained, health-center managers would send requests for her when they lost a staffer or someone took leave or was out sick.
“Some days, I would drive to Colorado Springs, which is an hour and a half south of me. Sometimes I would drive to Steamboat Springs and stay a couple of days. I would fly or drive all over the state,” she explained. “Frequently, I drove to Casper [Wyoming], when that clinic was still open, to provide coverage for a couple of days. There were times where I was flown to Durango and flown back to Denver in the same day. I would fly down in the morning, get a rental car, work all day, drive back to the airport, and fly back to Denver on the same day. That is a sixteen- or seventeen-hour day, at least. I could do it, but it was very emotionally draining.” It occurred to her then that there might be a more efficient way for PPRM to solve staffing issues and improve retention, but she liked the work, so she kept going.
When in the clinics, she did a wide variety of tasks: checking patients in and verifying their insurance, counseling patients and providing education on sexual health and pregnancy—“very intimate counseling services,” she noted—as well as taking part in medical procedures. Brink was trained to give injections, draw blood, and provide ultrasounds for patients; she assisted with insertions of intrauterine devices (IUDs) and abortion procedures. She scheduled patients, collected payment, and dispensed medication. The clinics, supported by donation as well as payment for health-care services, served low-income patients on Medicaid as well as those who had insurance. The days could be exhausting—some days, with a lot of walk-in patients or a crisis, there’d be no time for a break or for lunch, Brink said. “You felt like you just didn’t have the time to calm your body so that you could go back out there and continue providing care.”
As a traveling staffer, Brink’s job was the same wherever she went, but, she said, “the frustrating part with that is often clinics are run a little bit differently.” Every clinic’s providers had things set up very specifically for the way they liked to work, she explained, but those specifics could vary widely from clinic to clinic. She had to remember where equipment was kept, which drawer to file patient charts in, at each different center, refreshing herself with each new arrival. Her travels also allowed her to get to know her coworkers at over twenty-four different clinics. “I loved that part of my job. But I always would tell my partner that I felt like I had to be a different person at work every day—I had to change my personality just a bit to fit in with the clinic I was going to be at,” she said. “It wasn’t a negative thing as much as it was just the nature of that position. It definitely wasn’t for everyone. I just happened to be good at it.”
Planned Parenthood’s political arm is kept separate from the clinics, which are run by separate nonprofit organizations, like PPRM, that are affiliates of the Planned Parenthood Federation of America (PPFA). The clinics are not directly controlled by PPFA, but they bear the same name and mission, and many of the staffers, like Brink, have a background as reproductive justice activists and got involved in the clinical work as part of their devotion to the cause. Others, Brink said, took jobs at the clinic because they had been patients there. Some of the staffers were students planning to get medical degrees and become providers themselves. Some, like Brink, wanted to move up into management and make reproductive health care their careers; others just wanted a job they could feel good about, that helped them live their values. Many of them continued to get their own health care at the clinics—it was part of PPRM’s benefits system. For nearly all of them, Brink said, a commitment to reproductive justice motivated their work.3
But working at PPRM also made the staffers a target for anti-choice protesters and politicians. It was a lesson that Brink had learned when she first became involved in reproductive justice work in high school; she was reminded of it when, in 2015, the Colorado Springs Planned Parenthood was the site of a mass shooting that left three dead and nine wounded. At some clinics, the staff and patients ran a gauntlet of shouting protesters in order to get inside. And for the staff, there were other stressors that shadowed each day of work. Brink spoke of a “heightened sense of security that you have to have every day when you are talking to patients.” Planned Parenthood had been the target of several anti-choice “sting” videos alleging that the clinic was selling fetal body parts or otherwise perpetrating horrors, as part of an attempt to get the organization shut down. “You had to be cautious with what you said on the phone and who you said it to. The antis are always trying to get something out of you, and any of it can and will be twisted if you are being recorded,” Brink said.4
The most important part of the job, she said, was the patients, and it was to them she felt her loyalty, even as her days ratcheted emotionally “from zero to sixty, and sixty to zero, back and forth.” She would go from a patient worrying about a cancer diagnosis to a patient thrilled about a positive pregnancy test. While the positive appointments were exciting, she said, “it is emotionally exhausting because you are having to adjust. You are dealing with people’s lives and it is not just like, ‘Okay, here is my fifteen minutes with you. Let’s move on.’ These are people and we had to and wanted to treat them with the amount of respect that they deserved in the time that they were going to be there.”
The staff had to put their own lives and their own problems on hold in order to provide the best care they could. “We can do it, but as a human you can only do it for so long,” Brink said.


CHARITY IS A RELATIONSHIP OF POWER.
The history of charity, and of the development of what we now sometimes call the third sector—nonprofits, nongovernmental organizations (NGOs), or, in the United States, 501(c)(3)’s, referring to their tax-code designation—is the history of the powerful distracting from their power by “giving back” to the less fortunate. This relationship has created a trap for today’s nonprofit workers, who enter a field hoping to do good while also making a living—one that has been shaped by the fact that for centuries it was performed by people who didn’t need a wage. Like other caring fields, nonprofit work was structured as women’s work—in this case work for wealthy women looking for something to do with their time. And that expectation continues to configure the work that people do in this sector—now a massive part of the workforce, about the same size as the entire manufacturing sector in the United States. “The charitable ethic is based on hierarchy, and dependency on the part of the recipient; it responds only to immediate material needs and relocates collective concerns into a realm of private benevolence,” wrote Amy Schiller, a political scientist who studies philanthropy and has worked in the nonprofit sector. In other words, charity is necessarily asymmetrical and reproduces inequalities.5
The problems of today’s nonprofit sector are outgrowths of this necessary inequality: nonprofits exist to try to mitigate the worst effects of an unequal distribution of wealth and power, yet they are funded with the leftovers of the very exploitation the nonprofits may be trying to combat. Nonprofit work then is also caring work, also service work, privatized, on the one hand, unlike public school teaching, but supposedly not in service of the profit motive. Nonprofits are not, despite their supposed lack of interest in profit, exceptions to the capitalist system but embedded in it, necessary to its continued existence.
But even before the rise of capitalism, charitable giving or philanthropy was an expression of inequality; the rich as far back as ancient Greece gave back by sponsoring public buildings, festivals, and even schools. Caring for the poor and the needy was less the focus of such giving than institution-building—the ancient version of today’s wealthy donors stamping their names on theaters and sports stadiums. It was with the rise of Christianity that charity became specifically about giving to the destitute. And such giving provided the benefit not of a pretty building that could be used in life, but the expectation of rewards in the afterlife for the donor.6
This shift meant that the poor now had, in a way, use-value to their wealthier neighbors. Giving to them was a way to demonstrate one’s own goodness and worthiness—one’s deservingness, perhaps, of that unequal accumulation of wealth to begin with. The church, meanwhile, mostly mediated between the two, the donor handing over the money and the church doing the charitable works on their behalf. Giving to the poor was thus shaped the same way as the purchase of indulgences—a way to buy forgiveness for one’s sins through good works, a one-way system sanctioned by the church. Such an attitude marked poor people as different from everyone else—they were either worthy objects of magnanimity or potential troublemakers, but either way, the have-nots were fundamentally different from the haves. And it wasn’t only the church but also the state that began to take an interest in their behavior.7
The religious obligation to give to the poor in its own way encouraged begging, but if everyone was to take up begging, who would do the work? After all, the need for laboring hands required that people be enticed—or coerced—to work. That resulted in early regulations of poor people, including an act of the English Parliament in 1531 that registered poor people who were deemed actually unable to work, giving them legal permission to beg. Hospitals came into existence as extensions of the church’s charitable function, places where the sick and destitute who had no other means of support (those without family to do the caring) could be looked after. Everyone else had to get a job or face brutal punishment.8
Such regulation was a sign that the poor were beginning to be seen as a potential problem, a force capable of unrest, of uprising. They had to be controlled, corralled into the workplace or the workhouse, under the watchful eye of their betters. The state would provide relief, but only under certain circumstances (mostly, as Frances Fox Piven and Richard Cloward noted in their classic Regulating the Poor, when the poor threatened to raise hell). And meanwhile, churches and private donors were expected to mop up around the edges, maintaining a more or less harmonious society.9
Charity has thus long been intertwined with the need to press workers into service and the accompanying suspicion of anyone who does not work. The Poor Relief Act of 1662 codified this relationship in England, setting up the poorhouse as the option for those who truly couldn’t work and didn’t have families to look after them; anyone else would be put to work. The relief system at this time was a shock absorber for early capitalism, managing the people who were displaced from an agricultural system and slowly integrating them into the new wage-labor system. “Relief arrangements,” Piven and Cloward wrote, “deal with disorder, not simply by giving aid to the displaced poor, but by granting it on condition that they behave in certain ways and, most important, on condition that they work.” Such relief could expand and contract, and it also required a new type of worker—those who managed the poor.10
Hospitals and universities had long existed as not-for-profit entities, recognized and taxed differently from other businesses, but the formalized, professionalized nonprofit sector, taking on the work of caring for society’s less fortunate, arose in the nineteenth century alongside the spread of industrial capitalism. And it was, broadly, women’s work. Middle-class women, considered “guardians of moral virtue” and not expected to earn a wage outside the home, expanded their circle of influence from the household outward through the embrace of public service work—though that service work was mostly done through private institutions rather than the state. Some, guided by the church, went into missionary work; others did their moral reforming closer to home, in the burgeoning cities, where the working classes were often crowded into foul tenements, or, in the United States, within a growing movement to abolish slavery.11
Much of the work these women did was unpaid, voluntary labor that because they were women was not really seen as labor at all, and this expectation has crept into the work of women like Ashley Brink in today’s nonprofit sector. And yet it was very much work. Some of it could be done from the home, but most of it required them to go outside, to investigate the conditions they found so offensive, from those of enslaved people laboring on plantations to the working conditions in factories to slum housing to prisons. Women reformers spoke at meetings, gathered signatures on petitions, taught one another, and challenged the ideas of men—and such work, though inspired by their gendered roles, taught many of them to think about their own social position. The early feminist movement drew many of its leaders from the abolitionist ranks. Susan B. Anthony and others turned their attention to the limits placed on their own movement as they fought to break the chains of others.12
In this movement, though, we can see some of the contradictions that remain in today’s nonprofits. Through their abolitionist commitments, white women were able to gain some level of power for themselves, power that was not necessarily shared with Black women who had experienced slavery personally. These women were able to do abolitionist work because they did not need to work for money, because their husbands or fathers had enough of it to allow them to take up the unpaid work of the movement. White women like Anthony and Elizabeth Cady Stanton turned from abolitionism to making the case for women’s rights in explicitly racist language; they believed that their education levels qualified them for the vote and to speak for others. They were thus, despite their opposition to one oppressive system, as Angela Davis pointed out, reliant on the inequalities of another one—industrial capitalism. They would work around the edges, perhaps demanding better housing for the poor or supporting a shorter workday for women in factories, but their investment in the system as it existed meant they often ignored the realities of exploitation.13
The spread of higher education—and in particular, the opening of a limited number of colleges to women—created a generation of would-be workers primed for charity work. Large numbers of women who attained college degrees remained single, and those who did not go into teaching searched for other ways to have influence in the world. In Saidiya Hartman’s words, “slum reform provided a remedy for the idleness of the privileged, a channel for the intelligence and ambition of college-educated women, and an exit from the marriage plot and the father’s house.” The women’s club movement disguised women’s work as socializing; Black women’s clubs in particular organized to work in their own communities, demanding better public services. Yet the social Darwinism popular in this era was also reshaping attitudes toward charity work: still entangled with the work ethic, charity was to be given only in forms that would enable those best fitted to succeed to pull themselves up by those famed bootstraps. This form of charity wound up being more labor intensive than simply distributing money. Women worked as “friendly visitors,” going into the homes of charity recipients to teach them how to live better and to make sure they weren’t wasting what they were given or behaving immorally.14
But there was another model even during this period that did more to break down barriers created by capitalism. The settlement house movement encouraged would-be do-gooders to live and work in the houses alongside the poor people they served. In doing so, they built friendships across the boundaries of class, and they learned that poverty was not, in fact, a matter of individual failing, but a result of inequalities that could be challenged collectively. This was at least the start of a political understanding of women’s caring work, and the settlement house women often took to political agitation as a result. Jane Addams, who established and lived in the Hull House settlement in Chicago, understood it both as a way to give women useful work to do and a way to provide not just the basics of life but language lessons, art and handicraft education, and even entertainment for those who would otherwise be trapped in slums. The women—though men, too, worked in the houses—saw themselves as “social housekeepers.”15
The settlement houses sought to give their residents alternatives to working in the factory system. Some of the skills taught in the houses, like the production of handicrafts, aimed to offer another way to make a living, and they also learned from the arts and crafts that immigrant workers had themselves brought from their countries of origin. The handicrafts would not provide most residents with a sustainable living, though, and often wound up as just another way to impress upon the residents the value of hard work. Some women, such as Ellen Gates Starr, who sought in handicrafts a form of work that she could do out of love, realized that it was not enough for poor women to make crafts that would adorn the homes of the wealthy. Starr became an agitator for changes to the industrial system and was arrested on a picket line with striking waitresses—jeopardizing, as historian Eileen Boris noted, contributions from wealthy donors to Hull House, where she lived.16
Starr was not the only hell-raiser to come out of the settlement house movement. Florence Kelley used Hull House as a base for her organizing around demands for shorter working hours and the prohibition of child labor. Eventually, she became the director of the National Consumers League (NCL), which aimed to use the buying power of women to influence working conditions for the women who in factories made and in retail shops sold the things that they bought. The NCL’s influence extended to presenting evidence before the Supreme Court that overwork was harmful to the health of women workers. The Women’s Trade Union League (WTUL) also counted settlement house women among its ranks, alongside socialists and women unionists. While the upper- and middle-class women gave money and lent their names and status to the struggle, wage-earning women organized on the shop floor and led strikes.17
“Social housekeeping” pushed at the limits of what was permissible for elite women. Addams and others cleverly worked within the image of wife and mother while carving out space for women to do real work, political and caring and teaching work. But, historian Alice Kessler-Harris wrote, “the only remaining question was whether they could be paid for their work without losing status.” Some women thus began to agitate for professional status for the social service work they were already doing, fighting for education, training, and scientific rationales for change. The Progressive Era saw the opening of new fields for women, who became factory inspectors, visiting nurses, and the like, serving in roles that were outgrowths of the old “friendly visitor” role. The training required for these jobs meant that women won access to expanded higher education, including medical and law schools. As long as the women’s desire for education was “rooted in virtue and not in ambition,” as Kessler-Harris wrote, they could even go to business school.18
Just as arguments about moral virtue justified women’s entrance into the professions, gifts to charity justified the massive Gilded Age accumulation of wealth into the hands of a few. Titans of industry like Andrew Carnegie created giant foundations for their charitable giving with their names prominently attached. Corporate leaders advocated “welfare capitalism,” as we saw in department stores, to alleviate the worst conditions of their workers and to encourage them to aspire to upward mobility rather than class power.
As businesses consolidated and grew, reformers cast their eyes on the supposed inefficiencies of charities, organizing them in order to ensure the maximum effectiveness of their giving—and for “maximum effectiveness,” read “giving only to those who we can be absolutely certain deserve help.” “Scientific charity” involved gathering extensive data on the poor, but it also entailed educating them about hygiene, as if their problem was that they didn’t know they ought to bathe, rather than that the only homes they could afford had little space in which to do so. Such education, in the United States, aimed to “Americanize” new immigrants, assuming that rising out of poverty would be easier for those who fitted a certain image of hard-working whiteness.19
The modern charitable foundation, the tax-exempt vehicle for the wealthy to funnel their money to a variety of causes, developed in this period. Schiller pointed to a key change in 1936, when US law began to allow corporations as well as individuals to take charitable tax deductions, although the matrix of laws that allow for tax-exempt giving dates back to the 1890s, and it continues to evolve today (notably in the Trump tax break package of 2017). Through these tax laws, the state has always been deeply intertwined with NGO and nonprofit work, subsidizing their privatized provision of social services. The foundation allowed the wealthy to extend their influence beyond their corporate domain; they were, they felt, by virtue of being extremely rich, best suited to decide how others should live their lives. This control extended to the people who actually did the charitable work that foundation dollars paid for—women might be doing the work on the ground, but it was wealthy men who assumed decision-making power over the way it would be done.20
Modern social work grew from but was a step away from the “friendly visitor” role, where middle-class women worked to discipline the poor. In turn, the professionalization of some of this caring work allowed some women to make money at the social roles they’d long been pushed into. The gendered and racialized division of labor still held, though—white men would be the titans of industry who made the money, the elected officials who would decide what to do with public funds, and the managers who decided how caring workers would be allowed to do their jobs.21
With the coming of the Great Depression, private charities could no longer care for all the needy. The crisis of capitalism ensured that tinkering around the edges would not be enough—to prevent the system’s total collapse, the state had to step in and give direct relief, create jobs, and pay for care. The modern welfare state was taking shape, and while private charities still had plenty to do, the Depression’s severity cut through the long-held attitude that poverty was the poor’s own fault. Instead, the poor were marching, demanding that the government step in. The Depression also turned the great wealth accumulated by the Carnegies and other “robber barons” of the Gilded Age into less of a badge of honor and more of a target: progressive taxation and spending, not charitable giving, was the order of the day.22
The nonprofit sector, of course, didn’t go away. Its influence shrank during the Depression and World War II, when the state did what private charity couldn’t, but after the war, when women were pushed out of the industrial workplaces they’d stepped into in crisis times, the better-off among them turned to volunteering and political work, and the big foundations (such as the Ford Foundation, founded in 1936) began to flex their muscles abroad as well as at home, working in tandem with the state as the Cold War developed. The desires of foundation heads to tamp down social unrest in the years after the wars—particularly in the 1960s, and particularly in the civil rights moment—sometimes clashed with the genuine wishes of lower-level nonprofit workers, who could find themselves squeezed between their political goals and the threat of lost funding. This pattern continues today.23


PLANNED PARENTHOOD HAD ITS ROOTS IN THE FEMINIST MOVEMENT OF the early twentieth century. Margaret Sanger founded the United States’ first birth control clinic in Brownsville, Brooklyn, in 1916, and was arrested for it shortly after. Charged with obscenity, Sanger spent time in jail and her clinic was closed, but after her release she began to travel the country as a public speaker, advocating for family planning. Her early organizations were backed by the same kinds of wealthy do-gooders that supported other philanthropic ventures. She also courted the support of those interested in eugenics, a fact that has made her legacy complicated for the organization to claim. The two organizations Sanger founded merged legally in 1942 to become the Planned Parenthood Federation of America, the name chosen because “birth control” was too radical and anti-family for some. Sanger herself bitterly opposed the name, writing, in 1956, “If I told or wrote you that the name Planned Parenthood would be the end of the movement, it was and has proven true. The movement was then a fighting, forward, no fooling movement, battling for the freedom of the poorest parents and for women’s biological freedom and development.”24
As the organization had grown, Sanger felt it had left its original ideals behind to conciliate potential supporters. It was, after all, reliant on private funding to keep its clinics open. In the 1960s as the feminist movement and the Great Society moved forward, they brought public support for its health clinics, but the organization itself became a lightning rod—a fact that would affect the working conditions of women like Ashley Brink. Historian Jill Lepore wrote, “The fury over Planned Parenthood is two political passions—opposition to abortion and opposition to government programs for the poor—acting as one.”25
The 1960s were a boom time for foundations. As their number multiplied, the US government moved to regulate them, to ensure that they were actually vehicles for delivering needed funds to organizations doing charitable work rather than solely tax shelters for the well-off to maintain control over their fortunes. These regulations in turn spawned the growth of legal nonprofits, with many existing organizations now incorporating as such, the better to receive foundation largesse. But such funding came with strings attached. Scholar Robert L. Allen traced the way the Ford Foundation’s strategic donations to civil rights organizations, such as the Congress of Racial Equality (CORE), shaped their direction. He found that as they came to rely on the foundations, the organizations began to back away from criticisms of capitalism and to start calling for Black people’s further integration into it. Black Power would be turned toward the goal of enabling Black capitalism.26
The proliferation of issues to care about in the 1960s—from racial justice to environmental degradation to ending the Vietnam War to nuclear nonproliferation—came from what was at first a more unified movement. Yet the New Left was easily splintered into single-issue nonprofits. As young college radicals grew into boomers running the family business, noted organizer and researcher Eric Tang, they took up respectable means of pressing for progressive ends. That often meant nonprofit work—giving money, taking up party politics, or, for those with real money, setting up their own foundations.27
Foundations weren’t the only source of funding for nonprofits doing community work in the 1960s and 1970s. President Lyndon Johnson’s Great Society, following on the heels of the New Deal, aimed to carry out a “War on Poverty” by many different means, and one of them was distributing government money directly to nonprofit groups, including Planned Parenthood. The money even came with requirements that the poor participate in the War on Poverty. That requirement placed money in the hands of organizations to hire workers from the communities they served, jobs directly with municipal governments but also with activist groups newly flush with funding—and for a while, at least, some of those groups used that money to make trouble. As noted in Chapter 1, this stream of funding supporting welfare rights organizing around this time made it possible to hire activists rather than middle-class caseworkers. This brought a change from personalizing the problems of the poor back toward the social roots of the problem. In the case of welfare rights, the root of the problem was that women’s work in the home was not recognized as work.28
The tension between the professionalized do-gooders—those closer to the donors in class and ethnic background—and the people who were struggling was not only a problem in the United States. In 1982, when the English Collective of Prostitutes occupied the Church of the Holy Cross in London, demanding an end to police violence and aiming to preserve the community legal services they had created, the group’s initial victory turned sour in the aftermath, when the sex workers’ direct action was written out of the story. Selma James, spokesperson for the group at the time, wrote that the action was seen as “an invitation to careerists to professionalize and depoliticize the legal and other services prostitute women had created as campaigning tools.” A report that came out afterward made no mention of the occupation; legal services created by the sex workers would be dismantled and a new, professional service created. “What we are witnessing before our very eyes is the process whereby women’s struggle is hidden from history and transformed into an industry, jobs for the girls,” James wrote. Elsewhere, she commented, “Every time we build a movement a few people get jobs, and those who get the jobs claim that this was the objective of the movement, this was the change.”29
As charitable or NGO work began to be considered real work, worthy of a wage or indeed a salary, the old split was reformulated. Better-off, educated white women now had careers, the careers that feminism had demanded for them, but they still were not allowed to have much power at work—at least not power over men. In the nonprofit sector, they could retain their old social role in a new format, using caring work as a way to have power, even if it was mostly over other women.
As the Great Society of the 1960s gave way to the crisis of the 1970s and the neoliberal era, cuts to publicly funded social services meant that NGOs expanded greatly, filling their old role of softening the blows of capitalism’s changes and caring for those who fell through its (many) cracks. In 1953, about fifty thousand organizations had nonprofit status in the United States; by 1978, that number had multiplied nearly sixfold. In the words of geographer Ruth Wilson Gilmore, nonprofits grew under the assumption that “where the market failed, the voluntary, non-profit sector can pick up any stray pieces.” They began to act as a “shadow state,” picking up the slack from the cutbacks to the expanded welfare state, and their sheer numbers (along with the numbers of foundations that fund them) skyrocketed. Today, the nonprofit sector employs the third-largest workforce in the United States.30
The growth of foundations has multiplied their political power, and the cutbacks to the state have included the parts of it that should be overseeing these tax-exempt vehicles. Nicholas Lemann wrote in The Atlantic in 1997, “The shift in power from government to foundations makes the exercise of that power less visible.… The main policy questions about them—How, exactly, should their economic and political activities be restricted in return for their tax-exempt status? Does the tax exemption still make sense?—go unasked.”31
But the people who worked in nonprofits still, by and large, aimed to do good. Many of them even aspired to shift the distribution of wealth, even if they were restricted in their ability to criticize its accumulation. Nonprofits have been a way for activists to sustain and support their work; they have allowed for movements to find ways to fund themselves. And it is those workers, those activists themselves, who have leveled a critique of the “nonprofit industrial complex” (NPIC), who can help us understand the limitations of the form. In The Revolution Will Not Be Funded, an anthology from the INCITE! Network of feminists of color against violence, a variety of authors who worked in and studied nonprofits examined this complex and its effects on movement work. They came to no unitary conclusion: nonprofits were neither all good nor all bad. Rather, they argued for understanding the intertwined relationships between governments, donors, foundations, and social service and social justice groups—an understanding that also includes an analysis of the working conditions within those organizations.32
The long-standing tension, for nonprofits and for those who work in them, between service provision—alleviating suffering—and fighting for political change continued apace through the 1980s and 1990s, as the cutbacks to the public sector left more suffering people in need of care. This has only been exacerbated by the crises of 2008 and then 2020. Service provision is often easier to fund, as it fits into the old model of charity; saying “we want money to help marginalized people organize and gain power” is a dicier proposition when it must be made to those who already hoard power. The tension at the heart of nonprofits remains that they are funded by the proceeds of an inherently unequal capitalist system, yet this system requires—indeed cannot exist without—humans who must be fed, housed, clothed, and cared for. In doing that caring work, nonprofits grease the wheels of that system; if they aim to stop its rolling, they may have to turn from work that allows the system to reproduce itself. This presents a difficult choice when that work is necessary for people to survive.33
There is also a tension built directly into the nonprofit model, whereby organizations that accept the nonprofit or charity structure are restricted in what kind of political work they can do. In the United States, for example, nonprofits are forbidden to campaign for parties or candidates, and in practice the restrictions influence political activity well beyond what is legally restrained. In the United Kingdom, a 2014 law further restricted what charities (and trade unions) can do and say about politics in an election year; ahead of 2017’s general election, more than fifty charities sent a letter demanding reform of the legislation, known as the Lobbying Act, and saying they were “weighed down by an unreasonable and unfair law which restricts our ability to contribute fully to a democratic society.” Such restrictions leave NGOs dancing carefully around their political statements and action.34
Nonprofits also wind up competing with one another for funding, which in turn requires workers to spend their time marketing their successes—whether or not they truly achieved their objectives—to the funders, much the same way that for-profit companies market their products to consumers. But the “consumers” of nonprofits’ services are, in this model, the funders rather than the people being served. Nonprofits wind up structured like little corporations, with workers under a kind of pressure to produce that mimics the pressure of the assembly line. Nonprofit staff, Ruth Wilson Gilmore wrote, “who often have a great understanding of the scale and scope of both individual clients and the needs of society at large—become in their everyday practice technocrats through imposed specialization.” The legal structure of the nonprofit limits its ability to do “political” work. Moreover, Gilmore noted, progressive funders, in particular, want their money to go to programs rather than to core operations. The right, meanwhile, she wrote, spends freely on ideas. As a result, people like Ashley Brink work long, grueling schedules to make up for the work that should be done by a much larger workforce.35
Indeed, in the era of capitalist realism, charity itself became a business model. Perhaps the most famous example of this was Project (RED), U2 singer Bono’s branded clothing and tchotchke line that raised money for AIDS research. (RED), Bono and his colleagues insisted, was not a charity but “hard commerce,” a thing the pop star incredibly likened to “punk rock.” The model has proliferated, making giving into something one can consume—buying a T-shirt or a pair of shoes makes one into an “activist” in this model, the work of caring shrinking down to the price of purchase. Nonprofit workers often feel they are treated the same way, bought and traded by funders like this week’s trendy item. The obsession with data commodifies their projects into “deliverables” to be handed back to funders as proof their money was well spent, and funders often shift gears in search of the next hot item, leaving established groups high and dry.36
This short-termist outlook tends to create high turnover. Nonprofits are sometimes forced to close their doors for lack of funds before they’ve had a chance to figure out what works. That’s what happened to the organization Amara H. Pérez worked in, Sisters in Portland Impacting Real Issues Together (SPIRIT). The organization was just over three years old when it was shuttered. Pérez wrote that as SPIRIT got off the ground, most of the advice they received was not on how to effectively organize in their community, but rather how to raise funds. The work they did in the community, she wrote, was very different from the work of sustaining the organization. The staff had to move back and forth between the two, juggling two different sets of skills. The “business culture” imposed by funders’ demands, wrote Pérez, preempted the real work of the organization even as it demanded to see results. And the work of reflecting on what works and what does not was not considered work at all. The whole system required staff to work longer and harder, giving more of themselves, tending toward burnout.37
Burnout is complained of by a wide variety of workers, but it varies from sector to sector. In retail, it might be the struggle to paste on a smile for yet another eight-hour shift; with nonprofit workers and others committed to a cause, it’s a bit different. The World Health Organization characterizes burnout as “feelings of energy depletion or exhaustion; increased mental distance from one’s job, or feelings of negativism or cynicism related to one’s job; and reduced professional efficacy.” Such a definition, of course, assumes that one had a mental connection to one’s job and positive feelings about it to begin with; only the “exhaustion” part applies equally to all workers. Burnout, in other words, is a problem of the age of the labor of love, and it’s no surprise that it is often discussed in the context of nonprofit or political workers. These workers are expected, like Ashley Brink was, to give their lives over to the work because they believe in the cause; but it becomes harder and harder to believe in the cause when the cause is the thing mistreating you.38
Yet nonprofits resist improving working conditions. When the US Labor Department under President Barack Obama moved to raise the overtime threshold, meaning more employees would get overtime pay, several major nonprofits put out statements claiming that paying more overtime would put them out of business. Pitting their staff against the people they serve, nonprofit managers argued that if more money went to salaries, services would have to be cut. And the salaries are quite low to begin with: one 2014 study found that over 40 percent of nonprofit employees in New England, one of the most expensive areas of the United States, made less than $28,000 a year, well below the national median wage. One observer noted, “Too often, I have seen the passion for social change turned into a weapon against the very people who do much—if not most—of the hard work, and put in most of the hours.” Studies have found that nonprofits in the United States and Canada have higher rates of turnover than the overall labor market—a sign that workers are pressured to work long and hard and see little escape from that routine, other than leaving for a new job or perhaps a new sector. The organizations blame tight budgets and tight-fisted funders, but it is also true that nonprofit culture prioritizes “doing more with less.”39
The reality of funders’ influence is illustrated in one oft-retold story. When setting up his Open Society Foundation, billionaire George Soros allegedly got angry with others in the room and pounded his fist on the table, saying, “This is my money. We will do it my way.” Then, the story goes, a voice piped up from a junior staffer: “Excuse me, Mr. Soros, roughly half the money in this foundation is not yours but the public’s—if you hadn’t placed your money in this institute, half of it would be in the US Treasury.” Whether or not the story actually happened, it illustrates how the wealthy exert control over the money that keeps society going, and the reason they can exert that control is that there are rules written into the tax code that allow them to do so. They retain control even over the money they’re giving away. In order to avoid that trap, some grassroots groups have turned to fundraising models that draw money from the communities they serve, arguing that it is to those people, not the rich, that they should be accountable.40
Long-standing structures of inequality mean that wealthy funders are more likely to be white men, and that organizations staffed by and serving people of color have to struggle for funding. As noted above, the funds that do flow to these communities tend to go to NGOs that have a moderating influence, or that provide services, rather than to those that advocate or organize. The problem extends beyond the low wages, though the low wages ensure that it is easier for people who do not need the money to take the jobs (and people of color are more likely to need the money). But when well-off white people dominate the nonprofit jobs, it just perpetuates the age-old assumption that the poor need to be uplifted and taught to imitate the lives of well-off white people. Black women, who might have a different idea of how to improve the lives of the poor—by tackling structural racism, say, or challenging the way wealth is accumulated in the first place—are seen as troublemakers. And when funding cuts come—as they inevitably will, especially in difficult times, such as the coronavirus-induced recession—they fall hardest on organizations led by and serving people of color. Often, wrote Vanessa Daniel, founder and director of the Groundswell Fund, in the New York Times, philanthropists “gentrify” social change work. They start out by “noticing the success of strategies innovated by women of color,” she said, “but instead of funding them at the source, they are writing checks so that larger, white-led nonprofits can replicate their work.” Daniel, whose foundation does make grants to organizations led by women and transgender people of color, noted that “it’s far easier for a young affluent white man who has studied poverty at Harvard to land a $1 million grant with a concept pitch than it is for a 40-something black woman with a decades-long record of wins in the impoverished community where she works to get a grant for $20,000.”41
In movement moments like the one that began in the spring and summer of 2020, as the cries of “Black Lives Matter” rang once again from streets around the world, the question of who gets funded to do the work is particularly important. An incredible outpouring of support—donations in small amounts, $5 and $10 and $20—flowed into bail funds and grassroots organizations like Reclaim the Block and the Minnesota Freedom Fund in Minneapolis, organizations that had been working for years. But the experience of organizations in the wake of the previous uprising in Ferguson, Missouri, was instructive; as Princeton professor Keeanga-Yamahtta Taylor wrote, donors came to Black organizations not out of solidarity, but because they were “trying to connect the inherent progressive character of social movements to their ‘brand.’” The scramble for dollars—particularly as they began to dry up—noted Taylor, left organizers competing with one another for scarce funds. “With more resources came more authority because of the ways it elevated the profile, presence, and voices of some,” Taylor wrote. “This dynamic eventually cut into the kind of unity in purpose necessary to confront the challenge of stopping police abuse and murder.” Those most able to get funding were often those who spoke the language of incremental change, not the words of rebellion echoing in the streets.42
It is not an accident that the people most likely to get nonprofit funding look a lot like those most likely to get funding for a tech startup. The people making the funding decisions, after all, come from the wealthiest parts of society, and these days, it’s tech and finance billionaires doing a lot of the investing or donating—with the same mindset applied to both. This kind of results-oriented consumerism among funders leads to intense pressure on the workers to produce results that make their work look like a good “deal” for the donor class, even if that “deal” is a Band-Aid on a gaping wound.43
NGOs spill out across the rest of the world the same way they do across the advanced capitalist nations, bringing do-gooders and their model of change to developing countries. If philanthropy serves as a form of political power within a country, allowing the wealthy to shape public policy with the directed flow of their dollars, it also works as such when it is directed outside of national borders. The model of the middle classes dictating to the poor how they should behave maps, Silvia Federici noted, onto the “new international division of labor,” where the poor countries do the production for consumption in the rich ones. Thus, women from the wealthier countries become the supervisors of women in the poor ones, integrating them into global capitalism through NGOs and aid as well as the workplace. The movements for change that already exist in the Global South are circumvented by the tastes and priorities of the wealthy in other nations.44
If the donors are a specific class of people expecting the organizations they fund to fit a certain idea of what “works,” what do the workers think? The expectation to work long hours for little money isn’t just coming from the top—the culture of “movement” work also tends toward self-sacrifice. The assumption that “activists” are a different type of person, more committed than the rest of the world, replicates the old division between the volunteer service worker and those whom they served. The professionalization of the nonprofit sector has now made it more acceptable a workplace for men, but it has also made it relentlessly middle class. The influx of men has added a new inflection to the tradition of feminine self-sacrifice already embedded into the history of the NGO sector: the “cowboy mentality” that comes from political and labor organizing, that values the toughest work, the biggest commitment, as a mark of dedication to the cause. Work-life balance is something that these workers choose to give up, missing the way that their choices quickly become job requirements—something that only shows up later, when they want to take time off. Both gendered tendencies produce burnout, and those who do burn out are judged as insufficiently committed or insufficiently radical. Those who have moved up in the organization through such a style of work then impose it on others.45
This culture of sacrifice, whether swaggering or self-abnegating, leads workers to stay past closing time—in the room with a client, on the phone with a funder—or up late at night planning a program at home. Yasmin Nair, cofounder of the radical queer editorial collective Against Equality, wrote of the way nonprofit workers were expected to share personal stories and reveal vulnerabilities, all in the name of love: “We were not only expected to love our work—and what that meant for those whose work was unpaid or underpaid was quite unclear—but to love each other, to believe that we were all in the struggle together.” Some of this work may be noticed, appreciated, seen as heroic; some of it is likely ignored (who does the cleaning up, who sets up the folding chairs for meetings—who, indeed, reminds people to clock out and go home early when they’re tired?), but all of it is the reproductive work that allows not only the organization but capitalist society to go on ticking.46
Nonprofit workers are used to being pitted against their clients when they make demands for themselves; like teachers and health-care workers, if they ask for higher wages or organize or threaten to go on strike, they are accused of being insufficiently caring, of neglecting their jobs. If they get too close to their clients, however, they are accused of being unprofessional—a suspicion leveled particularly at nonprofit workers who come from similar backgrounds to those they serve. This double bind manages in either case to differentiate the worker from the client. It is true that nonprofits are underfunded, and that they hesitate to spend money on overhead—which includes base salaries for staff as well as training and equipment and decent office space—but it is not fair to expect that the workers will be the ones who pick up the slack. One’s willingness to go above and beyond is read as passion for the work, but this modus operandi leads to people justifying the exploitation of those passionate workers.47
At the last count, there were some 12.3 million workers in nonprofits in the United States, which amounts to over 10 percent of total private-sector employment. At the same time, there were over 800,000 people working in the charity sector in the United Kingdom. This is a massive workforce, and though some of these staffers are well-educated professionals bearing graduate degrees in “nonprofit management” or something similar, most of them are workers lower on the rungs who got into the work because they believe in it. Many of them are laboring under something like the conditions Ashley Brink described. “The working conditions of nonprofit workers, whether in direct service, community organizing, health care, or education, represent the value of that service and advocacy work,” wrote Chicago organizer Ramsin Canon at Jacobin. “When they are exploited, overworked, and when turnover is high, the implication is that the value of that work is low.” It is not surprising, then, that many of those workers have turned to unionizing to protect themselves and improve their conditions.48
But when nonprofit workers try to organize, they run into the contradictions of their position. Bosses who preach equality and dedication to the cause are suddenly fierce opponents of the union. The New York–based organization StoryCorps, inspired by the work of labor advocate and journalist Studs Terkel, fought its employees’ union drive tooth and nail. The organization’s founder and president, Dave Isay—author of a book titled Callings: The Purpose and Passion of Work—sent staff an email arguing that a union at StoryCorps would “build walls, harden divisions, create a more regimented and formal workplace, and foster an increasingly adversarial culture.” The union resorted to picketing outside StoryCorps’ annual fundraiser, part of their more than two-year process of winning their union election and bargaining a first contract. “We thought, like many progressive organizations, they would understand that the same values we communicate through our work we would ask for in-house,” Story-Corps worker Justin Williams said.49
StoryCorps was far from the only organization with such a story. The National Center for Transgender Equality saw the majority of its workers leave in the midst of a similar dispute. They filed an unfair labor practice charge with the National Labor Relations Board (NLRB), saying that the staff had, in effect, been forced out after they announced their intention to join the Nonprofit Professional Employees Union (NPEU). “Ironically, organizing a union and negotiating a contract that prohibits discrimination based on gender identity is the only way for transgender workers to have explicit legal protections in the workplace in over half the country,” the union noted. Southern Poverty Law Center workers, too, pushed for a union and were met with resistance from management. The center’s administrators hired a prominent union-busting law firm to represent them and drew criticism for their heavy-handed response, particularly in the wake of the departure of the cofounder and president of the organization over allegations of sexual harassment, racial discrimination, and other mistreatment of staff. The NPEU has seen an uptick in nonprofit organizing, more than doubling its number of bargaining units in a year, and it is not the only union that represents nonprofit workers. In the United Kingdom, the Independent Workers Union of Great Britain (IWGB) launched a charity workers branch in early 2020, promising to organize not only around working conditions, but around the political direction of the sector.50
When the coronavirus pandemic hit in 2020, the NGO double bind was ratcheted up. More people needed services, and more people wanted to organize, but the accompanying recession meant that funding for the nonprofit sector was likely to dry up. The virus, said Kayla Blado, president of NPEU, “created an added uncertainty about what the workplace will look like if/when we return to normal, and if management will have had to lay off workers by then.” Nonprofit workers who had already been looking to unionize were motivated to do so quickly in order to have an influence over the future of their work.
“In a sixteen-day span in mid-April, the Nonprofit Professional Employees Union announced seven new units had asked for recognition from management,” Blado explained, and they were, at the time of this writing, talking to “hundreds of other nonprofit workers who are in the early stages of organizing a union.” Many of NPEU’s members, Blado noted, are carrying heavy student debt. They graduated into the recession, and they have uncertain access to health care and housing.51
The pandemic, IWGB’s charity branch wrote in a statement, “has both highlighted and exacerbated existing issues and inequalities within the charity sector.” In particular, the union noted, charities led by Black people and other people of color are facing dramatic losses of funding. Organizations took advantage of the government’s furlough program: “We have had reports of furloughed staff being pressured to ‘volunteer,’ despite this breaking the conditions of the Job Retention Scheme, alongside employers using the ‘training’ exception as a loophole for staff to continue working whilst furloughed.”52
To rephrase Canon’s statement and to borrow a formulation from the Chicago Teachers Union, the conditions in which nonprofit employees work are also the conditions in which their clients or members receive services and support. Overworked, burned-out workers are not simply extra-passionate: they are exploited. The system allows rich philanthropists to reap the tax benefits of their charitable giving while maintaining control over their fortunes. But nonprofits are so deeply embedded in the capitalist system that even grassroots donors—such as the hundreds of thousands who gave to Planned Parenthood after the 2016 election of Donald Trump—can feel a sense of entitlement. Backlash ensued on social media when the Minnesota Freedom Fund—previously a tiny organization—could not spend all of the $30 million in donations it received after the uprising in Minnesota immediately. The impulse to demand deliverables had spread from big philanthropy through to the rest of us.53
This kind of short-termism, whether from wealthy donors or Twitter backlash, is antithetical to actually making real changes—racism or even cash bail will not be eliminated in a matter of weeks. Such grassroots donations could point the way to a better model for making movement work sustainable, for allowing organizers to be accountable to the community rather than to the same people already controlling so much of our world. They could help those organizers move past the stasis in which they so often exist, mopping up around the edges of capitalism’s never-ending crises, and toward a more lasting change, a different equilibrium. As Ruth Wilson Gilmore wrote, “the purpose of the work is to gain liberation, not to guarantee the organization’s longevity.”54


ASHLEY BRINK’S MOTHER HAD LONG BEEN A UNION MEMBER; OTHER members of her family, too, had union jobs. So when a fellow health-center staffer at Planned Parenthood of the Rocky Mountains (PPRM) asked her if she’d be interested in unionizing, she was immediately on board. “What is the harm in unionizing? It only helps workers,” she said.
The pay cut she’d taken in order to take the job was on her mind, but the thing that really ramped up their union campaign was the announcement, in May 2017, that PPRM was going to close several clinics in the region, including the only Wyoming health center. The decision was financial, they were told—the clinics weren’t getting reimbursed enough from insurance and Medicaid to stay in operation. To Brink, who had spent time in all of the clinics slated for closure and knew their staffers and their patients, this decision was upsetting. “No one from health centers were brought in on these decisions. We weren’t consulted, we weren’t asked, we were just told this is what is happening and these are the decisions that had been made.”
Yet it was the health-center workers who had to answer the questions from panicked patients wondering where they’d go for their care. Brink said, “I had patients crying in rooms because they were like, ‘I don’t know where I am going to go. I can’t afford insurance and you are the most affordable place for me to go.’” That experience led workers to get serious about their union drive; they’d been in contact with Service Employees International Union (SEIU) Local 105 for a while, and the organizers helped them prepare for what they could expect once their union drive went public. Cecile Richards, then the long-serving president of national Planned Parenthood, had been an organizer for SEIU in her younger days, a fact that the health-center workers liked to cite when they were signing coworkers up to union cards. But it wasn’t Richards the burgeoning union had to negotiate with—it was the leadership at their regional affiliate. And that leadership hired a law firm, Fisher Phillips, that on its website trumpets its services in “union avoidance.”55
Brink was surprised at the intensity of the anti-union campaign from her bosses. They held captive audience meetings—a common anti-union tactic, where part of the workday is carved out for all staff to attend a lecture on the potential downsides of a union. At PPRM, Brink noted, that meant holding time where patients wouldn’t be scheduled in order to have the meetings. “They were claiming that there would be pay freezes because it takes so long to bargain to get pay changes, that it was going to negatively impact our relationships with our managers, that it was going to negatively affect patient care,” she said. But Brink felt the union would improve patient care, because the workers would no longer be burned out, exhausted, and worried about how to pay the bills. “For an organization that claims to be feminist and states that they take on reproductive justice values, to also have staff that can’t afford to pay their bills or take care of their families… that is very hypocritical and frustrating. Those are not my values. So it is hard to say, ‘Yes, I am proud of Planned Parenthood.’”
Brink and her coworkers weren’t the only ones having trouble at various Planned Parenthood affiliates at that time. Employees from around the country told the New York Times in 2018 that they’d been discriminated against when they got pregnant: they were denied leave or doctor-recommended breaks, or pushed out after they gave birth. Others said they had not been hired when they disclosed their pregnancies. The organization did not, as a rule, provide parental leave, though there were exceptions. (It told the Times it would conduct “a review to determine the cost of providing paid maternity leave to nearly 12,000 employees nationwide,” but in 2019, employees at state affiliates were still petitioning for family leave.) The same Times story noted that a dozen lawsuits had been filed against the organization since 2013. Employees in those suits, according to the Times, accused managers of “denying workers rest periods, lunch breaks or overtime pay, or retaliating against them for taking medical leave.” Planned Parenthood’s Seattle regional director told the paper that providing medical leave could require her to close clinics; meanwhile, a Colorado employee had turned to GoFundMe to raise money to cover her bills after having a baby because she was on unpaid leave. Out of fifty-six Planned Parenthood affiliates, only five were unionized when Brink and her colleagues began their union drive. A nurse practitioner told reporters of the struggles she faced when she was part of a union campaign at Planned Parenthood of Central North Carolina: “There’s so much focus on the mission and the cause and people become, like at many nonprofits, very vulnerable to being manipulated into lower pay and less benefits for the cause.”56
The organization’s pleas of poverty frustrated employees and observers during the union drive because donations to Planned Parenthood had skyrocketed following the election of Donald Trump, as did donations to other liberal-identified nonprofits, such as the American Civil Liberties Union. One calculation said that Planned Parenthood’s donations had gone up 1,000 percent after the election; according to the Times, the organization brought in $1.5 billion in fiscal year 2016. Brink noted that after the 2015 shooting in Colorado Springs, donations had increased specifically to PPRM. And then there was the money spent on the anti-union campaign: the workers were getting anti-union mailers sent to them at home. Anti-union lawyers don’t come cheap.57
Brink was in a unique position during the union drive. As a traveling employee, she was able to talk to many more of her colleagues than the average health-center staffer. But that additional work made her life even more exhausting, she said: “I can honestly say that there was a solid six to eight months that I cried every day on my way home in my car. Trying to unionize is also a job in and of itself. It was all of the emotional pieces of my job, and then another job, plus travel time.” Because, of course, during the union drive, she was still doing the rest of her job, as were all her coworkers (aside from the time they spent in those anti-union meetings, which took away from their work time). It frustrated her that hourly staff, like her, were being “nickel and dimed”: they were sent home early if the clinic was slow; if budgeting was tight, their hours might be cut back. “That was always hurtful, this idea that we were disposable. Just like, ‘Oh, well, you all can just go home.’”
Like the North Carolina practitioner, Brink felt that the assumption was that the clinic workers were doing their work out of dedication to the cause, not because it was their job for which they were paid. “This comes up in every nonprofit,” she noted. “If your mission, your values are feminist-driven, then you cannot use not paying your staff as an excuse. That is how it often felt, that the respect and dignity and the reproductive justice framework was only afforded to patients and everyone else, but not to staff. We had to give that to them, so we had to take it from us.”
The union vote came at the end of 2017. “The day that the vote was counted, Planned Parenthood gave what they called a holiday bonus to everyone, which was interestingly timed,” Brink laughed. The staffers voted 72 to 57 in favor of the union, and Brink was excited. Heading into 2018, with the union battle, she thought, behind them, she was elected to the bargaining team and looked forward to negotiating the union’s first contract. And then they found out that PPRM had appealed their vote to the National Labor Relations Board. “Before we got the union, they were claiming, ‘We are a family. We don’t need a union. We have an open-door policy. We listen to each other. We don’t need some outside person to come represent us and help make decisions for us. We can just talk about it together,’” she said. Then, when the employees voted for the union, the organization argued that the election had been unfair to staffers in New Mexico and Nevada, because only fourteen of PPRM’s twenty-four clinics—the Colorado clinics—had been included in the bargaining unit. The appeal, Brink said, was the moment she realized how hard PPRM was willing to fight their union. “This is not family. You want to say that we are a family, this isn’t how family treats each other.”58
The appeal was a slap in the face, too, because by then the NLRB was dominated by Trump appointees, who were busily paring back union rights and also, presumably, opposed to the mission of Planned Parenthood. The dispute brought about more publicity, a national story. Thirty-seven Democratic members of the Colorado state legislature signed a pledge of support for the PPRM union and called on PPRM management “to recognize and respect the vote of their employees to form a union, and… immediately withdraw their appeal at the NLRB.” The lawmakers who delivered the pledge told reporters, “We find it surprising and troubling that when frontline employees have made the choice to sit at the table when pay, working conditions, safety and customer satisfaction are discussed Planned Parenthood of the Rocky Mountains leadership would fail to respect that choice.”59
That April, the initial decision from the NLRB panel took PPRM management’s side. It was hard at times, Brink said, to keep staff interested in fighting for the union as the case dragged on. Many people just wanted it to be over—a feeling that anti-union consultants count on. But the union-busting just made Brink more determined. “It often felt like we were having the finger pointed at us, that we were the reason why donations had been pulled, we were the reason why they were negatively impacted in the media about this union fight. ‘No. You did that to yourself.’” The attitude of “How dare you challenge us?” from leadership, she said, made her angry. “How dare we expect to have a decent workplace?” she asked. “Well, how dare they not pay us a living wage? How dare they not listen to us when we have concerns about our working conditions?”60
Finally, she said, Planned Parenthood and SEIU came to an agreement and the organization dropped its opposition to the union. The workers at the ten other health centers that made up PPRM would have the opportunity to vote to join the union, but either way, the fourteen centers that made up the original bargaining unit got their union. “I think the decision came in August,” Brink said. “I left in September. I was like, ‘Cool, we got our union! I cannot work here anymore.’” The comments that had been made to her—people who had told her they didn’t believe she deserved a living wage, or that she was “too progressive” for PPRM and needed to get “perspective”—left her uncomfortable at work. She believed that she’d never be promoted because she had been outspoken about the union. “My dedication to our patients and to reproductive health and rights work was questioned,” she said. “But I am doing this because I care about you. I am doing this because we can do better and we should do better.”61
The union got its contract in 2019. The ten Nevada and New Mexico clinics also voted to join the union. And Brink moved on to a management position at another reproductive health organization. At her new job, though, she found some of the same old problems. “This is happening in reproductive health and rights organizations all over the country,” she said. Part of the reason she felt it was coming to light now was a generational shift. Not only are younger people coming up with more student debt and economic instability, but they are also coming up with a different set of political values. “A lot of us get into this work because we have been impacted by some unjust issue or policy, and to get to these organizations and just feel like we’ve been duped, essentially,” Brink said. “Economic justice is not a separate issue from reproductive justice. Labor rights are just as much in line with reproductive justice values and feminist values.”62
Planned Parenthood workers at affiliates across the country continued to organize after Brink left—particularly, in 2020, against the backdrop of COVID-19 and Black Lives Matter. In Texas, around twenty staffers were laid off in April 2020, and they suspected it was retaliation for their union drive. The workers had raised issues around the lack of personal protective equipment and paid sick leave. “There’s this big disconnect between the people managing us and the work that is being done on the ground,” Ella Nonni, one of those workers, told reporters. In New York, meanwhile, as protests roiled the country, Planned Parenthood staff rose up and ousted the CEO of the affiliate, Laura McQuade, describing “issues of systemic racism, pay inequity, and lack of upward mobility for Black staff.” The employees noted that while clinic staff were furloughed, McQuade kept her six-figure salary, and they offered an alternative view for the organization that echoed Brink’s goals: “We… envision a Planned Parenthood where all our staff, in particular our Black and other staff of color, are honored for their expertise and included in the decision making process.”63
For now, Brink has left reproductive health work, though she’s heading to graduate school and hopes eventually to return to the field—it is still, after all this, where her heart lies. But she continued to wonder if she’d be able to do so. “They argue, ‘Well, you don’t do this work for the money. You do it because you care about it.’ It is like, ‘Well… Both? Why can’t I have both?’”









PART TWO
ENJOY WHAT YOU DO!



CHAPTER 6
MY STUDIO IS THE WORLD
Art
WITH LATE AFTERNOON SUN STREAMING IN THE WINDOWS OF THE print studio at Crawford College of Art and Design in Cork, Ireland, Kate O’Shea flooded a massive screen for printing with bright spring green paint. She was artist in residence at the college, which brought no paycheck but provided access to some nice facilities. She leaned into the printing press, laying down the eye-popping green on top of a dark purple print, the words on the screen cutting different directions across bold shapes, handwriting, and type. The colors blended like the faded rainbow that was her hair as she bent into the print and then lifted the screen to see how the colors looked side by side.
She was in fact layering new ink over old for this new project, as she does with many of her prints, playing with patterns and colors and words to make new works, new art. The older prints beneath the green were from an exhibition she staged, along with her collaborator Eve Olney, in an abandoned bank building in Cork. “All the work is about layering lots of ideas and practices and theories,” she explained. “How I make sense of all the other work is through the process of printing. Every exhibition builds on the last exhibition. So, I basically print over whatever is left. It is all the one work.”
O’Shea uses different printing processes to make her works, including monoprint, industrial laser-cut stencils, and the screen at the college. That day, she was printing over old work on heavy paper and on newsprint, on folded and jumbled pieces and on brand-new white sheets, testing ideas against one another. Another artist came into the studio while I was there, making his own prints, and then left again; a studio attendant helped O’Shea set up the press. “In terms of the fine arts—which are printmaking, sculpture, and painting—sculpture and painting can be very much the lone artist, but printmaking can never be,” O’Shea commented. When not at Crawford, she works at Cork Printmakers, a collective space where she keeps a cubby and a drawer of work that she’d picked through that day, deciding which pieces to layer new paint over. “There are printmakers in every city,” she said. “There is Limerick Printmakers, New York, Philadelphia, everywhere.” On a recent trip to the United States she wound up driving seven hours to use a print shop in Pittsburgh and back again to Hamilton, New York, where she was staying. “That is why I love printmaking, because there is such a community.”
O’Shea’s art has always been about connecting with people. Originally, she went to school to be an architect, since, she laughed, “I was like, ‘I can’t be an artist because that is not a real job and it is not socially acceptable.’” Architecture seemed like a creative field that could allow her to make a living, but, she said wryly, “Luckily I got a huge depression because of it and dropped out. If I didn’t get really sick, I wouldn’t have dropped out because I would have been too stubborn. I would have kept going.” The depression, she said, made her rethink everything in her life. She went home to Kerry, where she’d grown up, to heal. “Slowly, I got into cooking. The one thing I could do would be to cook a recipe a day.” That cooking practice led her to turn an old cottage on her father’s land into a little café, and having the ability to support herself, she said, helped her get better.
What that whole experience taught her, she said, was that she needed to find a way to make a living making art. And the tanking economy perversely helped: “I feel it is easier to choose to be an artist now because around me, most people are struggling to get to what they want to do and doing the in-between job to get there and it is all quite precarious.” Choosing to be an artist hasn’t made her much more precarious than any number of talented people she knows who are working shit jobs in order to get by.
Being an artist in Ireland has its advantages. Unlike in the United States, where an art degree can cost you hundreds of thousands of dollars, in Ireland O’Shea was able to study for free. “There is no way that I could have justified becoming an artist if it involved the kind of money it involves in America,” she said. Also, though arts funding per capita isn’t as high in Ireland as in some European countries, there are grants available for Irish artists, another way that she and other artists are able to at times pay the bills. And then, of course, there’s the welfare state; even in its pared-back current shape, it’s available as a last resort when she really can’t make ends meet.
O’Shea used her café as a way to make space available for her community, a practice that has become part of her art and organizing work. “I got into the idea of food as a community-based, social project,” she said. She returned to school for a one-year course, still not sure she could make it as an artist, but that year convinced her that she could and should do it. When she discovered printmaking in art school, it felt akin to her work in the café, a different way to control the means of production. She made art prints, printed little political ’zines, and then published a book, bringing her activist work to her art, and did a master’s degree researching printmaking as a space for solidarity. As part of that research she studied everything from the Paris Commune to the radical print shops of the movements of the 1960s to present-day movements. “When I started printmaking, I was just making really colorful architectural work about the inside of my head,” she laughed. “I didn’t discover political printmaking until my third year.”
Printmaking and the café experience, and, in a way, her architecture background, all came together in the bank exhibition in Cork, where her art hung on the walls and she curated not just visual exhibits but events and dinners. When we visited the bank, workmen were pulling down the remnants of the exhibit, and O’Shea was able to grab a few more pieces of her prints as well as a box of political pamphlets, which had been left in the library they’d built in the old bank vault.
“Galleries by their history and nature are super elitist,” she explained. “Because my practice is about building alternative worlds and alternative ways of seeing things and reimagining space, then if you are just doing that in a contemporary regular gallery you are not doing what you are saying. Turning a space like a bank or a church, taking something and totally reimagining the space, is just as important as the work that you are showing.”
It’s not that she’s opposed to galleries, or to what people often call, with implied capitalization, the Art World. It’s that her art is about bringing people in who might feel excluded from those spaces. At the same time, she said, “If I get an opportunity to exhibit in some big art gallery, I am going to do it. I am always trying to figure out a way of surviving financially.” Finding a way to survive and to make the work that matters to her requires a combination of selling art, applying for grants and residencies, and collaborations. She’s taken part in group shows with other printmakers, including an exhibition in Liberty Hall, a Dublin union hall with a storied history, and done solo shows in cafés and small galleries. And she tries, she said, to make sure each exhibition is more than just an exhibition, that the space has food and drink and is a place where people can connect with one another as well as come to purchase art to adorn their walls.
The coronavirus pandemic scrambled but did not halt most of O’Shea’s projects. In early June 2020 she was working as a producer for another artist, Marie Brett, for a project looking at the cholera pandemic in Ireland in 1832. The prints she was making at Crawford the day I visited, in January 2020, were the beginning of something else, for a project at A4 Sounds in Dublin called “We Only Want the Earth,” which had been postponed, but not canceled, due to the pandemic. She had to postpone, too, an artist’s residency in Dublin that she’d been looking forward to, but the pandemic gave her the opportunity to use the support of the residency to host conversations online. She’d been looking forward to the retreat time, but in a way the lockdown—which she spent with family in Kerry—also allowed her time to nurture herself as an artist, letting her make things without immediately worrying about having to sell them. She also appreciated the way the lockdown let her spend more time talking to people far and wide, and apply those conversations to her art. “I think I am literally the opposite of the lone artist in the studio,” O’Shea said. “My studio is the world.”


LOVE HAS BEEN WOMEN’S WORK FOR MOST OF HISTORY; EQUALLY, FOR most of history, we have presumed that the artist is a man. That lone artist in the studio, splattering paint everywhere, unwilling to leave even to eat, compelled by his genius to work or die trying, is a myth that many still believe in, unaware that it, too, is a product of history and a particular culture’s image of itself.
The image of the male genius has been with us a long time, as celebrated as the wife in the home is unsung. Not only that: the genius is defined almost literally as the opposite of the woman in the home. Megan Garber at The Atlantic, pulling the etymology of the word “genius” from the Oxford English Dictionary, found that one of the derivations of the word was “male spirit of a family,” as well as “personification of a person’s natural appetites, spirit or personality of an emperor regarded as an object of worship, spirit of a place, spirit of a corporation, (in literature) talent, inspiration, person endowed with talent, also demon or spiritual being in general.” That’s why, Garber noted, the women are often airbrushed out of the story of the genius. Women are muses (or the wives who clean up the mess) in this narrative; rarely do they get to be artists themselves.1
This is also why we have a hard time thinking of what the genius does as work. Look at all those words: spirit, demon, spiritual being, object of worship. “Natural appetites” aside, most of them are ethereal, implying something a little bit magical. As Garber wrote, “a fealty to genius is its own kind of faith: in transcendence, in exceptionalism, in the fact that gods, still, can walk among us. And genius, itself, is its own kind of infrastructure. We have organized our art around its potential; we have organized our economy around its promise.” That faith in genius has slipped into many places we never expected to find it: breathless paeans to it dot the tech press and sports journalism as much as art-world publications. It convinces us that there is something that some people just have that the rest of us can’t, no matter how hard we work. It elides the real skills that some have worked for, and it often, in fact, allows some to take credit for other people’s work.2
This elision of skills, of the labor that creative workers have put in, is the flip side of the elision of caring labor into an innate quality of femininity. In both cases we are led to assume that people are born with a tendency toward a certain type of work, a belief that along the way teaches us that work itself is natural. Just as the assumptions made about women’s unpaid housework spilled into other types of work, from teaching to retail, our ideas about artists have colored our reactions to the work of programmers, scholars, and even, in a way, athletes. The romantic attachment of the artist to his work is the counterpart of the familial love women are supposed to have for caring work, and these two halves together make up the labor-of-love narrative that shapes our perception of work today.
This occurs with artists because there does seem to be something magical about works of art that have lasted for decades or even centuries: the piece that strikes to the heart, the beautiful and the profound. Why do some people feel the need to create art? “They had the time and the means by which to do so” seems like an incomplete explanation, though the drive to create things for pure enjoyment is perhaps one of the most deeply human things we do. Even a Marxist art critic like John Berger, well attuned to the ways society’s inequalities made it possible for some to make great art and others not to, wrote of the “mystery” of art—“and by mystery,” he wrote, “I mean the power of a work of art to affect the heart.” Lewis Hyde argued that art was a form of gift, unsuited to the capitalist economy, because the artist was “gifted” with talent and therefore made a gift of his art to the world.3
Be that as it may, art can and very much does exist under capitalism, and for many people it is a job of one form or another. For some of them it is a side gig, for others it pays nothing at all. Some teach art, some sell it, some criticize it, and many assist in the making of it but never see their names on a gallery wall. Artists may work to delight the soul, as Hyde wrote, but their work is nevertheless material, existing because someone took substances—paints, clay, stone, film, even their own bodies—and turned them, as Berger wrote, into “‘artistic’ material” and created a work of art.4
If the term “genius” has spiritual roots, so does “creative.” As cultural critic Raymond Williams noted, these words developed in tandem, with “creative” at first a term for something not done by man, but by God. The shift to apply the word to art made by humans maintained the sense that, as literature scholar John Patrick Leary wrote, building on Williams, “creativity was a work of imagination, rather than production, of artistry rather than labor.” This split between art and work continues to mystify the work that goes into making art.5
But the early arts were themselves a form of worship or magic-making, and it is not easy to separate this aura from today’s arts even when they’re held in “ego-seums” that double as tax shelters for the world’s richest. Religious paintings on cave walls or carvings in temples were offerings to the gods first before they were there to be admired by humans. Only later did art become something done for the enjoyment of mere mortals, and later still did it become something that could be reproduced and shared broadly.6
Our modern idea of the artist as someone special, gifted, and outside of the normal bounds of society was born in Europe during the Renaissance. It was at that time that the wealthy began in earnest to invest some of their vast fortunes into art, and the artist began to have a unique reputation—after all, wealthy merchants wanted to ensure that they hired the best to paint their families and their possessions. Oil paintings were, Berger wrote, “a celebration of private property.” They were, of course, also a form of private property themselves. For the artist, though, they were a job.7
The ability of artists to trade on their individual reputations rather than the reputation of a guild was a result of a society that began to emphasize the individual, that was hierarchical and structured around the idea that inequality was natural. Still, most artists were painting portraits and the like to make a living, not because the spirit had suddenly struck them to depict the richest man in town or his prize cow. The emergence of great works of art from this period is in a way in spite of the format that many of the artists worked in, yet the desire of the wealthy patrons of the arts to collect the best art possible helped to create our idea of the genius creator driven by something both bigger and more ephemeral than money.8
The tension between artist-as-worker and artist-as-visionary is rarely visible in the art itself, but sometimes you can see it if you squint. Berger pointed to the paintings of the regents and regentesses of an almshouse for old men, done by Frans Hals in the winter of 1664, when Hals himself was an old pauper. Did the relationship of power that the governors held over Hals shape how he painted them, in their matching austere black? The fact that so few acknowledge this dimension of the work of art, Berger wrote, is mystification.9
With the slow decline of patronage, particularly in the wake of the French Revolution, and with the development of industrial capitalism, the market grew for art as a commodity, a store of value in itself. Before the Revolution, French artists needed credentials; afterward, more people could attempt to become artists and sell their work. Such a flood of new workers meant a need for new institutions, and this expansion, art critic Ben Davis wrote, “gave birth to bohemian society and the modern art movement, symbolically inaugurated by the ‘Salon des Refuses’ of 1863, when a number of important artists rejected by the salon demanded to be heard on their own.”10
The Industrial Revolution’s impact on art lay not just in the rise of a new bourgeois class with disposable money to spend buying decorations; it also, strangely, helped to shape the notion that art is opposed to work. As mass production spread, the unique art object gained value precisely because it was not produced by machines. As the work of craftsmen declined in favor of the factory, the artist became separated still further from the artisan. Art, a term that had simply meant “skill” at one point, became a term for what we now think of as the fine arts, and indeed, to be contrasted to skilled labor as something that could not, in fact, be taught. An artist was thus a special kind of person. Like caring work, art work was something outside of and contrasted to capitalist production—but while the carer presumably works out of love for those cared for, the artist has a romance with the work. No longer did art need religious value; it was now a higher good in itself.11
But all of this hype for the value of art being stronger than its value as a commodity doesn’t change the fact that artists, too, have to eat. The “starving artist” cannot in fact live on air, and we should remember that all the great works we’re aware of came to us because the artist had some means of subsistence. Most artists are not able to make “pure” art that only satisfies their souls; most of them, like Frans Hals, have had to compromise with the demands of the market. The idealization of the artist as a mystical being served, as Williams wrote, not to solve the problem but merely to soften our realization of it. Artists may have resisted the turning of their art into a product for the wealthy to purchase, but capitalism is not so easy to escape.12
The romantic image of bohemian artists living on whatever they could scrape together, carousing and painting and dancing and free-loving their way through life and the occasional radical political action, has its roots in the reality of artists in the 1800s cobbling together a living and a community. It is an image of people who reject the concept of “work” as we know it. Yet that romantic image reinforces the idea of artists as gifted individuals, whose needs and desires are set apart from the rest of the world. Artists might be “dangerous,” their art potentially subversive, but bohemian chic made an excellent site for “slumming” by those who wanted a taste—just a taste—of radicalism with their arts purchases.13
Some critics of capitalism, meanwhile, looked to reunite art with labor in order to make work itself more enjoyable. John Ruskin and William Morris, though from different political perspectives, both, in historian Eileen Boris’s words, “defined art as man’s expression of his joy in labor and lamented the fact that modern civilization had robbed work of pleasure.” To Ruskin and Morris, art was anything crafted by hand to be beautiful as well as useful; although the movement that sprang up in their wake often fell short of their goals (particularly of Morris’s revolutionary socialism), it sought to break down the wall between art and work, creating pleasant spaces in which to craft beautiful things. Morris argued that to really return pleasure to work, capitalism would have to be replaced, but that creative work could be a way to combat alienation. In practice, however, the arts and crafts movement, organized through groups like the Art Workers’ Guild in the late 1800s and early 1900s, celebrated handicrafts for their own sake, and often its attempts to reorganize the workplace to be less miserable simply rearranged the workplace to better suit its managers. The beautiful goods it produced mostly went to adorn the homes of the new middle class—“playthings for the wealthy,” as one critic described them.14
Another group of artists with revolutionary aspirations also identified as workers and even attempted to organize as workers. Inspired less by Morris than by Marx and their own revolution at home, the Mexican muralists—Diego Rivera, David Alfaro Siqueiros, José Clemente Orozco, and others—called for a publicly funded art for public display, an art that would represent the people of Mexico, the workers and the colonized, an art that would be worthy of the revolutionary country they hoped to build. While the Mexican Revolution fell short of expectations, the artists drew on their experiences as rebel students and revolutionary fighters to build a political argument for their art. In 1922, the muralists formed the Revolutionary Union of Technical Workers, Painters, and Sculptors and wrote a manifesto pledging their membership to the Communist International and their support to collective art projects that would pay workers equally. They experimented with modern materials for making art (including automobile paint and industrial spray guns), published a radical journal, El Machete, and became involved in the broader Mexican labor movement. However, their art, too, was in the main purchased and commissioned by the wealthy, not the working class. Siqueiros argued, as had Morris before him, that real, pure art could only exist in a radically changed society; his revolutionary activities were therefore a way of “fighting for pure art.”15
The Mexican muralists inspired artists around the world, but particularly across the border in the United States, where during the Great Depression artists and public officials alike sought to create, through relief programs, a more democratic public art. Through the programs of the New Deal, particularly the Federal Art Project (FAP), part of the larger Works Progress Administration, artists were hired and paid as workers, leveling the playing field for art creation for the first time. They were paid to make art in community spaces, where it could be seen by many more people than previously had access. Work was the subject, too, of much of the art, from photographs by Lewis Hine capturing factory workers in luminous black and white to Stuart Davis’s brightly colored abstracted workplaces. Artist and organizer Ralph Pearson argued that the printmaker should see themselves as “a workman among workers,” writing, “He prints his etchings, lithographs or woodblocks with hands which know ink and the rollers and wheels of his press. He works. He produces. He lives.”16
Artists had to fight to be included in the relief program, arguing that the economic collapse had put them out of work as surely as anyone else, and challenging long-standing ideas of the artist as existing outside of the wage-labor system. The FAP put the focus not on the product but on the production of art; it stressed getting artists working, not their end result. That gave artists with a broad range of political views and styles of work an opportunity to experiment, to push boundaries, without needing to satisfy rich patrons. Artists organized, too, in the Communist Party’s John Reed Club and its offshoot, the Unemployed Artists’ Group, which then became, after its successful push for federal arts funding, the Artists’ Union. The union was not a union in name only; it bargained with and demonstrated against the FAP’s leadership and eventually joined the Congress of Industrial Organizations (CIO), the more militant of the two national labor federations. Not everyone approved of such organization, of course—one art critic wrote that unions were antithetical to art: “The very nature that leads him to be an artist makes him intensely individualistic. To such men the very thought of unionization is distasteful. They are not the same as coal miners.” But to many of the artists, the union made perfect sense, and aligned them with the vast numbers of Americans relying on some form or other of Depression-era relief.17
While the FAP treated artists as workers, it did not treat all workers equally. The jobs for technical workers, gallery assistants, and fine artists were all supported, though not paid the same. In one important respect, though, the project did treat workers equally: Black artists were given the same wage as white ones, though they sometimes had to fight for their chosen subject matter (their own communities). In the end, the US government spent over $35 million on the arts between 1933 and 1943, resulting in tens of thousands of murals, sculptures, paintings, prints, posters, and photographs. Gordon Parks, Stuart Davis, and Dorothea Lange were among those who got work from the art programs, as were future art stars such as Lee Krasner and Jackson Pollock. In addition, the government poured money into community art centers, which not only displayed art but held lectures and classes so that everyday people could make art rather than simply consume it. The New Deal, in art historian A. Joan Saab’s words, provided a “redistribution of artistic opportunity.”18
The programs were attacked from two directions (though mostly by the same people): that they produced bad art and that they funded Communists. The former charge was almost by design impossible to counter—it has been dragged out over and over again in the years following the Depression to decry government spending on the arts, with those who make this claim cherry-picking mediocre or offensive pieces in order to denounce any investment at all. The project almost certainly funded plenty of art that any number of people might consider “bad,” and yet the production of bad art is on some level necessary if a society values art at all. The latter claim might have been true on some level—certainly the Communist Party’s agitation had helped bring about the arts project, and the Soviet Union certainly subsidized artists and their training and production. But for the New Dealers who backed and supported the project, the aim was the maintenance and expansion of an American art. When World War II began, the artists were conscripted like anyone else into the war effort, becoming employees of the WPA War Services Subdivision, where they produced posters and works that aestheticized the war. With the war’s end, American artists became a symbol of the ability of capitalism (glossed as “freedom”) to produce great works. New York benefited from the destruction of European creative centers, becoming the world’s art capital.19
The image of the lone artist, the uniquely brilliant individual differentiating himself from the crowd, served American Cold War interests. Jackson Pollock was the ideal American artist of the postwar period, splattering his id onto the canvas, incomprehensible to all but those smart enough to understand his special genius. Pollock’s abstract works were contrasted with Soviet realism and held up as the epitome of freedom; state-subsidized art, even though it had helped make Pollock’s career possible, was criticized as too limiting, too strict to produce great works.20
Artists continued to rely on a variety of direct and indirect subsidies in order to produce, though. The postwar welfare state in Europe, in particular, brought decent living conditions, the dole, and state-funded arts education that still produce artists like Kate O’Shea, even in their currently pared-back state. And art continued to present a more attractive working option than fitting oneself into the postwar work routine, whether it be the factory or the proverbial gray flannel suit. The 1960s brought the beginnings of what French sociologists Luc Boltanski and Eve Chiapello called the “artistic critique” of capitalism: that it was capitalist work discipline, not the collectivism of the Soviet Union, that produced endless dull drudgery and conformity. Workers began to demand more from life than a nine-to-five job.21
In this moment of upheaval, artists once again turned to organizing as workers. In late 1960s New York, rebellion was everywhere, and the New Left’s critique of capitalism left space for artists to imagine themselves as workers whose labor was also significant—and potentially dangerous—to capitalism. In trying to find the levers they could push to dissociate from and destroy the system, a number of famed artists came together as the Art Workers’ Coalition (AWC). They challenged the idea of art as commodity, organized to make demands on museums and other art institutions, and produced defiantly political works and minimalist creations fabricated by hired workers. They fought and challenged each other and ultimately the AWC fell apart, shattered in part by issues of sexism and racism.22
The artists of the Coalition did not all agree on what it meant, even, to be an art worker. Art historian Julia Bryan-Wilson noted that some “asserted that their practices were governed by the power differentials (and exploitation) inherent to the rules of employment within the capitalist West. For others, the recognition that art was work… was a move of empowerment rather than degradation; work signified serious, valuable effort.” They argued, too, over their target. Unlike the Artists’ Union of the New Deal era or the state-funded artists of socialist and social-democratic countries (Dutch and Danish artists, for example, had unions), New York artists lacked a central employer. This, though, did not mean that their art was not work, or that they lacked common antagonists: they wound up, many times, targeting museums. They demanded representation for Black and Latinx artists; challenged museums to pay artists and speculated on possible wage systems; and claimed rights over how their art was displayed, even after it had been purchased. In all these ways they challenged their alienation as workers. They also demanded “free days” at museums so that a broader public could see their work—perhaps their most successful legacy.23
The Coalition also left behind the seeds of a unionization movement among museum staffers, one that has reappeared in recent years alongside other rebellions from laborers of love. Some AWC members had been museum staffers before their art careers stabilized; the Coalition argued that curation and other support roles were also important art work, and so supported the move in 1971 by the staff at the Museum of Modern Art (MoMA, perhaps the AWC’s readiest target) to form the Professional and Administrative Staff Association, the first union of art museum workers in the country. The museum did not concede easily to the union, and the workers struck for two weeks that year to preserve their win.24
As the Art Workers were rebelling, though, the modern art world was coming into its own. Artists enjoyed new levels of prestige (which the AWC used to gain attention for its actions and demands). The National Endowment for the Arts was formed and made grants to artists, including members of the Coalition. While nothing like the levels of state funding outside of the United States, the grants were still a source of income for many artists. But although there was something of an art boom, a 1970 report noted that still, only one in ten painters or sculptors actually supported themselves with their art work. “Almost nobody could pay rent from art,” Lucy Lippard of the AWC said. A few stars became famous and sold works for fabulous sums; the rest of the field looked on longingly from their part-time jobs and crumbling apartments. Art stars became mini-industries in themselves, hiring workers themselves in order to produce works of art. How could such artists be in solidarity with the working class?25
At the same time that the AWC was raising hell in New York, Italian artists were inspired by radical movements of the time, operaismo (workerism) and autonomia, which understood the fight against capitalism as extending outside of the workplace and into all facets of society, the “social factory.” While the Wages for Housework movement used this understanding to formulate its demands around women’s unpaid work in the home, artists aligned with the movements rejected art institutions and instead made art in public that aimed to disrupt business as usual. While factory workers revolted, artists looked for ways to participate in what seemed at the time to be a revolutionary moment.26
But the revolution of the 1960s and 1970s never quite coalesced, though radical artists like Kate O’Shea have never stopped trying to find ways to make art outside of the market. State officials and capital recognized the potential of artists and the artistic critique, allied with worker rebellions, to disturb the consensus that allowed capitalism to proceed uninterrupted, and under neoliberalism we see where this has ended: fetishizing the individual artist while cutting off all the legs of the state supports (or even the benign neglect) that had made her possible in the first place. The welfare state and publicly funded arts education were stripped away, housing costs were jacked up in the cities once celebrated for their arts culture, and that art culture itself turned into a tourist commodity. Tourists flock to Broadway to see the 839,258,256th replaying of Cats or the latest Harry Potter spinoff, while experimental theater dies. They go to the art museum to gawk at the famous paintings, while avoiding the outer boroughs where the working artists have been pushed.
The artist then became the ideal worker for the neoliberal age just as neoliberalism made it harder and harder to succeed as an artist. Today’s worker must be “a creative figure, a person of intuition, invention, contacts, chance encounters, someone who is always on the move, passing from one project to the next, one world to another,” in Boltanski and Chiapello’s words, in order to succeed. Stability, never a hallmark of the artist’s condition, disintegrated under the guise of improving work, of concession to the artistic critique. Work would be exciting, fulfilling, creative, a place for self-expression, but you had to give up knowing where your next check was coming from. If the work itself is its own reward, it is much easier for the boss to tell workers to shut up and look grateful.27
Into the crueler world of neoliberalism crashed the AIDS crisis, devastating New York’s arts community in the 1980s. The activist group ACT UP had an artists’ wing, Gran Fury, that produced propaganda for wildly dramatic direct actions, and artists affected by the virus, who lost friends and lovers or were dying themselves, produced haunting artworks forcing their audience to confront the realities of the disease. They challenged the brutal conservative regimes of Ronald Reagan and Margaret Thatcher to see their suffering. And yet conservatives tended to use the works of gay artists as reasons to attack what little arts funding there was. Art in these cases was political work, as it had been in the 1930s and the 1960s, but now it was drained of hope and laden with grim determination.28
Even as the AIDS crisis laid bare the realities of a political-economic system uninterested in the realities of artists’ lives, the neoliberal era, with its stripped-down public services and go-go markets, was creating new levels of art star and new arguments to justify its own existence. The term “creative class” entered our vocabulary as an argument, as filmmaker and author Astra Taylor wrote, “that individual ingenuity can fill the void left by declining institutions.” Capitalism has taken the members of the so-called creative class, in the terms of its most famous advocate, Richard Florida, from outsider status, as “bizarre mavericks operating at the bohemian fringe,” and placed them “at the very heart of the process of innovation and economic growth.” In Florida’s framework, the Protestant work ethic has now fused with the “bohemian ethic,” and the bohemians suddenly had the power; it was no longer necessary for workers to struggle over control of the means of production, because those means were all in their heads anyway. It’s another gloss on the artistic critique, synthesized into the revitalized, sprawling capitalism of the 1990s and 2000s. Who needs public funding when creativity is an engine of economic growth itself?29


THE ART MARKET OF THE NEOLIBERAL AGE MIGHT AS WELL HAVE BEEN designed purely in opposition to the demands of radical art workers of the past century. Art buyers hold art because of its value; its uniqueness points to their own brilliance as consumers, and acquiring it is a way for them to acquire some of the sheen of the artist on themselves. Art is perhaps the ultimate fetishized commodity, where the work that went into creating it is almost entirely mystified, forgotten, wiped away. It appeared as if by magic, as if buyers conjured it with their dollars, blessed by the sanctification of an art world that makes it clear that it is art, and art worth owning. The existence of the artist is only there as justification—this famed artist made this, therefore it is art.
Attempts to peer into the art-production process were hard to find as I worked on this book; coming up dry on this research again and again convinced me that I was heading in the right direction. The process of making art is too rarely studied and described as work. But sociologist Howard Becker, in his classic Art Worlds, did dig into the process of creating art: not just the inspiration of the lone artist but the supporting cast that makes it possible.30
An art world, in Becker’s term, is not singular but rather “the network of people whose cooperative activity, organized via their joint knowledge of conventional means of doing things, produces the kind of art works the art world is noted for.” Art worlds are made up of the various workers who do the funding, producing, distributing, displaying, criticizing, observing, and, yes, purchasing of art as well as educating artists. The size of these supporting casts varies, but art production and circulation nevertheless depend on a broad network of workers even as those workers’ participation is mystified.31
Conceptual artist Kerry Guinan drew attention to the breadth of art worlds with an exhibition that included a collaboration with factory workers in the Dominican Republic, who manufactured the canvases commonly bought at art stores in Ireland, where she lived. “The factory workers each signed a blank canvas and shipped it over to Ireland and I exhibited them,” she explained. “This work was questioning the labor that is behind everything that we produce, even dematerialized conceptual art like the type that I do.” For Guinan, her work “is always revealing power relations in a very experiential way to myself and to everyone involved in it.”32
Art worlds are always stretching, bending, changing, and even dying. Would-be artists compete for the privilege to be considered such; there is often an oversupply of workers for the art work considered creative. The creative work, after all, is the part worth loving, and the part that grants special status. To be eligible for inclusion in the systems that ensure an artist can pay the bills—can be represented by a gallery, apply for public or foundation grants, get hired for commissions, sell their works or reproductions thereof—one must be granted the status of artist in the first place, a status conferred by institutions, from art schools to galleries to museums. Even now, few artists make their living solely by producing works of art; indeed, many of them pay the bills working in different parts of the art world, like the museum workers who were themselves artists, or art teachers producing works on the side.33
In an uncertain system, where artists must please someone in order to get their work funded (either up front, with a grant, or on the back end by selling the product), there will be limits on what they can do, on how radical a message they can send. In this sense, though independent artists are freer than wage laborers, they are still embedded in a system of power hierarchies structured by capitalism. They may not have a boss, but, unless they are wealthy themselves, they nonetheless have to appeal to others to support their work. Ben Davis argued that artists are quintessentially middle class, having some power and autonomy at work, and some status, but not freed from the pressures of working for a living. And like others in the middle class, they have been sold the idea that not having a boss is liberation. This position, as the workers of the Art Workers’ Coalition discovered, limits artists’ ability to organize for better conditions. Upon whom are their demands to be made?34
It is not surprising that artists are often loath to think of themselves as workers. Work, after all, sucks. Yet this vision of art work as somehow outside of the economy means that we know very little about the working conditions of actually-existing artists. Are they broke, are they struggling, how do they pay the bills, what do they contribute to the economy, could the state do more to help? Surveys have been done by activist organizations like Working Artists in the Greater Economy (W.A.G.E.), which released a 2012 study of around one thousand New York artists, which found that the majority did not receive any compensation for their participation in shows in museums or nonprofits. A 2014 UK survey found that “71% of artists had received no fee at all for exhibiting in arts council–funded galleries, and 63% had been forced to turn down exhibitions because they could not afford to carry the costs themselves.” In 2018, US researchers found that the median income of the artists they surveyed was between $20,000 and $30,000 a year, with 21 percent pulling in $10,000 or less. Meanwhile, the audience for museums and galleries is (perhaps unsurprisingly) older, whiter, and richer than the rest of the population, on average, and that audience is shrinking. At the same time, the art market—with time out for a dip around the global financial crisis—is bigger than ever, generating well over $700 billion a year.35
State support for the arts varies in the industrialized West, from the tiny trickle of funds disbursed in the United States to more robust programs across Europe, with the amounts spent, unsurprisingly, higher in social democratic countries where the public sector as a whole is larger. In 2010, Ivo Josipović, a composer who was then president of Croatia, argued, “When regulating the position of artists in the society, one shouldn’t have Mozart, Rembrandt, Beethoven, Balzac or some other genius in mind, but a human that chooses art as his profession because he has his internal motives to be a genius. The system should give opportunity to an artist to be independent, to express his talent in the way he finds the best, and in the same time secure a decent life for him and his family.” In Denmark and some other countries, there are trade unions for artists; in these places they are more likely to receive state funding and therefore to have a target for their organizing efforts. Mexican artists are able to pay taxes with art work; the government displays the work in offices or public museums.36
But working-class people remain underrepresented in the arts. One US survey from 2014 found that artists and other “creative workers” were more likely to come from middle-income homes even as they make something like 35 percent less than their comfortable parents did. A 2018 UK study noted that in addition to the very real barriers of money, artists also face a series of gatekeepers who remain attached to the idea of art as a meritocracy—gatekeepers who tend to come from more comfortable backgrounds themselves, making it easier for them to wave away the difficulties that artists of color with less (or no) family support face just getting to enter that meritocratic contest.37
In all of this inequality reigns; in fact, it grows. A handful of superstars’ success does not, in fact, trickle down; more art school graduates are pumped out each year than will ever make a living making art. Filmmaker and writer Hito Steyerl noted that the perception of the art world is that it is sponsored by the wealthy, but that in fact, “throughout history it has been artists and artworkers, more than any other actors, who have subsidized art production.” It is the artists, still, who have made art valuable, and so often that is because they have done their work out of love, and in fact have done plenty of other work in order to be able to support their art. Sociologist Andrew Ross called this “sacrificial labor,” a way that one gives up certain facets of stability in order to pursue work that is seen as meaningful—more meaningful, perhaps, even than personal relationships. (This notion echoes, of course, the conditions of the nonprofit worker.) Artists, after all, must love their work above all other things. One particularly ludicrous 2018 study used medical imaging technology, scanning the brains of self-identified “creatives,” in an attempt to prove that sacrifice was simply hardwired into artists’ brains.38
Hardwired or not, in order to continue this cycle, it is necessary to have a few superstars visibly raking in the money, and it is necessary to continue to depict art as an end in itself. In the space between these two joys—the anticipated thrill of success, and the pleasure of the art-making itself—most artists get lost.
There are, of course, paths to art-making that don’t truck (mostly) with the Art World. Graffiti and street art, Davis argued, are essentially reactions to neoliberalism—reflections of the decline of the industrial core of so many cities, leaving fertile space for painting, on the one hand, and of gentrification, on the other, as advertising thrusts itself into every facet of urban life. Like the subway breakdancers who can turn an average commute into a moment of magic, graffiti typically isn’t recognized as “art,” because of where it takes place and its position outside of the law—although galleries have begun to embrace street artists, too, welcoming them inside the shifting boundaries of art worlds.39
So-called “outsider” artists, who make their work disconnected from any art world and often even from the kind of community that shapes something like graffiti, demonstrate a few of these contradictions. Untrained, perhaps intensely isolated, religious, or mentally ill artists who appear to have made their work simply to please themselves, these artists are often laughed at until someone qualified pronounces their work “art.” Yet art critic Angella d’Avignon noted, “The art world needs outsiders more than they need the art world.” The narrative around these artists suits art’s image of itself, where brilliance is not a thing to be worked for but simply to be achieved—even if “outsider” artists put in quite a lot of work on their creations. The story of Vivian Maier, a nanny by trade whose massive oeuvre of hauntingly beautiful street photographs was found at an auction after her death, echoes this trope—she appeared to have taken her photos purely for the love of them, never attempting to show them in public. In a way, the “outsider” or “naïve” artist is the ideal artist: working on their own with no hope or even desire for payment or acknowledgment, with no study and no one teaching them skills, they produce something surprisingly brilliant for no one’s edification but their own. Yet Maier proved so confounding to the man who “discovered” her that he made a documentary about “finding” her—when confronted with someone who appears to actually have done her work for love, despite all our cultural programming, we have a hard time comprehending her.40
It has been the support workers of the art world of late who have stood up to demand recognition as workers. Art museum staff picked up the example set by the MoMA workers in the 1970s and have been joining unions. Workers at the New Museum in New York helped set off this wave, challenging the museum’s management to live up to its progressive reputation and recognize the workers’ organization. Their campaign began in 2018 with the support of the MoMA workers and UAW Local 2110, to which the MoMA union belongs; in reaction, the museum hired an anti-union law firm. The crackdown backfired, though. Told that “unions are for coal miners” (perhaps a conscious echo of that critic of the Artists’ Union), the workers nevertheless overwhelmingly voted for the union. Workers at the Marciano Art Foundation in Los Angeles were less successful; when they made their union drive public, the private museum simply shut its doors, firing them all. “I think that arts labor is really viewed as the sort of privileged sector of labor that, you know, people who are working in the arts often have college degrees or postgraduate degrees, and that somehow this is not our main source of income or is not our livelihood or is in some way that we are not serious workers,” Izzy Johnson, one of the Marciano workers, told reporters. But the wave continued, with a spreadsheet circulating online in 2019, on which art institution workers anonymously shared their salary information, creating a broad picture of a low-paying industry and giving workers more fuel for organizing.41
During the coronavirus pandemic of 2020, art workers faced a swath of new challenges. In a world suddenly divided into “essential” and “nonessential” work, artists topped a poll asking respondents to rank the least (and most) essential jobs. Museum workers faced furloughs and layoffs; yet, as Bryan Cook, a member of the new union at the Guggenheim Museum in New York, noted, art is also one of the things that people want “on the other side of this,” a thing that gives people “something to live for.” Workers at the Philadelphia Museum of Art (PMA), who had begun organizing around the salary spreadsheet, went public with their union drive in the middle of the pandemic. “Now, more than ever, when things are so uncertain,” said Sarah Shaw, a museum educator at the PMA, “this is the time when we need the power of collective bargaining, and to have a voice in these incredibly important decisions that are being made.” In August, 89 percent of the workers voted for the union amid layoffs.42
It can still be difficult for artists themselves to conceive of their problems as collective issues, rather than individual ones. Artists, suggests artist and designer Bill Mazza, tend to be more antiauthoritarian than explicitly political. It’s an alignment that suits the lone artist, whose instinct, often, is to make art about it—perhaps to make the problem visible, but often to stop short of offering a solution or taking collective action.43
Art and parenting, in this way, are oddly similar. One of a series of writers who tackled the question of art and mothering, Heather Abel, gestured to a photo of the sculptor Ruth Asawa taken by Imogen Cunningham, of Asawa making art while her children played. “This photo served as a challenge: if I really cared about my kids, I’d create art only while watching them,” Abel wrote. “It was only much later that I realized Imogen Cunningham had posed her photo. That tableau must have lasted only as long as the flick of a camera lens, and then the baby was wet and crying, and the older children jabbed each other with wire.” The challenge of finding time and space to make art is here contrasted with the everyday work of parenting, but still, ultimately, portrayed as a personal problem rather than a social one.44
Some of the more successful art-world organizing has indeed used artistic interventions to make political change. The Guerrilla Girls challenged the art world’s sexism through their costumed performances and creative posters, taking the problem Abel described and turning it around, demanding inclusion into museums and galleries. If artists’ work is not supported, if artists must find a way to self-sustain, then women, who remain responsible for so much caring labor, will find the odds of breaking into the mythic meritocracy stacked against them. “The majority of people who work in the arts will identify themselves as liberal to left-wing, often radically left-wing. This is going from the poorest artists to the highest paid curators in institutions,” artist Kerry Guinan argued. “But, if this is the case that we are a field in which everyone is all left-wing values, then why are we all agreed that the art world is a piece of capitalist shit that is relying on private capital that exploits its workers, that exploits artists, relies on unpaid labor?” Guinan continued, “This, to me, is living proof that art cannot change the world and that is why we need to organize. Artists need to realize how little power we all actually really have and how power needs to be built. It doesn’t come naturally and it is not a divine gift you get by being an artist.”45
The reality is that today’s successful artist is more likely a cottage industry held up by support workers who are made invisible just as women in the home have long been invisible. Damien Hirst is one such example: his massive success led novelist and journalist Hari Kunzru to describe him as “art that is the market—a series of gestures that are made wholly or primarily to capture and embody financial value, and only secondarily have any other function or virtue.” Hirst’s diamond-encrusted human skull was sold for $100 million. ARTnews described his business thus: “He has a company, Other Criteria, that licenses his imagery, creates products, and sells them on the Web. In addition to Hirst’s own prints, editions, books, posters, and T-shirts, the company markets the wares of other artists. And this is just one piece of an umbrella corporation, Science Ltd., that oversees Hirst’s vast studios, 120 employees, and other business interests.” These artists aren’t middle class: they are capitalists, employing workers to produce commodities for them that they can sell at (often a stupendous) profit.46
Jeff Koons, meanwhile, laid off a chunk of his assistants at his “round-the-clock studio” after rumors surfaced that they were considering unionizing. “I was in this room when I got to the studio and there are no windows and I was working a night shift,” said Lucia Love of the Art and Labor podcast, who did a stint in Koons’s “Factory.” “For the time that I was there, I never saw sunlight, really. It was very brightly fluorescent lit. It was incredibly painful because the thing we had to do was like mix 200 minutely different colors. Then, there were these mass firings all the time where they wanted to demoralize you, but they were also like, ‘Well, we just finished a show. We can’t justify keeping everybody hired.’”47
Assistants are nothing new to art, of course, and some of them may even be paid well and treated fairly, and possibly one day launched into their own individual careers. But their names remain missing from the gallery wall, whether they are paint-mixers in Koons’s “factory” or industrial workers making the likes of Richard Serra’s massive metal Torqued Ellipses (though at least the description at Dia: Beacon, where those ellipses are housed, does mention them, if not by name). Kara Walker’s gargantuan Sugar Sphinx, displayed in Brooklyn’s soon-to-be-renovated Domino Sugar factory, was “built from Walker’s sketches by a team of nearly 20 fabricators, the 3-D sculpting and milling firm Digital Atelier, and Sculpture House Casting,” according to New York magazine; later in the article, Walker’s assistants appear like ghosts in a throwaway sentence, unnamed, but briefly, at least, acknowledged. Kehinde Wiley’s art, author and painter Molly Crabapple pointed out, is now painted by assistants in his Chinese studio; he told New York in 2012, “I don’t want you to know every aspect of where my hand starts and ends, or how many layers go underneath the skin, or how I got that glow to happen,” he says. “It’s the secret sauce! Get out of my kitchen!” Crabapple responded, “I am happy that his work exists. It is beautiful. I just don’t like the myth that he is the one who is painting it. Why can’t we have movie credits for art? Because there is a lot of work that you cannot do yourself. You just need a credits list. That is all. And fair payment.”48
Even as these “superartists” become household names, visual artists struggle with the devaluation of their work that the Internet has made possible. If mechanical reproduction, as Walter Benjamin famously pointed out, created problems for art, the problems of lightning-fast digital distribution have multiplied them. Astra Taylor wrote, “New-media thinkers believe social production and amateurism transcend the old problem of alienated labor by allowing us to work for love, not money, but in fact the unremunerated future they anticipate will only deepen a split that many desperately desire to reconcile.” A wonderful efflorescence of amateur creativity has been brought on by the Internet, the argument goes, and why should we care if any of those people get paid when they appear not to? Yet Taylor pointed out, drawing on her own experiences as a filmmaker, that art production is expensive, and just because her films can now be seen on the Internet (potentially for free or on a streaming service for a fraction of the cost of a movie ticket) doesn’t mean they have become free to produce. “Due to technological shifts,” she wrote, “all manner of creative works have effectively become open access, and now we need to fund them.”49
The Internet can be a way for artists to make money, too. Crabapple noted that selling prints of her work online and taking commissions made art sustainable for her in a way that a more traditional art career would not have. “Basically, you are expected to front all of the money and fund yourself to produce a show. That show sits in a room for a month and then, if that show sells, you get good money. But, if that show doesn’t, you are just out a year’s work and that is not sustainable for me.” But tech companies would rather not share the wealth with those who use their platforms to create. The example of Vine, a short video service that briefly brought stardom to a handful of Internet personalities—and extra dollars to its parent company, Twitter—is instructive. When a handful of Vine creators with millions of followers demanded that the company pay them for their creations, it instead pulled the plug on the platform. Writer Malcolm Harris noted, “The important lesson from the story is that platforms would rather disappear entirely than start collectively bargaining with talent.”50
Whether Vine creators are “artists” is beyond the reach of this book; the point is that the celebration of amateur creativity, of work done out of love, is often the velvet glove over an iron fist that will crack down quickly on any resistance. In November 2019, I attended a talk in an art gallery in London about the “future of work.” During the question-and-answer session, two different artists referred to their abusive relationship with the art world. Young people work very hard to be accepted to exclusive art schools, noted OK Fox of the Art and Labor podcast; at the same time, they are drawn to those schools in many cases because they were misfits, or disillusioned by the vision of the capitalist workplace on offer. Those same young people go on to work incredibly hard for years in the hope of maybe becoming a professional artist one day, both Fox and Lucia Love said, shaping their lives around this desire only to find out that the art world doesn’t love them back. Those art schools, noted longtime arts industry worker Natasha Bunten, often turn out graduates with no idea how to make a career in their field, how to gain funding, or where there might be jobs that would pay. Artists are still likely to be held to the fringes, despite Richard Florida’s cheery framework: the flipside of the Koons Factory is the hollowed-out industrial spaces that artists claim for themselves. After the 2016 fire at Ghost Ship, an artists’ collective in an old warehouse in rapidly gentrifying Oakland, California, which killed thirty-six people, Alexander Billet and Adam Turl of Red Wedge Magazine wrote, “America hates its artists. America hates its young working-class people.” The victims of the fire, they argued, “are victims of an art and music economy that doesn’t work for the majority of artists and musicians. They are dead because art has become financialized. They are dead because gentrification is taking away our right to the city—and pushing artists and young workers to the margins—especially (but not only) artists of color.”51
Creativity in all these ways has been turned from a basic human quality, one that anyone is capable of expressing, to a private preserve, enclosed behind the boundaries of its own world. The narrative that artists will create solely for the love of it—a fact that might be true if all humans had the stability and the free time and resources with which to do so—is used to justify a variety of exploitative practices rather than to call for an opening up of art worlds to all. Yet despite it all, art remains both essential and the deepest of pleasures. As Alison Stine wrote at Talk Poverty: “When I feel like I have nothing, I can give my son the gift of creativity, the gift of imagination, the gift of spending a happy hour painting cardboard on the porch.”52
We will not make the world friendlier for artists by denying that their work is work, however, even as we should—and do—acknowledge the joy of creating. Rather, art workers will have to do that, as Kerry Guinan said, by organizing. Natasha Bunten cofounded the Cultural Workers Education Center in New York City because her years working in the world of fine arts had left her frustrated with the exploitation that surrounded her. The granddaughter of an artist who seeded a modest foundation to support art and craft workers, Bunten went to art school as an undergraduate and then as a graduate student at New York University; she did unpaid internships before landing a job at the Guggenheim and moving to consulting. “What happened for me personally was that it became clear that the work that I needed to do was about people in my own community and people with whom I have class solidarity,” Bunten said. That led her to researching the issue of labor in the art world, and looking at unionization practices in other industries in which she saw similarities.
Inspired by the work of organizing campaigns in other parts of the service industry—home care workers, domestic workers, and food-service workers, in particular—she began to ask how the art world could learn from these strategies. “One of the big glaring voids that I kept butting my head up against was this issue of how we talk about the art world as this insular thing,” she said. “When you start to look at the way in which an artist in their studio is functionally an isolated worker that is producing something that then goes into the market, their isolation is not dissimilar from the isolation of a home health-care worker.” The art world also intertwines with public education and the broader nonprofit industrial complex, yet, Bunten said, it is still treated as unique. She and her colleagues launched the Cultural Workers Education Center in 2019 to begin to make space for education and organizing for art workers, and they were thrilled with the response—in particular, the interest in discussions about organizing. Bunten said, “For us the answer has always been the collective. These systemic issues can’t be addressed by targeting one person, by acting as an individual. They can only be addressed when we start to understand our collective needs and our collective rights and to demand those rights alongside our peers.”


IT WAS LATE JANUARY 2020 WHEN I CRISSCROSSED IRELAND WITH KATE O’Shea, hopping trains and buses from Dublin to Limerick to Cork and back again to meet a collection of the artists with whom she works. In Dublin, we had breakfast and tea with Marie Brett, an installation artist who, like O’Shea, specializes in creating spaces where people can interact, and for whom O’Shea was project-managing an upcoming installation. From there we caught a night bus to Limerick to stay with Kerry Guinan and meet one of O’Shea’s printmaking mentors as well as Ciaran Nash, an artist who had collaborated with Guinan and others to make an alternative currency to celebrate the anniversary of the Limerick Soviet (a time in 1919 when the workers of Limerick turned a general strike into a takeover of the city). From there we went to O’Shea’s home of Cork, to meet Eve Olney and to visit the bank where O’Shea and Olney had built their installation, titled Spare Room.
The space, which was an iteration of Olney’s practice as Art Architecture Activism, was designed to be open to the public—not just for the appreciation of art, but to be a social and political space where people came together for workshops. These ranged, O’Shea said, “from the banking process to feminist economics to printmaking.”
They took over the vacant TSB Bank on Main Street, near the city center, “to pinpoint at least one building and show this could be used to multiple purposes and it is practically a crime that it is not being used,” Olney explained. But once the project began, it snowballed beyond their expectations. It turned into thirteen exhibitions from artists as well as social organizations, including the Cork Women’s Travellers Network and the Movement of Asylum Seekers in Ireland. There were twenty-six workshops, and in between those O’Shea pulled together her “People’s Kitchen” to feed the people who came in. They hosted a radical library in the bank’s old vault. But the point, they stressed, was to create new organizations that would last beyond the period of the exhibition.
Figuring out how her print work fitted in with the work of creating the spaces was at one point a challenge for O’Shea, but the bank project helped her to understand how the art could “create a space visually that can hold activism,” she explained. The art served to make the space accessible, to draw interest from people who might never attend a radical political meeting, to get people in a space with others with whom they might never have spoken on the street. “My work is people, in a way. It is whoever is in the space at that moment [and] is creating whatever part of the revolution they are creating.”53
For O’Shea, and the artist community to which she belongs, organizing is a part of their arts practice. Yet she is quite aware of the way that art trends can veer toward or away from a particular kind of political art. It is what keeps her doing different types of work, from the prints to publishing to the spaces and the People’s Kitchen. And it is also what keeps her and her community aware of the need for political organizing that goes beyond political art.
Kerry Guinan, whose art is often in fact about labor, nevertheless said, “Ultimately, I don’t think it’s possible to interrupt or go outside capitalism through art. I do think it’s possible through organizing.” Her art is about, she said, “trying to test very particular aesthetic techniques and, I suppose, test the boundaries of the artistic encounter. Whereas organizing is a completely different field altogether and it has limits in itself.”
The organizing that O’Shea and Olney and Guinan do has a range of impacts—from the small-scale, organizing with other artists to improve their working conditions—which does in its way open up space for funding for more political art work—to the long-term aim of challenging the capitalist system. “One of the reasons why I want to start an artists’ union, it’s not even so much as fighting for better positions for ourselves. I just don’t think that the arts will be truly accessible until we create better working conditions for those that are in it,” Guinan explained. “I don’t think working-class people and marginalized communities will ever be as represented as we want them to be in the arts if we don’t fight to change the field so that it is not so precarious and it’s not so underpaid and doesn’t rely so much on unpaid work.” The art world’s typical solution, of finding a few artists from diverse backgrounds to uplift, she noted, is still “an art solution to a structural problem.”
Guinan launched the artists’ union as part of yet another collective art project. In Dublin, the A4 Sounds art space—a gallery, workspace, and community—was hosting a yearlong series of exhibitions and events around the theme “We Only Want the Earth,” a line from Irish socialist and trade union leader James Connolly. Guinan used the moment to start a concrete campaign with a winnable goal for collective action. “We are not going to go looking for millions more in arts money, because we won’t achieve that in a month,” Guinan said. “But if someone has an invoice that hasn’t been paid, we might collectively decide to approach the gallery or whoever it is and win that battle for them. What I want is for members of the artistic community to go away feeling what winning feels like and, also, how hard it is, how hard it is to even win a small battle, because that will make you realize how little power we actually have right now.” The artists’ union also held a campaign around arts funding from the government during the coronavirus lockdown.
I suggested to O’Shea that, in a way, all of these collaborations and mutual support projects were themselves the beginnings of such a union. When I told the A4 Sounds crew about Natasha Bunten’s workers’ center, they reacted by saying, “Wow, that’s kind of what we are. An art workers’ center.”
A4, too, began from collective exhibitions and grew into a collective artists’ space, where politically minded artists in wildly expensive Dublin can work. “This year is the first year that we had a funded program. In the past we have been doing things like the residency on a shoestring which basically meant we could give in-kind stuff to artists so they can use the space,” explained Donal Holland, one of A4’s founders. That program became “We Only Want the Earth.” Consulting artists like O’Shea and Guinan would serve as mentors for less established artists, giving them access to material supports rather than just gesturing at an acknowledgment. The virus closed the studios down for a while, but the programming was going ahead as Dublin reopened.
“I just love connecting all these things,” O’Shea said. “With ‘We Only Want the Earth,’ I have a small part, which is exciting because I am then part of a bigger team, and I will be working with the Movement of Asylum Seekers in Ireland.” They would be creating an award for someone seeking refuge in Ireland. The whole idea behind “We Only Want the Earth,” O’Shea said, is “a redistribution of wealth,” taking arts funding that A4 gets and using it to support marginalized artists. “It is all about building the movement of the artists—it is like slowly working and building an army. We joke about that now. When we meet someone we are like, ‘They would be good for the army.’”



CHAPTER 7
HOPING FOR WORK
Interns
CAMILLE MARCOUX’S FIRST EXPERIENCE AS AN UNPAID INTERN WAS while she was studying for her bachelor’s degree at L’Université du Québec à Montréal (UQAM). She was preparing for law school, but as an undergraduate, she interned at a nonprofit community organization one day a week for a whole year, while a full-time student.
The internship, like those done by so many students (and graduates) in Quebec and around the world, was unpaid. “The organization basically runs on interns during the school year,” she explained, as for many students an internship was mandatory before graduation. Then, during law school, she was required to do another internship for six months. That time, she got lucky—she got paid. But that wasn’t a requirement. “Obviously, the kind of law that you went into had an influence on whether you were going to get paid, but the obligation to pay or not is the same for everyone. Even if you worked for the biggest firm in the city, you could work for free.”
She had to apply for her internship just as one would a job, but, she noted, since the internships were mandatory, if students were not accepted at the workplaces of their choice, “it could happen that you were forced to work somewhere.”
The variety of internship experiences struck her, early on, as unfair. “The different internships have different value. The people that were doing internships in corporate law—and obviously it was more men—during the summer, got paid and got more academic credit for that internship. While I was doing one day a week during a whole year, I couldn’t get paid and I had less credit at the end of the year.” The way this was weighted in practice meant these men could graduate faster with more cash in hand; student protests changed the weighting practices a little bit, but pay rates (or lack thereof) remained the same.
Marcoux and a growing number of other interns also noticed that internships were required in certain disciplines and not in others. While more fields were demanding students complete internships, fields like education, social work, and nursing—fields dominated by women—led the way. Meanwhile, in engineering and other male-dominated disciplines, internships were paid and protected by labor law. “The labor law, for it to apply, you have to have a wage,” Marcoux, now a labor lawyer, explained. “What is in the labor law regarding internships is that when the internship is mandatory in your curriculum, the labor law does not apply to you, so the employer is not forced to give you a wage. But when you get a wage, you are an employee.” When you don’t get a wage, you are not an employee—and that means that protections against abuses on the job—against sexual harassment, for example—don’t apply, either. Unpaid workers could thus be doubly or triply exploited.
Professional organizations had some sway over the internship process, which was the reason that engineering interns were paid, she explained. “They actually said to the schools, ‘We are not going to recognize the internships that are done if they are not paid.’ In those conditions, the labor law applied to those types of students because they were automatically paid during their internship.”
During her undergraduate internship, Marcoux said, the interns often felt they’d been thrown in at the deep end, expected to know how to do the job from the beginning. There was little oversight or training as they learned through doing—the opposite of the on-the-job education internships are billed as. Marcoux worked for a community organization providing a variety of services: “We gave consultations about social services, about tenants’ rights, but also about financial aid. Sometimes it was very sensitive information, a very delicate situation, and it was very difficult to just work without any discussion with our colleagues, with our boss, about how we were supposed to do that work.”
The interns were kept out of staff meetings, she explained, which could create or exacerbate messy situations. “Sometimes people had very difficult experiences with certain service users and we didn’t have any space to discuss it, either with the school or with our internship environment.” They worked alongside paid staff, and were expected to do much of the same work, but the interns did not have the same power.
There was little help to be had from the university. “The school, they don’t have any idea what we do during our internship. For them it is a complete mystery,” she laughed. And yet, because the internship was required for her degree, she received a grade from the university for the experience. “It is still a little bit difficult to understand how they can actually grade us because they don’t understand what we do,” she said. Even though her direct supervisor at the nonprofit provided an evaluation to the university, she didn’t think that gave the university enough insight to grade her, let alone provide a constructive evaluation or any real oversight of her working conditions. This, too, was a common complaint among the interns.
As the internship programs expanded, they became more demanding, requiring more hours of the students, longer commitments, and more sacrifice in order to do the unpaid work. Even lower-level students, at Quebec’s CEGEPs (institutions that provide pre-university education for university-bound students as well as technical programs for those learning skilled trades), are required to do internships. Students in programs from cosmetology to nursing to administration are doing longer internships, despite the fact, as Marcoux pointed out, that their degrees do not usually lead to particularly high-paying jobs. “This shows that it is a very classist issue, because we are expected to do free work during our training,” she said, “but it is not going to lead us to a more valued job and something with good work conditions that are going to help us pay back our loans.”
The expansion of unpaid internships in the public and nonprofit sector in Quebec, Marcoux said, has helped to make up for years of budget cuts to the government—budget cuts that students have fought against over and over again. As nonprofits expand into doing work that the state used to do, the work of volunteers, and now interns, helps keep those organizations afloat—and making those internships mandatory provides a steady stream of cheap or free labor. The nonprofit sector in Canada, as in the United States, has expanded greatly in recent decades, and relies on the dedication of workers who often take pay cuts out of a commitment to the cause—or, in the case of the interns, take no pay at all.1
“Very early on during our education, we learned to help to compensate for the budget cuts,” Marcoux explained. “We are learning what is expected of us, and then we go into our workplace and we see our colleagues and they are all doing free labor. A lot of them are working extra hours that they are not getting paid for because they are all working with vulnerable populations and you cannot just say, ‘Now it is time to go home. Goodbye.’”
She added, “I feel like they are training us for exploitation.”


WHAT IS AN INTERN?
Unlike most of the workers in this book, the intern is not defined by the kind of work she does, but by her status in the workplace. She can be a law student, like Camille Marcoux, on her way to a middle-class profession but laboring in a community organization one day a week. She could be an assistant on a film set, fetching coffee and checking lists in hopes of breaking into the industry. She could be a young journalist, as your humble author was, fact-checking pieces by big names she’s long idolized and eagerly pitching pieces to the editors who occasionally breeze by her cubicle. She could be an Ivy League student putting in time at an investment bank, or she could even be serving cotton candy at Disney World or assembling iPhones at Foxconn’s massive factories.2
She might be paid, but probably isn’t.
Interns are not technically workers at all. Instead, they are assumed to be students first, learning on the job and making their way toward eventual (and eventually, perhaps, lucrative) careers. One researcher defined an internship as “any experience of the world of work from which a student can learn about a career,” which is both vague and as specific as it is possible to be.3
What really defines the intern, after all, is hope. Communications scholars Kathleen Kuehn and Thomas F. Corrigan coined the term “hope labor” to apply to “un- or under-compensated work carried out in the present, often for experience or exposure, in the hope that future employment opportunities may follow.” Hope labor is a snake eating its own tail, and the intern is the hope laborer par excellence. Working for free in order to one day get one of those jobs that are worth loving, the intern is the vehicle by which the conditions of contingency and subordination that are common to low-wage service work creep into an increasing number of salaried fields. Justified by the meritocratic myth that the best interns will get jobs, the internship actually drives down wages by introducing a new wage floor—free—into the system, allowing companies to substitute interns for entry-level workers. The interns replace the very employees they hope to be.4
Hope labor, and the internship, is a problem of power. The intern is the least powerful person in the room; interns are there to do what is asked of them in such a way that it inconveniences no one while drawing the positive attention that might lead to the ultimate prize: a real job offer. The internship turns a job into something to be lusted after, dreamed of, all while justifying today’s grunt work as “paying one’s dues,” “networking,” and “making connections”—the key to getting an opportunity to work in the brave neoliberal economy. The idea, of course, is that it will be different once you get the coveted job. Once you get a real job, the story goes, you’ll get not just pay but respect and equal treatment; you will no longer have to scrape and hustle. Yet what the internship really does, often, is give the intern a glimpse of the messiness and ugliness of the real world of work, particularly the lack of control that they will have over their conditions—and that lack of control often continues even when wages are introduced. The internship, in other words, naturalizes lousy—and gendered—working conditions. As Kuehn and Corrigan wrote, “we lack agency, so we hope.”5
Flexibility is the primary trait demanded of interns, and it is the main condition of their work. Interns must learn on the job but have demonstrable skills; they must be willing to do whatever is asked and do it with a smile. No matter which industries they are in, they are in the position of service workers, having to smile and say, “Yes, whatever you need,” to whoever asks. The connections made on the job are the most important thing to interns, as those connections might build a network for future employment. Thus the actual work they do is secondary. But, as the internship has spread into more and more parts of the working world, more and more workers in turn have job experiences that are more like internships. Flexible, temporary work has spread; employers have less responsibility for their employees; and the employees are more concerned with making connections with which to jump to the next, insecure, position. The internship, and the casualization of the workforce more generally, requires the would-be worker to demonstrate love just to get a job in the first place.6
Many writers trace the history of the intern back to the apprentice of old, and specifically to the apprentices within the guild system. Apprenticeship, a tradition by which practitioners of a craft were to pass on their trade, dates back centuries, perhaps all the way back to the Code of Hammurabi. Apprentices were to learn by doing, getting hands-on practice at a craft they could expect to spend the rest of their lives performing. But before the idea of “art” was separated from skilled crafts, craftspeople handed down what they knew in a process quite different from today’s internships.7
The apprenticeship of the precapitalist guild years was intensive; apprentices spent years learning their trade at the master’s side, often becoming, in a way, a part of the family. The master was obligated to provide room and board, clothing, and other such things in lieu of parents. Wrote sociologist Alexandre Frenette, “Apprentices were expected to obey their master much as they would a parent, providing valuable labour as well as loyalty and child-like love.” Beyond simply a trade, the master was to pass on invaluable life advice and morality, and to have a lasting relationship based in a contract. Formalized in 1563 in England with the Statute of Artificers, the apprenticeship system had set rules for the obligations of master to apprentice as well as apprentice to master, and a set period of time (seven years). But that doesn’t mean the system wasn’t varied and rife with abuses.8
Adam Smith was a notable critic of apprenticeships, considering them a restriction on the freedom of workers. He argued for a wage for the apprentice rather than payment in lodging and meals, writing that “the sweets of labour consist altogether in the recompense of labour.” And indeed, the system declined as the Industrial Revolution spread and wage labor became common. In the colonies, at first British law held sway and governed apprenticeships, but the fledgling country had a few factors that mitigated against the growth of a strong guild system. The myth of American independence was strong, but so was the promise of supposedly unsettled land, open for those who would rather try to make their own way than stay put and learn from a master. (As long as they didn’t mind displacing Native people from it.) Apprentices often skipped out on their indentures and lit out for the frontier. And so the rise of chattel slavery solved the problem of workers who could escape work; it helped level the playing field among white workers while condemning kidnapped African people to the undesirable labor.9
In Canada, too, apprentices voted with their feet and left their positions. In Montreal, where centuries later interns would hit the streets on strike, the turning point was in the early 1800s, when the flight of the apprentices, combined with the growth of larger-scale manufacturing and the shift to cash wages, led to a precipitous decline in the system. The spread of public education and higher education, too, contributed to the decline of the individualized apprenticeship, and preparation for the workforce—if any was necessary—shifted form.10
As reformers fought to ban child labor, and the family wage became common, reform movements instilled new ideas about young people and learning. Adolescence, they argued, was a special time of life, set aside from childhood or adulthood, and young people’s work should be a sideline, a summer or after-school job, something to be managed around their real work of getting an education. The apprenticeship system continued for some skilled trades, and continues to this day, but it was no longer the prevalent form of job training.11
In 1861, the Land Grant Act was instituted in the United States to fund colleges for more practical education, in fields like agriculture and trades. The cooperative system (which persists in a few colleges today) was also created as a way for students to alternate classroom education with practical learning on the job, to formalize training in fields such as architecture. These programs, too, in some ways shaped our modern-day internships.12
But the “internship” as such was actually born in the medical field. According to Ross Perlin, author of Intern Nation, young medical students were “interned (in the sense of confined)” within the walls of a hospital, “enduring a year or two of purgatory before entering the profession.” Before the 1900s, doctors, too, undertook apprenticeships, but as the profession formalized, young doctors began to go through a more standardized learning process, from medical school to internships, where they could get hands-on experience while remaining under the supervision of more practiced physicians. The American Medical Association’s Council on Medical Education recommended a yearlong internship after medical school in 1904; by 1914, the vast majority of medical students were interning. Critics, Perlin noted, “were soon accusing hospitals (as many still do today) of squeezing exhausting, cheap labor from young medical graduates.”13
The medical internship expanded into what we now know as the “residency,” an extended period of years, and one that still denotes lengthy working hours, “scut work,” and little power on the job. American medical interns and residents, some of whom are members of the Service Employees International Union’s Committee of Interns and Residents, have fought to reduce their workweek to eighty hours and to trim back twenty-eight-hour shifts to a mere sixteen. Yet the interns, in particular, still face arguments that what they are doing isn’t really work but part of their education. They also hear the familiar argument that their demands for shorter hours or rest breaks shortchange patients, that they should put their needs on the back burner to care for those in their charge—despite studies that have repeatedly shown the deleterious effects of long hours on a physician’s quality of work. Although medical interns and residents are paid, their salaries are a fraction of what a full-fledged doctor makes—they’re closer in pay to the hospital’s cleaners than to the attending physicians. (The United States’ privatized health-care system is uniquely demanding of residents; in Europe, residents work closer to forty-eight hours.) There’s plenty of hope labor in this part of a doctor’s career, as they rationalize “paying their dues” while walking past the doctors’ luxury cars in the parking lot on their way to another sixteen-hour shift.14
The internship began to trickle into other fields by the 1920s, with university professors advocating the practice and professional journals in a variety of fields, such as accounting and the burgeoning marketing industry, calling for students to take it up. White-collar professions seized on the internship as a badge of class status, to be differentiated from the apprenticeship, which was for manual workers. But it was in politics where the internship really took off. Programs were launched by city and state governments in the 1930s to bring ambitious young people in to learn about public service. For several years during the New Deal era, the National Institute of Public Affairs—a nonpartisan, nongovernmental organization—ran a yearlong, unpaid internship program (eventually taken over by the Civil Service Commission) designed to bring new talent into civil service.15
The model of unpaid on-the-job learning made a certain kind of sense in politics, where the spirit of public service was supposed to draw people into the work. In practice, though, requiring unpaid work meant that only young people with a certain level of access and income could take advantage of the opportunity. After World War II, the US Congress changed shape significantly, with lawmakers hiring a growing number of staffers—and alongside them, the pools of interns who still today do much of the work on Capitol Hill. By the 1950s internship programs had spread across the country, but there was much variety among them: some were paid, some unpaid, lengths of time and coordination with educational institutions differed, and of course there was much disparity in the quality of the work carried out by the interns. In other words, the conditions under which today’s interns work, where it’s often a roll of the dice whether would-be learners find themselves scrubbing shelves and fetching coffee or collaborating closely with prestigious staffers, was coming into shape.16
At about this time, the US Supreme Court handed down a ruling that would shape the future of interns for decades to come. Walling vs. Portland Terminal Co., a 1947 case, established guidelines under which trainees could be considered exempt from legal protections for workers (including, notably, a minimum wage), guidelines that held for many years. The original case focused on railyard workers who undertook a two-week training program provided by the Portland Terminal Company. “In such a context, creating an exemption [under the Fair Labor Standards Act] for trainees must have seemed like a reasonable proposition: a way of encouraging firms to provide vocational training for future employees without having to pay them like regular employees,” Perlin noted. The decision laid out the criteria under which an employee could be considered a trainee and therefore ineligible for labor protections: the work had to be a practical training program, where the trainees benefited from the experience and did not replace any regular employees; the trainees could not be guaranteed a job after their training, and should not expect wages; and perhaps most importantly, the training could not “expedite the company business,” and could in fact actually get in the way of it. It is this last factor that has remained contentious over the years as competing administrations have changed their interpretation of this ruling to apply to interns. How far outside the normal run of business must training be in order to count as training and not simply unpaid work?17
Internships continued to spread during the 1960s and 1970s, starting when Lyndon Johnson’s War on Poverty pumped money into work-based learning programs, and young, politically involved people sought opportunities to put their values to work. Congress reorganized yet again, expanding the range of subcommittees and staffers, attracting a new wave of nonprofits, lobbyists, and others seeking to influence policy—and stocking up on ambitious, cheap young interns. The rate of college attendance was rising, and as the idealistic 1960s faded into the recession 1970s, young grads were looking for toeholds anywhere they could find them. Internships were a new way to differentiate oneself from the masses. The number of university-backed internship programs rose from two hundred in 1970 to one thousand in 1983.18
But it was in the 1990s that the modern internship really took off, and it was also in the 1990s that the pushback against the spread of unpaid internships began. Architecture students, organizing with the American Institute of Architecture Students, began to protest the prevalence of unpaid internships in their field—one already known for its grueling educational programs. The organization lobbied other groups to condemn the practice too and managed to change the culture in the field in favor of paying interns. Unpaid interns also sued a prominent public relations firm after the company had gone so far as to explicitly bill its clients for the hours worked by employees it wasn’t paying. The students won $31,520 in back wages.19
But none of that stopped the spread of the unpaid internship. As the modern work ethic shifted and a job went from being a mere necessity—the main pleasure of which, as Adam Smith wrote, was the money—to something billed as the source of all fulfillment in life, it began to make a strange kind of sense that one had to earn one’s job. In fields like journalism, as the internship became more common, the likelihood that it would be paid did not—one study found that in 1976, 57 percent of TV and 81 percent of radio interns got paid at least something; by 1991, those numbers were down to 21 percent and 32 percent, respectively. The hollowing out of the middle of the job market that came with the disappearance of unionized industrial labor (to outsourcing or automation) meant that higher education, and, increasingly, personal connections, were necessary to compete for a smaller pool of better-compensated work with better conditions. And the stick to the carrot of the “dream job” was the also-expanding low-wage service economy all around. Internships like those at Disney World, where low-paid college students work twelve-hour shifts in a variety of service positions, from serving popcorn and cotton candy to cleaning up vomit on roller coasters, show the overlap. The difference between a Disney internship and a regular job is a Disney line on a résumé for one, and job security and decent pay for the other (most of the full-time Disney workers are represented by a union). To Disney, having a two-tier workforce is worth something like $20 million a year in savings.20
Even when not literally serving food, interns remain subservient. Anyone who’s ever prepared coffee, scooped ice cream, or waited at a blank desk in a cubicle for someone to notice their unpaid presence knows the emotional labor of appearing grateful while doing the worst jobs. The internship advanced alongside other forms of contingent work, and alongside the idea that trading in security for enjoyable work was a deal worth making. Hope labor, everywhere you look.
Interns are emblematic of what economist and author Guy Standing called “the precariat,” a class of workers that he argued are identifiable by their lack of security. The precariat, he wrote, does not map “neatly onto high-status professional or middle-status craft occupations.” Rather, it is a term for a set of working conditions that are becoming more and more common as the number of workers who have long-term security at work declines. Similar to the concept of hope labor is what Standing named “work-for-labor,” or the work that it is necessary to do in order to get paying work. In addition to forward-looking hope labor, work-for-labor includes “networking outside office hours, commuting or reading company or organisational reports ‘at home,’ ‘in the evening’ or ‘over the weekend.’” The internship is only one kind of work-for-labor, but it prepares the worker for a thousand other ways to go above and beyond.21
Somewhere between 50 and 75 percent of four-year college students do at least one internship, according to researchers, though the lack of good data continues to be a problem. It is also true that those interns are often balancing unpaid work, schoolwork, and a paid job—something like half of all undergraduate students have paid work that averages twenty-five hours a week. And despite the myths, lower-income students are actually more likely to have the unpaid variety of internship, while higher-income students tend to have the kinds of personal networks that get them access to the best internships, too. One’s major in school is also a factor—as Camille Marcoux explained, for engineering and computer science students, in male-dominated fields that supposedly require more technical skill, internships are more likely to be paid. Education, the social sciences, and the arts are much less likely to have paid internships, and more likely to be filled with women.22
This brings out the factor that would motivate Marcoux and her fellow interns to get organized. Internships are extremely gendered. As Miya Tokumitsu wrote, “internships, insofar as they demand meekness, complicity, ceaseless demonstrations of gratefulness, and work for free or for very little pay, put workers in a feminized position, which, historically, has been one of disadvantage.” The intern is, as Malcolm Harris pointed out in Kids These Days, the inverse of what people mostly imagine the working class to be—the stereotypical midcentury worker of a million nostalgic fantasies is a hard-hatted man, probably white. The unpaid intern is likely a smiling, retiring young woman, eternally grateful just for the opportunity to show up.23
When one is expected to perform gratitude every day on the job, it makes summoning the mindset necessary to organize for change that much harder. And so of course interns are the opposite of factory workers in one other way: they are extremely unlikely to have unions. Unions, after all, built power by making trouble, by refusing to work unless their demands were met. But when you’re already expecting to give away your services for free, how much harder is it to get to the point where you’ll raise a little hell to get your way?
Women have always been the largest part of the contingent labor force. Part-time work itself was a gendered concept, designed for women like the shop clerks and retail workers of the nineteenth and early twentieth centuries, who supposedly took jobs to earn “pin money” rather than because they needed a real job. As more women moved into the workforce, the conditions long expected to accompany “women’s work” spread to more and more workers, and the internship is a key hinge point where those conditions enter workplaces that, formerly, were associated with a sheen of masculine prestige and privilege.24
And the internship these days is more likely to be, as it was for Marcoux and her colleagues, mandatory, or at least highly encouraged. Universities serve as clearinghouses and recruitment spaces for unpaid positions; career centers steer students toward plum positions, and more and more majors require at least one internship in order to graduate. Some colleges even offer financial aid for unpaid interns, explicitly subsidizing the companies that take on their students. Meanwhile, students who do unpaid internships for college credit are often paying the university for the credits, literally paying in order to work. Internships, explained one professor who has researched the subject, are “a very cheap way to provide credits… cynically, a budget balance” for the universities that require or encourage them. In this way, the internship is connected to the corporatization of the university, which we’ll discuss in more depth in the following chapter.25
As Camille Marcoux explained, because, in many places, unpaid interns are not considered employees under the law, they often fall into a legal black hole when it comes to various workplace abuses. Discrimination, sexual harassment? If you aren’t an employee, say goodbye to what little legal protection you might have to sue. When Bridget O’Connor was doing an unpaid internship at Rockland Psychiatric Center in New York, one of the doctors referred to her as “Miss Sexual Harassment.” The doctor also made other sexual comments, and other women who worked at the facility made similar reports of his conduct. Yet when O’Connor sued, her case was thrown out in court because she wasn’t an employee: federal law didn’t cover interns unless they received, according to a spokesperson for the US Equal Employment Opportunity Commission, “significant remuneration.”26
Some states, and Washington, DC, have imposed laws protecting interns at least against sexual harassment or discrimination; nevertheless, there is a bitter irony to the fact that interns receive such protections automatically if they are paid, leaving the unpaid even easier to exploit. But perhaps it is understandable that policymakers have not been quick to act in interns’ best interests: after all, many of their offices still run on unpaid internships. The offices of members of Congress and of the UK Parliament are filled with unpaid interns. Access to some of the most powerful people in the world is predicated, then, on free work, meaning that a class divide not only separates well-compensated politicians from their constituents, but a buffer zone of well-off interns stands between those constituents and their issues getting a hearing. When Alexandria Ocasio-Cortez, the socialist member of Congress from Queens and the Bronx, took her seat in 2019, she set shockwaves in motion by announcing that she would pay interns $15 an hour—90 percent of House members paid their interns nothing. Ocasio-Cortez pointed out the “rich irony” that people questioned how she would pay for the interns, but would then “grow awfully quiet when called out on their expectation that part-time workers magically invent money to work for free.” In a video message later, she and other progressive lawmakers proclaimed, “Experience doesn’t pay the bills!”27
Nonprofit organizations, filled with the same righteous rhetoric about public service, are also rife with unpaid interns as well as other kinds of volunteer labor. So is Silicon Valley, where public-service language is often used to inflate the moral value of startups, but the accepted motivation for working for less now is that it will pay off later—what sociologist Gina Neff called “venture labor,” a kind of bet placed that hard work now will pay dividends in the future, much like a venture capitalist might pour money into that same startup. Venture laborers see such work as an investment in their future; as Malcolm Harris put it, “human capital is the present value of a person’s future earnings, or a person’s imagined price at sale, if you could buy and sell free laborers—minus upkeep.” In such an environment, the unpaid intern fits right in, hoping that their time, too, will be an investment that pays off. When times were flush, Silicon Valley paid interns and fêted them lavishly, but when the rough times hit, the interns were the first to go.28
The coronavirus pandemic, too, meant that internship programs were slashed, particularly the summer programs that would-be workers at media companies, nonprofits, and congressional offices, among other fields, rely on to get a leg up. A survey of more than four hundred companies found that something like 80 percent of them were changing their programs or cutting them entirely. If internships these days offer “a chance to look at an environment rather than as a chance to learn the job,” what are they worth when one can no longer be in the workplace?29
The real ground zero for unpaid internships—and for the publicity around them, as well as the highest-profile battles for justice—is in the arts and media industries, where competition is fierce and the sheen of glamour hangs around the top jobs, where hope labor has always been the name of the game. The art world is filled with unpaid internships, though in 2019 the Board of Trustees of the Association of Art Museum Directors issued a resolution calling for museums to pay their interns. One study found that 86 percent of UK arts internships were unpaid, and most of them were located in London, where the cost of doing an internship—in terms of expected rent and cost of living—ran at least £1,100 a month.30
Working for free in the rarefied worlds of art and media, surrounded by multimillionaires, is bad enough. But as if to underline the inequality that runs through these industries, the phenomenon of the “internship auction” burst on the scene. The proceeds ostensibly went to charity, and the internships—which ranged from fashion house Versace to a “blogging internship” at the Huffington Post (now HuffPost)—were in notoriously hard-to-crack industries. Beyond the still-rare auction, or the “internpreneurs” making money selling advice to would-be interns, there was also the University of Dreams, a private company that sold internships. At first, as Ross Perlin explained, the companies that received interns ponied up the cash. But after the recession, the University of Dreams realized that getting the interns (or more likely, their well-off parents) to pay was a better business model, as was marketing “destination internships.” “Part of the appeal for young people is precisely that they are treated as customers, at least at first, rather than prospective employees,” Perlin wrote. And who wouldn’t prefer to be a customer, who can ask to speak to a manager if something goes wrong, rather than an eternally meek and grateful intern?31
With such gatekeeping in the way, it’s no wonder that the culture industries, in particular, but also the world of work in general, are increasingly stratified, and that upward mobility has stalled. Research in the United Kingdom found that internships “operate as part of an informal economy in which securing an internship all too often depends on who you know and not on what you know.” Paying interns, the researchers concluded, would help, but on its own would not be enough. And the results of such an economy were stark: in journalism, for example, fewer than 10 percent of new workers came from working-class backgrounds. For people of color, who tend to have less family money to fall back on—median wealth for white households in the United States is around twelve times higher than it is for Black families—the internship is a barrier that keeps too many fields disproportionately white. Such inequality shapes the kinds of stories that get told, the sources reporters find worth interviewing, the subjects they care about. Similar statistics in the culture industries mean that pop culture is increasingly made by and for the middle and upper classes. Some programs exist to recruit interns of more diverse backgrounds—and pay them—but they are a drop in the bucket.32
Internships might be an American innovation, but they have rapidly spread around the world. Chinese law students, like Marcoux in Canada, are mandated to do an internship; meanwhile, interns also work on the assembly lines of China’s factories. Britain thrives on internships, many of which are unpaid, in numbers that have spiked since the 2008 financial crisis. Indeed, the financial crisis was pivotal to the spread of precarious work and internships, and the coronavirus recession may prove to be the same: older workers trying to get back to work after recession-related layoffs in the 2010s found themselves interning—“paid in hugs,” like one forty-seven-year-old profiled by National Public Radio during her internship at the Red Cross—and competing with younger people for a shrinking pool of full-time jobs. A 2016 survey found that less than half of the unpaid interns got job offers, and nearly one-third of the paid interns didn’t, either.33
Not all interns have it as bad as the North Carolina zoo intern killed by an escaped lion, whose family told reporters she died “following her passion” on her fourth unpaid internship. Nevertheless, the interns have begun to rebel. Amalia Illgner, for example, announced, in the pages of The Guardian, that she was suing over her “dream internship” at UK magazine Monocle. She wrote of her 5:30 a.m. morning shifts, and interns dispatched “as human FedEx boxes,” including one sent to Milan to hand-deliver magazines to Monocle’s editor. “So Monocle, since you’re listening, I have taken the first step in legal proceedings to claim my unpaid wages,” Illgner wrote. In another example, Diana Wang sued over what was her seventh unpaid internship, also in journalism, at Harper’s Bazaar, alleging that Hearst (Bazaar’s parent company) had violated federal and state labor laws by having her work for free for up to fifty-five hours a week, including nights until 10 p.m., and shuttle pricey fashions around New York for free.34
The internship lawsuit heard around the world, though, or at least around the media, was the Black Swan case. Eric Glatt was an unpaid intern on the set of Darren Aronofsky’s film, relegated to the accounting department because of his background in finance (Glatt was forty at the time, looking to switch to a second career in film), when he realized that what he was doing wasn’t a learning experience. Instead, he was merely substituting for a worker the production company would otherwise have had to pay. Glatt’s lawsuit was launched in the midst of Occupy Wall Street, where downwardly mobile college graduates made up a large swath of the protesters, and unpaid internships (and student debt) were common complaints. In that political context, in 2013, a judge ruled that Glatt and another intern should have been paid; in 2015, however, an appeals court tossed out the ruling.35
To get ahead of the lawsuits, some media companies began to announce that they’d pay their interns. At other media companies, interns began to organize. The Nation magazine (where I did an internship in 2009) first agreed to pay interns, and then to raise their wage to $15 an hour, after the interns banded together to demand wages. In France, interns struck against labor law reforms and won a modest wage, and protests against precarity in Germany centered on unpaid interns. Yet the unpaid internship persists: in the United States, in 2018, the Trump administration’s Labor Department issued guidelines easing companies’ path to hiring unpaid interns, lowering the bar by which the “primary beneficiary” of an internship could be judged to be the intern, rather than the company receiving the free work.36
And it was in Quebec, where the energy from the movements of 2011 spilled over into a massive student strike in 2012, that the interns really got organized. The announcement in 2012 that the government planned to hike tuition by 75 percent brought university students, already members of student unions, into the streets. They became further radicalized by the government’s attempts to crack down on protest. For months, the streets of Montreal rang with the sound of pots and pans banged with wooden spoons and thousands sported the movement’s symbol, a little red square of felt, the carré rouge (symbolizing being carrément dans le rouge, or “squarely in the red”). After the students succeeded in pushing back their tuition hike, many went on to careers, leaving the movement behind. But another group of students began wondering how to build upon what had been started.37


SWATHED IN COATS, SCARVES, HATS, AND HOODS AGAINST THE QUEBEC cold in the winter of 2019, tens of thousands of interns took to the streets bearing signs in French and English, decrying unpaid internships. “It’s not complicated, all labour deserves a fair wage,” “L’exploitation n’est pas une vocation” (Exploitation is not a vocation), and “Ne soyons pas invisibles, femmes devant!” (No longer invisible, women rise!) were just a few of the signs they bore. One demonstration, titled “J-F better have my money,” for Jean-François Roberge, the minister of education and higher education in Quebec, saw the interns surging down the streets of Montreal; in the smaller city of Gatineau, they marched behind a sign that read, “Pas de salaire, pas de stagiaire” (No salary, no interns). Interns struck as well in Rimouski, Sherbrooke, Saint-Jérôme, and Quebec City.
Camille Marcoux and Chloe Cabral were among the crowds in Montreal, on strike against the internships that were required for their degrees. Their demands were simple: they wanted a wage, and they wanted to be recognized under labor law like any other worker.
The strikes were organized by the Comités unitaires sur le travail étudiant (Student Work Unitary Committees), known by their acronym CUTEs. A network of autonomous student organizations, they aimed to counteract some of the top-down structures of the 2012 student strikes, and therefore applied an explicitly feminist lens to their organizing as well as to their analysis of internships. Inspired by the Wages for Housework movement, they began organizing in 2016 around the idea that school work, too, was a form of reproductive labor. Unpaid internships, then, were a natural target, particularly since they were most common in fields where women predominated. The CUTEs were given a boost by the victory of psychology interns in Quebec in 2016, who won a financial compensation package for their doctorate-level internships, though it came in a lump sum rather than a wage.38
The interns struck first in November 2017; thousands more struck in February 2018, and again for International Women’s Day, as Women’s Strikers organized around the world. Fifty-five thousand interns went on strike in the fall of 2018, and in the spring of 2019, more than thirty-five thousand. The interns in one action gathered to read aloud the letters or emails they’d received from supervisors encouraging them to cross the picket line and report for their unpaid jobs, dramatizing the expectations they faced on the job. And in 2019, they added a new tactic: staging roving picket lines at internship locations, creating an “internship tour” to make sure the companies knew of the interns’ demands. Previously, student strikes had mostly been located at the universities and CEGEPs, where strikers would go from class to class calling their colleagues out to join the action. But the picket lines were “a good way for us to engage with the colleagues in front of the schools,” Marcoux explained, “so the intern didn’t have all the responsibility to explain to all of the colleagues in the school why she was on strike and what the impacts were.” In some of the internship locations—particularly in the schools, where teachers were heavily unionized and preparing for their own negotiations, but also in hospitals and nonprofits—it was a challenge to the waged workers: Which side were they on?39
“It was very visible during all the intern strikes that none of the workplaces, none of the internship workplaces, could afford to lose one intern,” Marcoux continued. “It was a major, major impact.”
Marcoux recalled her first CUTE organizing meeting, which took place in a dark, close basement room. “It was very intimate,” she laughed. There had been one strike already by that time, in 2017, and friends of hers had reached out to her for her labor law knowledge, as some people within the movement were pushing for a more legalistic approach. She wrote an article about the legal implications for the CUTEs magazine, and met more interns, drawing further into the movement. “What was really cool was that at the end of the meeting, we did a dispatch of the tasks and most of the people there had something to do. You felt included, but also it was known that at the next meeting, everybody was going to speak and was going to participate in the meeting because everybody had to do follow-ups. It was very engaging.”
To Marcoux and Cabral, the meetings, led by women, were a different, exciting experience—women were speaking loudly, expressing emotions and frustration, but also in control. “It was women who actually made suggestions to go on strike, who defended the proposition, the motions to go on strike. The people who ran the meetings, took the notes, who really put themselves on the line were women who struggled with internships,” Marcoux said. “We were directly implicated in the cause. We were not speaking for anybody else.”
Everything in their movement, she explained, had to be invented from the ground up. It had never been done before—something like a cross between a traditional workplace strike and a student strike, targeting both the university and the worksite. Interns were often the only ones in their position on the job, as they were surrounded by paid superiors, so striking could be intimidating. And the interns faced possible repercussions not just from their workplaces but also from their universities.
But when the strikers hit the streets, they suddenly became a visible force. People would get involved during the strike days, Marcoux said, and then continue to organize with the CUTEs in the interim periods. And the organizers, used to being compliant, people-pleasing interns, had to get comfortable with suddenly speaking out in front of crowds, with making demands, with raising some hell.
In the autumn of 2018, the interns went on strike for a full week, and the struggle deepened. “A lot of students got very angry with their workplace,” Marcoux said. “Some of them had got expelled from their internship for doing the strike.” As interns saw the consequences of striking, they felt a new fear that hadn’t been there before. At first, Marcoux said, the universities had been unprepared for the strikes. But by 2018 they had strategies for containing the unrest.
Another challenge was that the student strikes in 2012 had been around an issue that affected all students—tuition increases across the province. By contrast, the very gendered nature of the unpaid internships meant that only some students had a reason to take risks. The same ideology that the CUTEs criticized, the one that said women’s work should be done for love, not money, was common among some of their colleagues, and students hesitated to get involved if they did not themselves have to do unpaid labor.
Turnover, though, was perhaps the biggest problem for the movement. Marcoux and others graduated and moved into the (paid) workplace, and new students meanwhile came in. But to Marcoux, the CUTEs had given her and others a lens through which to understand all of their work, and she saw potential for the movement to grow beyond interns. “I think a lot of us are actually thinking about our workplace and to start organizing on the same terms and the same perspective as a women’s movement, against free labor,” she said. “We have discussed this between different activists, that the next step is trying to take the same analysis and the same way that we organize and trying to implement that in our different workplaces and keeping in touch so that we can continue to evolve.”
The analysis the interns in the CUTEs brought to their work, in other words, could be applied to much of the work of the laborers of love. They questioned why certain jobs were well paid while others were undervalued, and they challenged the rules of behavior that taught young workers, most of them women, to be meek and retiring and always ready to serve. They also challenged the definition of what was work and what was not, and the gendered distinctions of whose work mattered, in a way that inspired them to keep going, keep questioning. Marcoux and some of the other interns launched an online magazine, Ouvrage, to continue the political debate they had begun in the CUTEs and to lay groundwork for further organizing.
As for results, J-F himself, Education Minister Roberge, said in 2018 that the then-new provincial government would move to address the intern problem. Interns were granted bursaries or stipends, Marcoux said, rather than a wage. “After a year, the main comment I have heard was that it took time to receive the money that was promised. The amount is split in half, and the second half is only given if you pass the internship, so people still needed to get indebted before they would receive the money.” The lack of a real wage meant the interns were still not covered under labor law. “They want to reinforce the separation between your education and your work so that the internship is not full work, it is really something you do when you are in training,” said Marcoux. “They want it to be more supervised, but they still want it to be something separate from the labor law that we know right now.”40
The COVID-19 pandemic, she said, “amplified the hypocrisy of school administrations who severely punished interns for striking their internship.” Some of those interns had been forced to retake a full year of school to complete the internship, but when some of them had to miss interning time because the pandemic closed many of the businesses, she explained, “the non-completion of their internship was not deemed to compromise their professionalism or ability to start working.” When their free labor was not as necessary to the businesses, in other words, the internship was deemed unnecessary, making it clear that completing the internship was not, in fact, an essential part of their education.
Still, she noted, despite the fact that the government’s response was not what the movement demanded, it was a step up from nothing. “It is always going to be a big thing after a strike, like, ‘What is a win and what is a loss?’ but we didn’t have anything to lose. We all worked for free.”



CHAPTER 8
PROLETARIAN PROFESSIONALS
Academia
KATHERINE WILSON HAS AN INTENSE GAZE; WHEN YOU FIND OUT SHE’S spent much of her life in and around the theater, it comes as no surprise.
Sitting in her small, spare office at Fordham University’s Manhattan campus, just steps from Lincoln Center, she explained to me that soon she would have to give up the space. She’s not a full-time professor but an adjunct, which means that she’s paid by the class, not a full-fledged university employee. That gig doesn’t come with permanent office privileges.
“Open an old encyclopedia and it says, ‘Academic’ or ‘Professor.’ What does that look like?” she asked. “It looks like an office lined with bookshelves, supplies, paper—nowadays, their own printer so they can print twenty-five copies if they need to or something. It has the desk surface. This is what academic work is. Suddenly, they are expecting over 50 percent of their teaching faculty to work as if that is not how this labor was designed. For some reason, we can all work out of our cellphone or we can all work out of a satchel and we can do our grading on the subway.”
And the subway is where she spends no small amount of her time. Besides Fordham’s Manhattan campus, she also goes to its main campus in the Bronx, and then there’s the class she teaches at Hunter College of the City University of New York (CUNY), also in Manhattan but on the other side of town. She’s taught at other schools, too—in every borough of New York City except for Staten Island, and in New Jersey and on Long Island as well. Given that travel schedule, necessary just to cobble together a living, she’d have to grade on the train even if one of those jobs did give her a proper office. “Sometimes it was LaGuardia, which is in Queens, out to Brooklyn College on the same day,” she said. Another time, it was Hunter up to Fordham in the Bronx, shifting from the mostly working-class city kids at the CUNY schools to Fordham students who lean more well off—and whiter—sporting Fordham gear and spending their weekends at sports games.
This has been her life since 2002 or 2003, when she returned to academia. It took her a minute to recall all the different places she’d taught since then, in multiple departments. For an adjunct to teach in multiple schools isn’t rare, particularly in New York, where there are so many universities from which to choose. But, Wilson noted, “I teach three unrelated classes in three distinct departments. That is not so common.” Much of her bread and butter has been composition courses, a core requirement nearly anywhere, but the semester we were discussing also had her teaching Arabic cinema in translation and a course she designed that she described as the anthropology of fashion. Fridays were her rough day, with her first class at Fordham at 8:30 a.m., and then another class later in the day, and then a double session on Saturday. “The point for the adjunct life is you take what you can get,” she said.
The grading, course preparation, and any other work she needs to do happens at home. Where a full-time professor would be paid a salary that was expected to cover teaching, course preparation, and advising students, plus their own continuing research and publishing, adjuncts are paid by the class. That pay structure leaves Wilson falling well short of what a full professor would make even with three different jobs, and on top of that she still has to cover more of her own supplies. “A lot about the pay structure and the resources is designed as if we appear in class and God had given us all our materials for that lesson,” she said. “It just emerged from nowhere.”
Wilson grew up with a single father who was an English professor at CUNY, and he encouraged her and her twin sister to follow their dreams. “It was not the right spirit for the age, for the post-Reagan society I was living in,” she said. She studied philosophy as an undergraduate, and then, like many a liberal arts grad, spent a bit of time figuring things out—time further complicated by a chronic illness. “I was groping toward art,” she said. Landing in Boston, she “fell into theater quite accidentally. I never took a class. It wasn’t on my horizon.” The theater she did was politically radical and experimental but humorous, something she described as the “feminist granddaughter of Brecht.”
Such theater, of course, didn’t lend itself to a stable income. Alternative theater is rarely celebrated at the time of its creation, Wilson noted. What the theater world celebrates from times past, it mostly ignores in the present. After about a decade of doing work that didn’t make money, she decided to pursue a master of fine arts (MFA), hoping it would lead to something more stable than the ad hoc jobs she was pulling together. That was 2003, and it was then that she began teaching, but the MFA didn’t satisfy her.
“I realized in the MFA that what I was, was an intellectual, and theater had been my vehicle,” she said. But the theater world no longer felt comfortable to her. “The university looked like a haven.” Much of her social circle and even her family consisted of academics—besides her father, her sister had gone straight through school to a PhD and become a (twice) tenured professor.
Hoping for a career in academia, she enrolled at CUNY’s Graduate Center. But, she said, the program didn’t really prepare her for the academic job market she’d be turned loose into. Some of that was timing, of course—while she was working on her PhD, the 2007 economic crisis hit—but the field had been changing for a while. “We would start to get these emails saying, ‘Alt Academic,’ like ‘Market yourself, brand yourself for an alternative academic career!’ ‘Oh, you can try nonprofits!’ and it was very frustrating for me because anything they named, and then some, I had done that before,” she said. “I came in saying, ‘This is certainly the best fit in contemporary United States society for me.’ To have all that discourse of ‘Branding yourself, get your website, and be something besides what we have been educating you to be’ was very, very demoralizing and painful.”
Despite the struggles, she said, “I loved being in the classroom. It was challenging, but I like teaching a lot.” She’s never taught anything related to her dissertation, though—a study of the way a play script moves in the world—and only twice taught in theater departments. Her focus was Arabic theater in translation: she laughed, “I thought that after September 11, that theater departments would snatch up Arabic. Right.” Her varied background gives her more options for departments in which to work, but the variation becomes just one more thing to juggle, one more gear to shift between classes. Between schools, her students vary: at the CUNY schools, she’s often teaching them “how to be a student,” while the Fordham students approach her very differently: “It is more litigious. A lot of them run to authorities here. An adjunct lives in terror of the student evaluations.” Because, of course, bad evaluations could mean not being asked back. This is the kind of thing, she noted, that also leads to grade inflation: to many adjuncts, there are more incentives to make students happy than to grade accurately—though, she said, “I try to hold out and I think I pay the price for it.”
Besides the different student bodies and the departments, there are also small yet frustrating differences from school to school. “Everything now is privatized,” she explained. “For a grading system, it is not an internal university program. It is a rented program and they all have their own little names. You have to learn those programs.” She has multiple email addresses, too, one for each of the different schools. Two or three of those a semester add up. “Mentally it is very challenging, and I think for most of us, our instincts would be to blame ourselves. For example, I will be in University A and I need to enter into the system and I will type the password for University B and I say, ‘Oh, Kate, you are so stupid.’” The universities continue to shift costs onto the faculty and students, nickel and diming them for little things like photocopies. “Everything just multiplies about the bureaucracy,” she said. “It is too much bouncing around. I think it is very much characteristic of postmodern life—fragmented, scattered, not coherent. And all of that amounts to—obviously—exhaustion. With no sick days.”
Then there are the little slights of the obvious two-tier nature of the system. Department chairs who have tenure come off as oblivious to the conditions of the people who work under them. Teaching, of course, is hard work whatever you’re paid, but it’s frustrating to hear complaints from senior faculty when the adjuncts constantly have to “do more with less.” For Wilson, it’s an issue that is even closer to home: her partner is tenured faculty at Fordham. Yet that experience has also made it clearer to her that the distinction between tenure track and adjunct track is an accident of timing. “If anything, it has sort of helped me think, ‘Yes, I would at least deserve to be on the pathway,’” she explained. “I think if I weren’t so close maybe I would slide into that paranoia of, ‘Oh, I must not be good enough or smart enough.’”
When the COVID-19 pandemic hit New York, all the uncertainty was magnified. “Fordham faculty were hurtled into ‘remote’ teaching and the school closed. CUNY followed, after wavering uncertainty, a week or so later, though my own spring class had been canceled so I wasn’t personally affected,” Wilson explained. “Those who straddled jobs at different schools had to juggle the different policies and technical parameters of that shift.” How to teach, she said, was left up to faculty members; she opted for the virtual classroom, while others used recorded lectures or just posted assignments online. For adjuncts, too, there was the question of technology. “Obviously with our low salaries we’re not likely to have state-of-the-art, top-of-the-line equipment. In my case, my mouse died, and I prayed my anemic Wi-Fi would endure the session of every class.” And then there was the added burden of emotional labor as she tried to help students navigate the crisis—something, she said, that likely fell harder on women, whether adjunct or otherwise. Tenure-line faculty faced the same issues, but, she noted, “their exertions earn a livable wage, and greater inclusion in university processes.”
The question of reopening was painful, too. As schools discussed a “hybrid” system for the fall semester—and as the different universities where she worked tossed around different plans—the adjuncts were left feeling powerless. The idea of going back to in-person teaching in a pandemic was, naturally, unnerving, but the loss of the classroom stung because Wilson put a lot of effort into making her time with students meaningful. When we sat down in her office, before the pandemic, she’d just come from her Arabic cinema class, where her students were making animations. Their engagement and pleasure in the material was fulfilling for her, too. “Most of the time,” she had told me, “I leave that class happy. I have that.”


THE WRITER AND PROFESSOR STANLEY ARONOWITZ ONCE CALLED ACADEMIA “the last good job in America.” At its best, the academic workplace allows the professoriat a great deal of autonomy at work, the ability to pursue projects that intrigue and inspire them with single-minded focus and little need to compromise. Historical precedent gives them a great deal of involvement in university governance, and their work has long been seen as more of a vocation than simply a job. In this way, though the teaching part of the job is not actually all that different from teaching a grade-school class, the image of the academic has much in common with the image of the artist as lone genius, though perhaps swathed in tweed in a corner office stuffed with books rather than a paint-splattered garret studio.1
Higher education has a long history as a tiered, hierarchical structure: after all, it’s there in the name. Higher education was, from imperial China to the pre-Columbian Americas, a way to train the upper castes of society first and foremost. Only later did it develop into a place for the kind of intellectual pursuits Katherine Wilson was looking for: independent scholarly work, with knowledge production more or less for its own sake seen as a social good.2
Even when higher education became a place for experimentation and debate, it was still restricted to society’s elites. From India, where Hindu and Buddhist centers of learning also taught arts, mathematics, astronomy, and more, to ancient Greece, Plato’s Academy, and later the Musaeum of Alexandria, where students came from far away to study, the ruling classes were able to pursue knowledge largely because someone else did all the work. Han dynasty China’s imperial academy admitted students based on skills, providing some form of social mobility, but this was far from mass public higher education.3
The university as such was born in Italy in the eleventh and twelfth centuries, an offshoot of the guild system and existing religious education. It taught what were known as the seven liberal arts (“arts” in the original meaning of skills): grammar, rhetoric, and dialectic, along with music, arithmetic, geometry, and astronomy. In Paris and Bologna, centers of learning expanded and drew students from across Europe. The university developed at the intersection of Christian, Muslim, and Jewish influences, where the resurgence of classical Greek was made possible through translations back from the Arabic, where it had been preserved.4
Still, these universities existed to train the elites, and the intellectual curiosity of the academics was limited by the rules of the church and the state. Some who pressed too far into church terrain were even burnt as heretics. It is not surprising, then, that the academics organized into guilds—in part as a response to the way students also organized themselves, and occasionally raised hell, causing riots that in turn caused scholars to migrate to new towns to set up new universities. The students were roughly equivalent to a guild apprentice in the hierarchy; those who had passed through one level of schooling were equal to journeymen or bachelors (hence “bachelor’s degree”), and those who had studied all the arts became masters. But power struggles continued, between city and university, master and student, church and university, state and university—power struggles that shaped the university as a space of contention.5
Fights between church and state also shaped the early universities: Oxford was opened in twelfth-century England after students returned home from France, driven by a spat between Henry II and the pope. The University of Naples, meanwhile, was founded as a public institution, perhaps the first secular university, though virtually all institutions taught religion as part of their curriculum. The Protestant Reformation hit the universities hard, and the 1600s generally were a low point in attendance and production. Most of the scientific discoveries of the period were made outside of the university’s bounds, in the new (and mostly amateur) academies of science. There was even a lull in student riots.6
The French Revolution’s leveling of French institutions also helped to revive the university as a center of learning—the new government nationalized universities and fired church-backed teachers, with the intent of creating a new state-run system. That system, like many of the plans of the revolutionaries, didn’t quite come to pass, yet it helped clear space for the development of the modern university. The reforms of Wilhelm von Humboldt, who as part of his work in the Prussian Ministry of the Interior revamped the country’s education system, enshrined in the University of Berlin the model that bears his name. The Humboldtian university combines research and teaching, expecting each professor to produce knowledge rather than simply passing it on. With this ideal was born the concept of academic freedom—freedom to learn and to teach. The mission of academe, to pursue truth, was supposed to set the university and its workers apart from the masses.7
By the late eighteenth century there were over 140 universities across Europe, and more and more of them were constructed upon this model. The beginnings of the research journal could be spotted, as academics began to publish their work for broader sharing across the community of scholars. Academic freedom of a sort was guaranteed, and some protection from interference instituted, though it did not, notably, extend to protection for political expression. Professors began to specialize in one subject, and to combine their teaching with specialized research as well; this began as a way to save money, in Scottish and German universities, and then scholars began to make names for themselves—including some we still know of, like political economist Adam Smith. Access to higher education expanded, becoming available to a growing middle class as industrial capitalism developed, and this meant more jobs for professors.8
The first universities in what would become the United States were elite institutions, religious in nature, but the United States’ real contribution to higher education was the state university system. Beginning in North Carolina and Georgia in the 1780s, the state-funded institution helped to make higher education accessible to a broader swath of the country. City College of New York, now the CUNY system in which Katherine Wilson adjuncts, was founded in 1847 to educate, tuition-free, the children of the modest classes. Then the Morrill Act of 1862 created the “land grant” universities, paid for through the sale of public land granted to the states to fund “Colleges for the Benefit of Agriculture and the Mechanic Arts.” The sixty-nine schools funded through this act include the Massachusetts Institute of Technology, Cornell University, and the University of Wisconsin at Madison. (This was land, it’s important to note, that was seized from Indigenous nations and sold at a profit—a reminder once again that the new universities were never intended for everyone to access.) The American-style research university was a new kind of institution, better funded than universities had been and producing work, particularly in the fields of science and technology, that became a draw for scholars from around the world. Privately funded institutions and state-backed ones competed for students and research accolades. By the 1920s, the proportion of students in higher education in the States was five times higher than in Europe. Of course, those schools were still racially segregated—separate was certainly not equal—and women made up a much smaller proportion of the student body than men.9
Higher education was slowly becoming a path to upward mobility for a small but growing fraction of the working class. The post–World War II period brought more and more students into colleges and universities, across Europe and particularly in the United States, thanks to the act commonly known as the GI Bill, which provided military veterans with college funding. But despite the bill’s facially race-neutral language, in practice Black veterans were excluded, often formally rejected or forced into vocational programs rather than universities. Historically Black colleges and universities (HBCUs), which would have happily taken on more students and where Black faculty were welcomed, were underfunded and could not accommodate all of the would-be attendees, leaving many more out in the cold.10
The Cold War brought new funding into universities as the United States and the Soviet Union competed for scientific (and thus military) superiority. States and the federal government both committed substantial funds to higher education, including student loans and direct university subsidies, and most students attended public institutions. But as the university expanded and became less elite, its professors began to lose status. Institutions and the students in them were ranked in terms of prestige, and that prestige would largely define working conditions. Still, upward mobility through the university into what Barbara and John Ehrenreich dubbed the “professional-managerial class” (PMC), was a fact of twentieth-century life, and more and more people wanted in.11
The PMC, according to the Ehrenreichs, consisted of those service and management professionals whose jobs required some schooling and gave them some degree of power, usually over those further down the class ladder than themselves, and who retained some degree of autonomy on the job. Teachers, doctors, journalists, social workers, and of course college professors were part of the class. As opposed to those in the “managerial” part of the PMC, the professionals mostly considered themselves outside of the battle for profits and saw their work as having intrinsic social value. “Educational work,” the Ehrenreichs wrote, “was highly labor intensive, and there was no obvious way, at the time, to automate or streamline student-teacher interaction and make universities a profitable undertaking.” Perhaps because of their status as a temporary respite from profit-seeking, universities began to be a home for dissent and rebellion, as well as agitation for the university itself to open up further to those long excluded.12
Faculty fought for tenure protections, in particular, to preserve their job security and academic freedom. Despite the caricature—like that lobbed at public school teachers—of tenure as a protection for “lazy” professors, tenure protections, much lampooned in the years of right-wing budget-cutting and culture-war mania, allow a modicum of independent thought in the university. Through the 1950s, Stanley Aronowitz wrote, most faculty existed on year-to-year contracts, keeping them toeing the line. The American Association of University Professors (AAUP) agitated for tenure not to protect the radicals but to make everyone’s job more secure; nonetheless, tenure has always been particularly valuable to academia’s rebels. “Well into the 1960s, for example, the number of public Marxists, open gays, blacks, and women with secure mainstream academic jobs could be counted on ten fingers,” Aronowitz archly noted. “The liberal Lionel Trilling was a year-to-year lecturer at Columbia for a decade, not only because he had been a radical but because he was a Jew. The not-so-hidden secret of English departments in the first half of the twentieth century was their genteel anti-Semitism.” Yet tenure still did not protect the radicals from the pressures that the job itself placed on them, the conformity encouraged by academia’s own traditions of peer review, and the hoops to be jumped through while on the tenure track itself.13
The AAUP’s definition of academic freedom, so precious to the university professor, holds up professionalism—the judgment of one’s peers, in essence—as the standard to which academics should be held. An expansion on the Humboldtian concept, dating back to 1940, the AAUP statement on the subject “maintains that a professor’s research and teaching should be free from outside interference as long as he or she abides by the academy’s professional standards of integrity, impartiality, and relevance,” though as scholar Ellen Schrecker noted, those protections were less regularly applied to what a professor did off campus—meaning they could still be fired for political activities or speech. But theoretically at least, a professor was supposed to be free to teach and research what she liked, as long as she upheld her duties to the university—which meant committees, peer review, a variety of governance duties that professors complained about but nevertheless valued as signs that it was they who ran the university.14
The public university, accessible to broad swaths of the working classes, reached its heights in California and in New York, in the system where Katherine Wilson still teaches. The CUNY system was considered the “proletariat’s Harvard” in its heyday; children of immigrants with dreams of scholarship and middle-class life, those who didn’t make it into the Ivies, moved through its halls. It was also, from 1969 onward, fully unionized, with faculty, graduate students, and staff all members of the Professional Staff Congress (PSC). The year after the union was founded, CUNY gave in to pressure from Black and Puerto Rican student organizers and formally opened up to all New York City high school graduates who wanted to attend. “By combining an open admissions policy with free tuition, CUNY broke new ground in democratizing access to higher education in the United States,” wrote CUNY professors Ashley Dawson and Penny Lewis. “And in 1973, after voting to strike, CUNY faculty and staff won their first contract.” The University of California system, too, was free; its Master Plan (enshrined in 1960) committed to educate anyone who wanted to be educated, though the burgeoning New Right took aim at this ideal nearly as soon as it was written into law. One of Ronald Reagan’s campaign aides, as he ran for governor, laid out the stakes clearly: “We are in danger of producing an educated proletariat. That’s dynamite! We have to be selective on who we allow to go through higher education.”15
In 1975 the right was able to strike back against CUNY. New York City’s fiscal crisis—one of the turning points of the decade—marked a shift away from funding public goods that were accessible to the working class and toward the neoliberal politics we now know today. As the infamous newspaper cover had it, President Gerald Ford had told the city to “Drop Dead,” leaving New York to fill its budget holes however it could, meaning deep austerity for public services and a turn to “business-friendly” policies. CUNY tuition was one of the first things to be instituted—just a few brief years after it had truly been opened up to the working class. Bondholders had to be paid off; students, meanwhile, would start taking out loans of their own, or more likely, for many of them, skip higher education altogether. The faculty union fought to keep its protections but could not stave off the institution of tuition, nor stop the firing of hundreds of young professors, only recently brought on to handle the expansion.16
In a way the Reagan aide was right: the rebellions of the 1960s and early 1970s, which had helped to create the open admissions period of CUNY’s history, and had shaken up many other college campuses as well, had in part emanated from a newly educated stratum of society no longer content to simply move into professional-status jobs. Their idea of changing the world was different from that of the Progressive Era reformers: they wanted revolution and they wanted it now. Angela Davis became one of the early targets of the counterrevolution when Reagan sought to have her fired from her position at the University of California Los Angeles. Davis had a PhD and a stellar record, but was a Communist and associated with the Black Panthers, and Reagan was able to chase her out, academic freedom be damned. The university had been a target of the McCarthy-era witch hunts, but by the 1970s it had become easier to strip it of funds than to try to get individual professors fired one by one. Reaganism was tested out on the Cal system, as Aaron Bady and Mike Konczal wrote at Dissent: “The first ‘bums’ he threw off welfare were California university students.”17
Margaret Thatcher too took aim at British professors. In what one researcher called “one of the most dramatic systemic changes in the terms of academic appointments,” in 1988 the Thatcher government eliminated tenure for university faculty. Ostensibly, this was to reduce distinctions between the traditional—and traditionally prestigious—universities and newer institutions, and to introduce “accountability” for faculty, which, as it does for other teaching staff, tends to mean “making them easier to fire.” The argument was the same as it is everywhere that the elimination of job security is debated: that “deadwood” tenured faculty who weren’t up to internationally competitive standards should be cleared away to save money. An otherwise Thatcher-supporting professor from the London School of Economics argued to reporters at the time that eliminating tenure would “make British universities into something very second rate,” and that the reforms would direct money to profitable programs while hacking away at the liberal arts. It was not the last time that refrain would be heard.18
The right had taken the analysis of the professional-managerial class from leftists like the Ehrenreichs and twisted it to useful form in order to attack the university. The right in the United States railed against, the Ehrenreichs wrote, “a caricature of this notion of a ‘new class,’ proposing that college-educated professionals—especially lawyers, professors, journalists, and artists—make up a power-hungry ‘liberal elite’ bent on imposing its version of socialism on everyone else.” That the people doing the excoriating were, in fact, members of this class themselves was perhaps lost on them, but it is a reminder that just because one wants to call a group of vaguely similar people one opposes a “class” doesn’t make it so. Classes, we recall, are composed, and as neoliberalism hit, the PMC was beginning, in fact, to be decomposed.19
While the managerial side of the PMC was doing better than ever—executive pay headed back upward in the late 1970s and kept going up—the professions were undergoing a very different process, one in which job security and pay rates were falling, and their treasured autonomy disappearing. Academia was at the very heart of this transformation. After all, education was the very thing that made one into a member of the PMC in the first place, as Barbara Ehrenreich noted, which made the university a central location of these changes as it trained the doctors, lawyers, social workers, and professors of the future. The academic profession itself, like many others, was becoming polarized into a handful of stars at the top and a vast academic proletariat at the bottom, made up of people like Katherine Wilson, cobbling together a living if they could, and feeling a sense of shame at not having achieved the career they’d aimed for. The middle class—a better term than “PMC”—as Ehrenreich wrote in Fear of Falling, was still “located well below the ultimate elite of wealth and power.” Further, she wrote, “Its only ‘capital’ is knowledge and skill, or at least the credentials imputing skill and knowledge. And unlike real capital, these cannot be hoarded against hard times.” A PhD might have been a symbol of so-called human capital, but its value could not be guaranteed.20
Just as the vaunted “knowledge economy” was making headlines, in other words, the labor of knowledge workers was being devalued and deskilled. Doctors became more likely to work for large institutions, lawyers in massive firms or to work in-house at corporations. We started to hear more about “stress” and mental health on the job than physical injury. Until the aftermath of World War II, the term “stress” was rarely used to describe something that happened to humans; researchers, though, began to apply the term to the wear and tear on the human body caused by, among other things, psychological strain on the job. By the 2000s, it had overtaken physical ailments as a cause of absence from work. Like “burnout,” we can understand this concept as a side effect of the cracks in the labor-of-love myth. Fewer of us may be getting physically injured on the job, but more of us are struggling with the emotional toll of work.21
Professional workers were becoming subject to the controls of capital, and yet, as more and more people made it through higher education, the demand for credentials only grew. More and more universities were opened across the world, and the percentages of school-age cohorts attending them exploded, from under 10 percent in 1960 to around 50 percent in many countries by the twenty-first century. Something like 3.5 million professors taught over 80 million students worldwide by 2000. Yet their working conditions were, in many ways, getting worse.22
For one thing, even as access appeared to be expanding, a degree was also becoming more expensive. The cost of a degree in the United States spiked between 1987 and 2007, from less than $3,000 a year for public universities, and less than $7,000 at private ones, to nearly $13,000 a year for public and nearly $35,000 for private. Since then, and in the wake of the global financial crisis and austerity, those numbers have ballooned again—by nearly 25 percent. In the United Kingdom, university fees were reintroduced in 1998, and have expanded since. Yet that money was not going to pay more qualified professors better salaries; instead, teaching faculty were facing cuts. Complaints of lower quality at the universities were used as justification for public budget cuts, firing professors, and raising tuition. Universities competed for a few prestigious faculty members, offering not just excellent pay but lowered teaching loads, an ability to focus on research, and the opportunity to mentor graduate students who might enhance their own reputations. Meanwhile, that teaching load being removed from the fancier professors fell on the shoulders of those same graduate students, adjuncts, or junior professors scrambling for the tenure track. The resulting competition meant that research requirements were going up even as fewer people were given the kinds of job supports that would allow them to do that research.23
The Humboldtian ideal of the university professor has always been a combination of two related but distinct forms of work: part of it in front of a classroom, part of it hidden away in the lab or the office with a stack of books. To Aronowitz, who enjoyed both of these parts of the job, the two parts were complementary. “I am one of a shrinking minority of the professoriat who have what may be the last good job in America,” he wrote. “Except for the requirement that I teach or preside at one or two classes and seminars a week and direct at least five dissertations at a time, I pretty much control my paid work time.… I work hard but it’s mostly self-directed. I don’t experience ‘leisure’ as time out of work because the lines are blurred.” He described “writing days” where he composed articles and read and worked on longer book projects, fundraising time, and student-advising time and exams for grad students. Academic labor, he noted, bled, for professors like him, into everything; anything he read might make it into the classroom or into a piece of writing. For Aronowitz, teaching was a genuine pleasure; for many others, it’s simply a distraction from the research they’d prefer to be doing. One might be a good teacher and a brilliant lab scientist; it’s certainly possible, but nothing about the one suggests, necessarily, the other.24
The splintering of the academic workforce into tiers suggests that these two parts of the job have in fact come apart. The adjuncts and the full-time faculty, noted part-time lecturer and union activist Amy Higer, from Rutgers University, have a symbiotic relationship: full-time professors often don’t want to be in the classroom. “Some of them like teaching, but I would say most of them don’t. And it’s a research institution; that’s fine. I love to teach. This is what I wanted to do with my PhD.” The problem was not the split workload, to her, as much as it was the devaluation of the part of the work that she did—the feminine-gendered work of teaching. Adjuncts are paid per class for their teaching and given no support at all for their research. For Katherine Wilson, research was something she’d hoped to do, and she found herself stymied by the demands of adjunct work. She agreed with Higer that the research part was often seen as the higher-level part of the job, teaching the lesser.25
The “last good job in America” (or in England, or France) is now reserved for a few: all over the world, academics face the increase of part-time positions and the loss of autonomy and power. Increasing enrollment has not come along with increased full-time staffing, and salaries have stagnated as class sizes have increased. While European universities still offer more security than many US institutions, the situation of part-time faculty in the Americas (Latin America, too, has a long history of so-called taxicab professors, part-timers with little attachment to their institutions) is a bellwether for the rest of the world. By 1999, an estimated one-fifth to one-half of European countries’ academic staff were “nonpermanent.” In the United States between 1975 and 2003, according to the AAUP, “full-time tenured and tenure-track faculty members fell from 57 percent of the nation’s teaching staffs to 35 percent, with an actual loss of some two thousand tenured positions.” Professors don’t always have to be laid off; attrition does a lot of the work as tenured professors retire, and their jobs are filled in by temporary staff. Meanwhile, much of the expansion of college access has been at community colleges, where even if tenure exists, the job is nothing like that of a professor at a top-tier research university.26
And that more prestigious research part of the job is increasingly commodified. In 1980, the US Congress passed the Bayh-Dole Act, which allowed universities to generate funds from licensing intellectual property and the sale of research. Universities like Columbia—which made it policy almost immediately that the school had rights to faculty inventions, though they generously granted them royalties—generate hundreds of millions of dollars from their professors’ intellectual work. Outside funding for research also has an effect: drug companies subsidize research at universities that they then get to patent. Research funds are scarcer in general, and often tied to specific outcomes—which may incentivize tweaking of results. Graduate students, paid far less than professors, do much of the actual work of laboratory research. And sometimes sponsors demand such secrecy that researchers cannot always publish what they’ve discovered—it’s all swept up into the company, rather than the tenure file. Even in the humanities, corporate donations wound up shaping policy; sponsorship of “chairs” meant influence over which professors got to sit in them. The fears of that British professor in 1988 were well founded, as funds pumped into the sciences are often drained away from the humanities, creating yet another form of tiering in the workplace.27
All of these changes crept in under the mantle of “accountability,” to use Margaret Thatcher’s words. Accountability meant stripping away the traditional faculty governance in favor of external boards and executives who come in from other parts of the business world or from government. As it happened to public school teachers, and indeed, to the autoworkers at Lordstown, so it did in the university: demands for reform and accountability to the community or the workers themselves were turned into excuses to impose “flexibility” on the workforce. The protest movements of the 1960s, led by radical students demanding control over curricula and challenging the power structures of the university, were turned, in the hands of the right, into letting “the market” decide what should be taught, while challenging the usefulness of education for its own sake. Thus, Aronowitz wrote, “neoliberalism entered the academy through the backdoor of student protest.”28
Globalization has in one way brought the university back to its roots. Medieval European professors taught in Latin, and faculty and students crossed borders freely in pursuit of education; now a global labor market for academic work has opened up, and students regularly study outside of their countries of origin. The European Union has instituted regulations requiring comparability of degrees, and some American schools, including New York University (NYU), have campuses littered across the world. This phenomenon has created an international job market for academic workers, such that conditions in one place wind up linked to conditions elsewhere.29
In academia, as in many other professional fields, the tradition of a period of apprenticeship dates back to the medieval guilds. In the modern university, PhD students teach and grade and research while they earn their degrees, doing the work that allows full professors to focus on their own projects; indeed, grad students do some of the research that goes out with the professor’s name on it. This hierarchy is justified as paying one’s dues, but it also, importantly, functions to maintain quality control. Not just anyone can be a professor; one must have done research judged to count by one’s peers, passed through hurdles set by accomplished mentors, smiled through the long hours, and pretended to be cheerful while eating ramen noodles, all this hope labor performed in what used to be more than a hope of a career. Passing through the set of qualifications to a good job at the end was, for a time, a ritual that one could more or less count on. Nowadays, this isn’t true.30
Graduate students who are funded receive a stipend, and in return, they do plenty of teaching and grading as well as their own research. Yet university administrators will argue, if those graduate students try to unionize, that they are not really working at all—that their funding is not a wage, but a grant to subsidize their education. Their labor is not really labor, but a privilege. Sociologist Erin Hatton called this double bind—applied not only to graduate students but also to student athletes (as well as to prisoner laborers and workfare recipients after welfare reform)—“status coercion,” because their status as something other than workers allows their supervisors extra punitive power. “The education, degree conferral, and future employment of science graduate students are in the hands of the faculty advisors for whom they labor,” she wrote. “Such advisors can dismiss them from the PhD program as well as delay their graduation because they have become productive workers in the lab.” This kind of coercion links the working conditions of graduate students to other precarious workers—to retail workers and domestic workers as well as interns—as it primes them to accept undervalued and insecure work in the future. And like welfare-to-work programs, graduate programs mobilize both moralistic language about hard work and a labor-of-love rhetoric that denies certain work is work at all by denying that what workers are paid is indeed a wage.31
To Aronowitz and others, the “last good job in America” could be a guidepost for all: shorter working hours and more autonomy could be key demands to improve others’ working conditions. Instead, though, the opposite has happened in the twenty years since he wrote about it: the academic workplace has become more like the rest of the service sector. For those who had that last good job, as it was with other parts of the PMC, it had been, for a while, easy to ignore the struggles of those outside the university, those with fewer credentials, doing manual labor, perhaps, or caring work. Even on campus, tenured faculty could be prone to ignoring the conditions of those serving the food or keeping the lecture halls clean; off campus, the tradition of seeing the university as a location apart meant that too few professors realized that the downward trajectory of other knowledge work was connected to their own. The university’s culture of individualism—particularly the intense focus on individual research, created in part by the endless pressure to produce and publish such research—mitigated against academics’ collective action for a while. But as the conditions of academic workers began more and more to resemble those of those other workers, academic workers began to reach for the tool of the working class: labor unions.32
Union density was in decline across the United States by the 1990s, but two hundred thousand or so faculty and staff at universities were still union members. Graduate students organized in large numbers, challenging the idea that their work was not work. They were aware of their importance in the institution, the amount of work that, if they refused to do it, would simply not be done. The corporatization of the university, by requiring graduate students to produce useful research, had hastened their realization that they, too, were necessary workers. By 2000 there were more than thirty graduate assistants’ unions with contracts across the country. Most of that unionization came at public institutions, though; private institutions have had a different war to fight. The National Labor Relations Board, with its Yeshiva University decision in 1980, ruled that faculty at private universities were management and therefore ineligible for union protections. Looking over the arguments for faculty governance of the university, the board decided to take professors at their word, despite the trimming away of those privileges and duties as the tenure track declined.33
When NYU’s graduate student union, the Graduate Student Organizing Committee / United Auto Workers (GSOC-UAW) Local 2110, struck in 2005, it made visible several of the many fault lines of academic labor. The strike dragged on for seven months before being broken by the university through a process of intimidation, media battering, firings, and more. GSOC had been the first union to win a contract at a private university in the wake of the 2000 NLRB decision that graduate assistants were workers, and the university management was determined not to have a second contract. And the board had changed by then—in 2004, with a majority of new conservative appointees, it reversed itself and said that private universities had no right to union recognition. Even at the time, NYU was a popular and relatively newly prestigious university, an emblem of the corporate or neoliberal turn in the academy, with high demand for applications and students who graduated with the highest debt load in the country. It also had one of the highest percentages of courses taught by non-tenure-track staff, including the striking grad students. Its president at the time had made an argument for the role of the university as anchoring a new key sector of the economy: he called it “ICE” (intellectual, cultural, and educational) as a complement to New York’s famed FIRE sector (finance, insurance, and real estate), from which the university drew most of its trustees. He had thus concretized the argument that the university was key to the new “knowledge” economy, melding it with the “creative class” even as he tried to worsen working conditions for those knowledge producers.34
There was a core group of some 220 tenured and tenure-track faculty who supported the strike, even moving classes off campus so as not to cross the grads’ picket lines. In the midst of the strike, the union managed to win another majority vote among graduate students, reiterating that it had wide support even if the university wouldn’t recognize it and some of the grad students (particularly international students) had been bullied into returning to work. Protests by undergraduates and union activists, including the president of the AFL-CIO at the time, John Sweeney, supported the graduates, but in the end, the university held out and broke the strike. The union did not give up, though, and eventually, in 2014, after protracted battles and a new union vote, it won another contract.35
The question of what higher education is for is intimately tied up with the questions of the conditions of its work. If higher education is to be, as the students of the 1960s demanded, open to all, a place to explore and to learn and to challenge, that means it should be taught by faculty who are supported and encouraged in their own learning, who are challenging and exploring themselves. If, however, the university is simply a machine for producing credentials, with degrees like commodities to be purchased by students shopping in the market, then it is harder and harder to argue for the necessity of faculty who have time and resources to develop their own minds. What political theorist James Cairns called “Austerity U” is, he wrote, about “teaching disentitlement,” not only to students, but also to faculty.36
Perhaps the best example of the simultaneous deskilling and deprofessionalization of higher education and its corporate takeover is the for-profit college. In her book Lower Ed, sociologist Tressie McMillan Cottom dissected the for-profit college industry, pointing out the ways in which it is a logical outgrowth of both the “education gospel” and the neoliberal turn. When demand expanded for education in the 1960s, she noted, public universities expanded. But now, with public funding on the decline, and the stagnant economy making a new credential more appealing, for-profits have stepped into the gap. As for work at the for-profits, recruitment is more of a focus than teaching, and forget about research. The courses remain the same, but the faculty are constantly changing: they are even more temporary than the adjuncts at more traditional institutions.37
In 2013, the Ehrenreichs revisited the professional-managerial class and found it much decomposed. In a report titled “Death of a Yuppie Dream: The Rise and Fall of the Professional-Managerial Class,” they documented the “devastating decline” of many of the professions they’d originally tracked. “In this setting,” they wrote, “we have to ask whether the notion of a ‘professional-managerial class,’ with its own distinct aspirations and class interests, still makes any sense, if it did in the first place.” The replacement of tenure-track professors by low-wage adjuncts and the increasing concentration of control at the top of the university were high on their list of changes in the class’s expected privileges. The cost of college itself was also part of the problem—it was increasingly untenable for the PMC to reproduce itself, with the price of a degree spiking nearly eight times faster than wages were rising. By 2020, a degree was 1,410.83 percent more expensive than it had been when the Ehrenreichs first coined the term PMC. Those who can, therefore, jump ship from academia into “direct service to capital,” becoming analysts for finance or working exclusively for the wealthy. Those who can’t wind up as adjuncts, in the service industry, or sometimes both. In a 2019 interview, Barbara Ehrenreich explained, “I would say that what happened to the blue-collar working class with deindustrialization is now happening with the PMC—except for the top managerial end of it.” In other words, instead of a professional-managerial class, you have management—and everyone else.38
Years after her fight with Ronald Reagan for her academic post, Angela Davis suggested, as the Ehrenreichs did, that academics had to answer for their own elitism. The solution to the problems of academic labor, and particularly for Black women in the academy, she wrote, would come not simply from defending their individual rights to exist there, but through collective struggle—a struggle that should include university workers from the cafeteria and cleaning staffs to the professors. “I include workers because it would be a mark of our having reproduced the very elitism which excluded and continues to exclude so many of us if we assumed that there is only one group of Black women whose names are worth defending in the academy,” Davis wrote. In the United Kingdom, meanwhile, lecturer and social theorist Mark Fisher noted that teaching itself was becoming a service industry, with teachers required to treat students as customers rather than encouraging them to challenge themselves. “Those working in the education system who still want to induce students into the complicated enjoyments that can be derived from going beyond the pleasure principle, from encountering something difficult, something that runs counter to one’s received assumptions, find themselves in an embattled minority,” he lamented. Once the United Kingdom’s vibrant art school culture allowed the working classes to create; now education was being restratified, restructured along lines dictated in a report that was overseen by a former British Petroleum executive: the 2009 “Browne Report,” commissioned by a Labour government but released under the Conservative–Liberal Democrat coalition. It recommended the series of changes, including huge tuition hikes, that would spur a massive student protest movement in 2010.39
The proletarianization of big chunks of the PMC makes them dangerous even as it strips away their power. As Nixon and Reagan and their advisers once worried about an educated working class, so today’s politicians face uprisings of what journalist Paul Mason called “the graduates with no future.” In response, they have cracked down further on the university. In Britain the student movement of 2010 was a response to student fee hikes and broader austerity and laid the groundwork for the left turn of the Labour Party. In Wisconsin, where Governor Scott Walker all but eliminated tenure and public-sector collective bargaining in 2011, faculty, and particularly graduate students, led the protests and the occupation of the statehouse that ensued. (Politicians also pursued access to faculty emails, in a breach of both academic freedom and privacy that seems both small and telling.) In Quebec, student protests against tuition hikes brought down the provincial government after weeks of strikes. As long as academia provides some top-tier positions to aspire to, hope labor may keep some graduate students and non-tenure-track faculty scrambling along, cobbling together a living and eking out research. But for how long?40
Even tenured faculty are feeling the crunch, the pressure to do more. As one professor wrote, “We live a day-to-day illusion that we don’t have a boss. We have only ‘self-imposed’ deadlines. Everything we do is our choice.” After her physical collapse due to overwork, she tabulated what she had been doing regularly: “In the fall semester, I taught two graduate courses. My department has three programs, and I was running one of them, with its 10 faculty members and about 50 master’s and doctoral students. I served on two committees, one in the department and another at the college level. I completed six manuscript reviews for leading journals, serving as a deputy editor on one of them. I had four doctoral and two master’s advisees and served on 15 graduate committees—providing feedback and writing letters of recommendation. Last fall I wrote close to 40 such letters. Add to that the steady stream of emails I must read and respond to every day.” Her job description said that 60 percent of her time should be spent on research, but where were the extra hours in the day to come from? Faculty of color, particularly women of color, do even more of this “invisible work” of “making the academy a better place,” everything from serving on diversity committees to extra mentoring for students of color. Such invisible work eats up their time and hinders, rather than helps, their chances at promotion up the ladder. And then there’s yet another form of labor expected of faculty in the digital age—becoming a social media star. McMillan Cottom noted that, like these other forms of extra work in the academy, such a burden falls hardest on Black women.41
In higher education organizing, it is common for adjuncts or others to note their educational attainments as they draw comparisons to “other” low-wage workers. The implication can often be that perhaps low wages are fine for some, but those who have jumped through the university’s hoops are entitled to the middle-class trappings to which they’d aspired. This can be an insidious argument, although, as theorist and occasional adjunct herself Yasmin Nair reminded us, “we might seize this opportunity to reconfigure the terms of academic success to signify a system that allows everyone opportunities to do the work they desire, without holding ourselves up to mythical standards of class empowerment.” Nair called it “class shock,” and we might note it as a symptom of the decomposition of the PMC, of downward mobility, or at least thwarted upward mobility. That sense of middle-class scarcity can lead at all levels to wanting to pull the ladder up behind you, whether that be the tenured professor ignoring the struggles of the adjunct down the hall, or the graduate student breaking the strike, or the adjuncts themselves casting aspersions on “those” workers.42
The coronavirus pandemic, as Katherine Wilson noted, sent universities scrambling. In many cases, the workers wound up pitted against each other as budget cuts loomed, particularly at public institutions. Because, as usual, the crisis did not hit all workers, or all departments, equally. Graduate students worried that their funding would disappear, that the research they could not do from home would be irreparably damaged. Adjuncts, whose contracts are renewed semester by semester, held their breath. But in some cases, the workers took Angela Davis’s advice and tried to unite up and down the university, with tenured faculty standing up for service jobs. At Rutgers in New Jersey, the campus unions joined in a coalition twenty thousand workers strong, fighting to hold onto jobs for temporary faculty and maintenance workers alike, with the best-off volunteering to take furloughs to save the money for the most vulnerable. The coalition, said faculty member and historian Donna Murch, was giving the workers “a way to fight something that often feels abstract, which is this politics of corporatization, privatization, de-unionization, with real people that you know and that you see in regular meetings.”43
Fighting for the university in a moment of crisis would take more than just convincing arguments. Adam Kotsko argued that this moment was an opportunity to reestablish faculty governance and potentially bring back “the last good job in America”—but, he noted, “that can’t happen as long as we allow cost-cutting administrators to divide us into a privileged minority of tenured and tenure-track faculty and a disposable majority of contingent faculty and graduate students.” Fully inclusive unions and coalitions—like the one at Rutgers—were necessary, and a reminder that “the answer is not persuasion, but power.”44
The ideal academic workplace is often one that comes about not by following the rules, but by resisting them. Philosopher Amia Srinivasan found a vision of the university that she wanted to see during a 2019 strike. Part of the University and College Union and a professor at Oxford, Srinivasan was on strike for eight days with colleagues from sixty institutions across the United Kingdom. At issue, she wrote, were “pensions but also pay cuts, casualization, overwork and the gender and racial pay gap.” Claire English, an associate lecturer at Queen Mary University of London, was one of those casualized workers, on a year-by-year contract, and to her, the strike helped break through the shame many of them felt at not having permanent positions. “It’s been an amazing experience to be on the picket line, to find that there are so many other people in the same position as me and all of us being jerked around in terms of our pay, getting paid a month late, not getting our contracts until well after we’ve started teaching,… being told that we’ll have five hours of seminars and then student numbers change and you only get three.” Despite the exhaustion and the constant paring away of hard-won conditions, Srinivasan wrote, academic labor “contains a spirit of vocation and reciprocity” that is why people still aspire to it. Yet, she noted, “when people insist that the university is simply a place of love, and not also a place of work, they offer cover to exploitation—of staff, of students, and of the ideals of the university itself.… Those who insist that striking lecturers do not love their students fail to see that love can still be work, and that the picket can be a classroom.”45


KATHERINE WILSON HAD BEEN AN ACTIVIST ON MANY FRONTS FOR MOST of her life, but labor hadn’t really been one of them. She’d been a feminist and an activist for LGBT rights. She’d been part of Palestine and Latin American solidarity movements, and much of her theater work had been in collectives, where putting in time and sweat equity mattered and the ethos, she said, was “do what needs to be done.” But at CUNY, the union felt distant from her; it included everyone from tenured faculty on down, and she never felt particularly drawn to it. That changed at Fordham, though.
Sitting in her office, she was wearing a maroon sweater to which she’d hand-applied varsity-letterman style letters, reading “FFU” across the back. FFU stands for Fordham Faculty United, the name of the union that includes adjuncts like Wilson as well as non-tenure-track lecturers, who were contingent as well but a step up from the adjuncts—“They get health benefits and they teach four courses a semester, whereas we are capped at two.”
Getting involved in the union at Fordham was very different from the kind of “sitting and talking or screaming in the streets” that had made up her prior activism. She said, “It was fascinating to me. Like, ‘Oh, we can’t just scream our top ideals. We have to actually come in here and think of how this would work.’”
The organizing process began at Fordham with a handful of adjuncts, but initially they had a hard time getting a union to work with them. Wilson wasn’t involved early on, but after the group connected with the Service Employees International Union’s new Faculty Forward campaign, focusing on precisely their kind of precarious faculty, she was drawn in. Eventually, through a combination of public pressure from students and tenure-track faculty and actions by the adjuncts, they got the university to agree to allow a union election. The instructors voted 16 to 1 to unionize with SEIU Local 200.46
It was 2018 when bargaining began, and Wilson found the process engrossing. Their union representative held open negotiating sessions, so anyone could come and watch bargaining unfold. “I felt that I learned from every single session I attended,” she said. “Every now and then we might say something, but it was mainly observing. But [our representative] would consult us and occasionally we would vote on something, like, ‘Would we be willing to strike?’ or ‘Did we want to fight for health insurance or higher pre-course wages?’” Only later did she realize that the speed and success of the Fordham process had been inspirational to other schools. The contract they won included wage raises from 67 percent to 90 percent for adjuncts over its three-year duration; that would bring most of them to between $7,000 and $8,000 per class by the contract’s end. Full-time lecturers would reach a minimum salary of $64,000 by the third year of the contract, an increase of roughly $14,000 a year for the lowest paid. They won just-cause protections, meaning they couldn’t be fired without a reason given, as well as some professional development funding and paid professional leave for full-timers.47
When they held their first election for union officers, Wilson found herself recruited to be cochair alongside French lecturer Josh Jordan, and they went on to work closely together on both big-picture and day-to-day issues. The process had taught her a lot about the campus: adjuncts tended to be isolated from one another as well as from other tiers of faculty in the stratified system. “I had to learn who my brothers and sisters were, so to speak,” she said. That involved getting to know the different campuses and schools, and learning that the social-work adjuncts “were paid a pittance” compared to her and others in the humanities, even though the adjuncts in the humanities were in turn paid little compared to those at the business school. Fordham had wanted to have the adjuncts and the lecturers in different bargaining units, but the contingent faculty stuck together, Wilson said, and made sure that while the contracts had different details, they “tied them together”: “We hinged the calculus that determines our salaries so that if one goes up, the other one goes up. You are not going to divide and conquer.”
Professional development funds were huge for Wilson. “Since 2002, I have been presenting at conferences, [and] I have never gotten a dime from a school for that,” she said. “CUNY has it, but it is stringent about who qualifies for it.” Of course, she laughed, now that she’s a union officer, that takes up a lot of her time outside the classroom and she has less time for conferences. But the prospect of funding means a recognition that adjuncts and lecturers, too, are scholars doing research as well as teaching. They also won a level of security against last-minute canceled classes: the university has to tell them by a certain time whether they’ll be teaching, and if they cancel a class, they still get paid a fraction of the salary. (The scheduling fights are reminiscent of those among retail and service workers, and were no doubt aided by SEIU’s experience organizing other parts of the service sector.) Finally, they have the right to union representation at every step of their process. “That forces them to recognize us, that we are working people, that we have pasts and futures,” said Wilson.
Implementing the contract has taught her about what needs to be improved next time. From the limitations on professional development funds to the impossibility of office hours without office space, she’s realized more and more what it would actually take to make adjuncts equal to the rest of the faculty. In their first year on the job, she said, she and Jordan were expected to be the “pretty face” of the union, to do things like going to Central Labor Council meetings, meeting with administrators, and connecting with other unionists across the city. But instead they’ve been involved in the nuts and bolts of implementation. “I just said last week to Josh, ‘Our real work starts now. A year and a half in, this is when we are finally turning to our real work.’”
Academia, she noted, often draws people who bought into the ideal of the lone intellectual: “We worked solo. We did a dissertation solo. We did the loneliest five years, eight years, whatever.… And now, you are throwing us together and saying, ‘Oh, yeah, you will work together fine.’” She was one of the few involved in the union’s leadership with activist experience, and even then, she hadn’t been involved with many formal organizations. Within the contingent faculty, she noted, titles didn’t determine rank, but there were in practice differences in whether one got involved with the union. Many universities justify hiring part-time adjuncts by arguing that they are working professionals in their field who supplement that work with teaching, and sometimes that’s even true. The “moonlighters,” Wilson said, were harder to sign up and get interested in the union than those like her and her cochair, who had gone through the PhD process and had looked forward to traditional academic careers.
Although there are union stewards on each campus, it can still be a challenge to get faculty involvement. Old-style union tips for organizing, Wilson noted, don’t work for contingent faculty. There is little shared space, and schedules vary wildly. “We don’t have a clique. We don’t have anything. We have to invent the watercooler,” she said. “That is about the structure of what they do with us and spatially… we sometimes don’t share anything. The fact that you have to invent it is very, very different from what [happens in] a factory or hospital, where the organization already wants them to be a well-oiled cadre, and now if you can bend that cadre toward a union, you have terrific strength. Science is not solitary, but science doesn’t get very involved. For those of us in humanities and social sciences, the nature of our work is very, very isolated.”
The way the university has changed shaped Wilson’s experience beyond just the nature of her own job, she said. She had let go of the desire for that window office with the bookshelves, the dedicated workspace. But what still got to her was how the students came in anxious and stressed, and how that led to less risk-taking, less learning, and more playing it safe to get the grade that would get them the credential. “It is chores you do to get the grade. I find it so alienated from working with knowledge and working with literature and working with writing,” she said. “Also, arts are about adding—I don’t mean beauty in the sense of pretty flowers, but about adding a kind of beauty and recognizing pleasure. That is quantified and that is commodified and commercialized, but in my mind—obviously—is not about price.”
That kind of pricelessness, she said, connects to the dignity that adjuncts are fighting for. “It is not just about the pay. I don’t put poetry on par with housing and food, but it is not far behind,” she said. “Bare existence, bare subsistence, bare life, that is not our vision of humanity, and particularly for academics, we’ve immersed ourselves in the fruits of human creation and civilization. It is a painful oxymoron that then our daily lives and subsistence had become close to abject.”
The union itself served to break up their isolation and provide something beyond that bare life. “We have monthly happy hours down the avenue. The social is a little slower, but we are trying to start to build those,” Wilson said. “I would like to organize—in Fordham—adjuncts who straddle schools and start to build that.” But it takes work to build a union that isn’t just seen by most of the faculty as a service provider. “We get members approaching us like, ‘Do this for me,’ or ‘Provide me this service.’” Contingent faculty still hang on to the hope that their gig will be short term; even if they want the protections of the union, Wilson said, they don’t want to invest too deeply in it. There was still a sense of shame that made the adjuncts less inclined to identify with their role; no one, Wilson noted, said with a sense of pride that they were an adjunct. They had this in common with other parts of the precarious workforce: a need to break through the disappointment and decide that the way to change things was to improve the adjunct job, not just to keep hope-laboring toward escape from it.
She understood this feeling. “I did give up looking,” she said. “After this contract it will be, ‘So, do I continue this or don’t I?’ I don’t know. Is this happy or content or how miserable and undignified is this?” Fifty-seven, she noted, would be a difficult age at which to be considering another change from work she trained for and is good at, but it is also the reality she faced.
“There is no question that the only time I have felt dignified working in a university was the activist work in the union here. That is the most dignified relationship I have had. My own work as an adjunct, I can’t think of a semester or a month where I would say, ‘That felt dignified,’” she said. “That is what most political struggles have been fighting for, in addition to the material gains and substantial rights.” The five, ten, sometimes twenty hours a week of unpaid work for the union was the thing that mattered most to her. “People say, ‘Why do you do it?’ That is my answer. This is where the dignity comes from.”



CHAPTER 9
PLAYBOR OF LOVE
Technology
VIDEO-GAME PROGRAMMERS LEARN TO CELEBRATE “CRUNCH” FROM THE get-go. Like many of his peers, Kevin Agwaze went to a specialized school that taught coding for games, rather than a traditional university. Such schools normalize a brutal workweek, treating high dropout rates as a badge of honor, and instilling the idea that the games industry is a shark tank where only the strong survive. While in his native Germany, he noted, “Uni is free,” the program he attended, a two-year course, costs around €25,000 (about US$29,000). Such programs can cost even more in the United States, where a specialized education might run $100,000.
The schools, Agwaze and other programmers explained to me in a London pub, pump out “eight gazillion” games developer grads, for whom there are not necessarily enough good jobs. By the time they graduate, programmers expect to work long hours to prove themselves, and for those hours to stretch even longer when deadlines loom. To Agwaze, it seemed to be worth it to work in a field about which he was passionate. “I knew it was going to be bad for me,” he said with a lopsided grin. “I thought, ‘I am young, my body is going to be fine. I can do it for a while. I can handle bad conditions.’”
He wanted to work in what they call triple-A games—the video-game equivalent of a blockbuster film, with a big budget and production teams that span multiple countries and studios. He applied for jobs all over and wound up in the United Kingdom at a company called Studio Gobo. The company, which bills itself as “a family of graphics geeks and artistic misfits,” offers “AAA console game development services for a global client base.” What that means, Agwaze explained, is that they work on specific parts of bigger properties for major studios. “We have all the creative freedom but none of the risk, like if Ubisoft [a French video-game company] is going to cancel [a] game, they will still pay us,” he said. He’s pretty happy at his job, all things considered.1
His day-to-day work schedule depends to a degree on other programmers working in offices that might be several time zones away. There’s no time clock to punch, no overtime pay; he comes in to work around 10:00 a.m., he said, and leaves most days around 7:00 or even 8:00 p.m. The late evenings are in part, he explained, because he’s working with developers in Montreal, who don’t arrive at work until after he’s had his lunch. “I come into the office, read all the emails about stuff that happened after I left, when they were still working,” he said. There is, he joked, a 50/50 chance that the thing he’s supposed to be working on will be broken in some way when he arrives and he’ll have to wait for Montreal to be online to fix it; if it isn’t broken, he can do some work before they’re up.
The seemingly inefficient process is common across the industry, he explained. In part, that’s because so many different people work on different parts of big games that it would be impossible to have them all in one office, or even, it seems, one company. There is also the desire for what he called “acculturation” benefits—making sure that games are accessible and interesting to audiences in a variety of locations rather than being so culturally specific to one that players in a different market won’t want it. “If you have people with different backgrounds working on a game,” he said, rather than employing “the same Bay Area American people” each time, “it might just end up being a better game.”
There is also the question of costs—some of the programming is outsourced to countries like India, where the wages are lower and the working conditions less regulated. “Somebody working in India and somebody working in Sweden can have completely different working conditions,” he noted, “even though they are working at the same company on the same game and the same project, maybe even the same feature.”
The grueling hours lead to high turnover at the jobs in the industry, even more so than the programming schools. It’s a workload, Agwaze and the others said, designed for young men without families or caring responsibilities, who can dedicate their entire lives to the job. And indeed, the demographics of the industry bear this out: recent surveys of the United Kingdom’s games workforce found that the vast majority were young men. Only 14 percent were women, and as for workers of color, like Agwaze, in 2015 they made up a dismal 4 percent. In the United States, meanwhile, a 2019 study found that only 19 percent of the workforce was female, while a slightly better 32 percent identified as something other than white. When the appeal of working on games no longer trumps the desire to have a life outside of work, programmers leave and go into a different industry. Their skills might have been honed to make blockbuster games, but the same code that makes up the backbone of Red Dead Redemption can also be used to make the latest financial technology app, for more money and shorter hours. “It’s just a different planet,” Agwaze said.2
That turnover itself makes the industry less efficient than it could be: rather than trying to retain experienced workers, companies bring in more young workers like Agwaze to make up the difference. Meanwhile, senior positions sometimes go unfilled for months. It becomes a circular problem: hours stretch longer and longer as junior developers scramble to fix bugs; they get tired of the struggle and quit; and then a new person with even less practice is plugged into their spot. And the companies’ idea of how to make the job more sustainable is to put in a Ping-Pong table and give out free food. Agwaze laughed, “Let’s put a bed in there! Sleepover! Put in showers!” Studio Gobo’s website promotes “Gobo Friday Lunch,” with “Freshly cooked (free!) food by our in house chef, the only rule is you’re not allowed to sit next to the people you did last week. It’s an opportunity to relax and hang out as a team and some of our best ideas have emerged over a warm home-cooked meal.”
But, of course, it’s not home-cooked. Instead, it blurs the distinction between home and work. “I have time periods where, like, I sleep for two or three hours,” Agwaze said. “I’m just going home to bed and waking up and going back again. I don’t remember what happened. I just remember going to bed and being in the office again.” Coworkers become close friends, late shifts can take on a party atmosphere, and the feeling that everyone is part of something important often prevails. Studio Gobo’s website again: “Fun is at the heart of what we do. We know that if we want to make fun games, we also have to have fun making games.”
Yet that fun atmosphere itself is designed to entrap workers into staying longer daily, even without direct pressure from the boss. “I had a senior employee tell me, ‘Kevin, I notice that you stay long hours a lot and I think it has a bad impact on the whole team, because if you stay longer, everybody else wonders, “Do I need to stay longer?” It puts pressure on your team. Even if you want to do that, that might negatively affect everybody else.’” At the time, Agwaze said, he shrugged it off. The individual pressures—the need to build one’s CV—mitigated against collective concern. “I remember being like, ‘Ah, whatever. I am fine. I am doing good.’”
Agwaze’s experience was rare, though, he noted—most employers applied the opposite pressures. Crunch was endemic to the industry: over half of the workers questioned in one survey said they’d worked “at least 50 percent more hours during crunch than the standard work week of 40 hours.” The issue came to the fore in 2004 with a public “open letter” from the spouse of a developer at Electronic Arts (EA), complaining of her partner’s eighty-five-hour crunch weeks. Two class-action lawsuits followed, alleging unpaid overtime. Both were settled out of court, but the practice continued up to 2020. And it’s not clear the practice is even worth it for employers. “Crunch,” Agwaze noted, “produces bad games, a lot of average games, and some good games. Just because you crunch doesn’t mean that the game is going to be any good at all.”3
Beyond their expected loyalty to their own CV, the programmers were encouraged to consider themselves part of the family, and to work hard to pull their weight within it, even if, as Agwaze said with a sardonic laugh, “Maybe I crossed the country to start this job and I was fired in my first week after they told me I had now entered the family.” While this had never happened to him, it wasn’t an uncommon experience in the industry.
Some managers in the industry are starting to realize that they need to figure out better ways to retain experienced developers than trying to make the office feel less office-like. But the culture of the industry remains mired in the idea that putting in long hours is a mark of quality and dedication, rather than burnout and inefficiency. “They can’t even imagine it as a bad thing,” Agwaze said. “This is how it is. How can anybody believe this to be bad or wrong? This is how we need to do it.”
With the arrival of COVID-19 in Britain, Agwaze joined the masses suddenly working from home. For him, that meant an even further blurring of the lines between time on and time off the job. At first, he said, he was told he needed to keep going to the office, but when the government announced its recommendations, he was allowed to stay home. He did some rearranging in his flat: when a roommate moved out, he was able to take over their room for a workspace, and he was able to borrow a computer with a bigger monitor on which to work. “I wake up, go to the other room to the PC. Then, I work for a long while. Then, at some point, I stop working. It might be after eight hours or slightly more or slightly less. I used to pretty rigorously take an hour of lunch break at 1 p.m. sharp with other people from work, but now I’m like, ‘Did I eat anything today? No, I didn’t. I should probably eat. What’s the time? Oh, it’s 2 p.m.’”
And after all the time that he spends dedicating himself to making games, he said, he doesn’t really play them that much anymore. He laughed, “I don’t have time. I sneak one in every now and then.”


PROGRAMMING, A FIELD CURRENTLY DOMINATED BY YOUNG MEN, WAS invented by a woman. Ada Lovelace was the daughter of Romantic poet Lord Byron, but her mother steered her into mathematics, “as if that were an antidote to being poetic.” Lovelace was inspired by mechanical weaving looms to design a program for Charles Babbage’s “Analytical Engine,” an early idea of a computer. Her insight was that the computer could be used not just to calculate complex equations but to handle music, graphics, words, anything that could be reduced to a code—perhaps even games. Her paper on the subject, now considered the first computer program, was published in a journal in 1843, years before anything resembling a computer had actually been built.4
These days, the tech industry—as the shorthand would have it, leaving aside the question of just what is considered “technology”—is fawned over as the main driver of innovation in the world’s major capitalist economies. Programmers are lionized in the press, their long hours held up as proof of romantic commitment to the work rather than inefficient work processes, their skills envisioned as something between God-given talent and Weberian hard work and grit. Those skilled workers are seen as geniuses the way artists used to be, gifted with superior abilities in a field inherently creative and specialized. Tech jobs are described as dream jobs, where the most skilled workers are wooed with high salaries, great benefits, stock options, and fun workplaces where you can bring your dog, get a massage, play games, and, of course, enjoy the work itself—and all of this leads to more and more work. The obsession with “innovation” is actually less than a century old, but the concept is often used to obscure the way skills become gendered and racialized, associated with a certain image of a certain kind of worker, and how that perception is reproduced along with our attitudes toward work.5
Programming was not always illustrious work, and computers were not always fancy machines. “Computer” was a job title for humans, often women, hired to crunch numbers on mechanical calculators at high volumes. Women did so in the United States during World War II, when men were being sent to the front lines and the first computing machines were being developed. The Electronic Numerical Integrator and Computer (ENIAC) was designed to replace those human computers, but its ability to perform calculations relied on human hands manually moving cables and flipping switches. At the time, the programming of the computer was considered routine work, and men were in short supply, so the University of Pennsylvania, where the ENIAC was born, recruited women with math experience to work on the machine.
In 1945, the first six women learned to be computer programmers: Jean Jennings, Marlyn Wescoff, Ruth Lichterman, Betty Snyder, Frances Bilas, and Kay McNulty. The women flirted with soldiers, argued about politics, and calculated differential equations to make the complicated machine work, learning its inner workings as well as any of the male engineers who’d designed and built the thing. The ENIAC—a massive, eighty-by-eight-foot mass of vacuum tubes, cables, and thousands of switches—“was a son of a bitch to program,” Jennings later commented.6
The women knew their work was difficult, skilled labor, but the male engineers still considered the programming to be closer to clerical work—women’s work, in other words—than the hardware side. Yet it was the women who stayed up late into the night, “crunching,” to make sure the ENIAC was working for its first demonstration—to which they were not invited. “People never recognized, they never acted as though we knew what we were doing,” Jennings said.7
After the war’s end, the women who had been pressed into wartime service were encouraged to return home, free up jobs for men, and start families. Yet the women who worked on the ENIAC had a special skill set that made them harder to replace. “We were like fighter pilots,” McNulty said. Instead, they stayed on and worked to design computers for nonmilitary uses, working alongside mathematics professor and navy reservist Grace Hopper. “Women are ‘naturals’ at computer programming,” Hopper told a reporter in 1967. Yet even then, as software work gained prestige, the men were taking it over.8
Male programmers deliberately sought to shift the image of the field. Men, after all, wouldn’t want to go into a field seen as women’s work. To add cachet to the work, they created professional associations, heightened educational requirements, and even instituted personality tests that identified programmers as having “disinterest in people” and disliking “activities involving close personal interaction.” People skills, like those taken advantage of in the classroom or the retail store, were for women, and apparently just got in the way of programming, a collective task being re-envisioned for solitary nerds. As Astra Taylor and Joanne McNeil wrote, the notion of the computer hacker “as an antisocial, misunderstood genius—and almost invariably a dude—emerged from these recruitment efforts.” Changing the gender profile of programming, Taylor and McNeil wrote, also had the effect of boosting its class status. Rather than work learned by doing, programming was now the purview of rarefied graduate programs at the few research universities able to afford computers of their own.9
By the time the US Department of Defense bankrolled the project that would eventually become the Internet, computing was so thoroughly masculinized that there were no women involved. Instead, the Advanced Research Projects Agency Network (ARPANET) would be, in the words of Katie Hafner and Matthew Lyon, Where Wizards Stay Up Late. The men who built the network—funded by the DOD’s Advanced Research Projects Agency (ARPA) in order to link computer labs up around the country to share research—were “geniuses” whose commitment to their work involved a lot of one-upmanship about who could work longer hours.10
ARPA’s Information Processing Techniques Office was funding cutting-edge research that the private sector, and even the universities, might otherwise have shied away from throughout the 1960s. Created in reaction to the USSR’s launch of the Sputnik 1 satellite, ARPA reflected the fear that the United States was falling behind. It was this same fear that led to an increase in the education budget and expanded public schooling, but it funded plenty of research that didn’t have clear military applications. One of those projects was ARPANET.11
Making computers communicate required all sorts of new technologies. At the time, most computers didn’t speak the same language. In Hafner and Lyon’s words, “Software programs were one-of-a-kind, like original works of art.” The innovations that would make the ARPANET, and then the Internet, possible were the result of a collective process between dozens of programmers and graduate students on multiple continents. Despite the tendency to ascribe progress to the unique genius of each of these men, researchers in different countries came up with similar ideas at nearly the same time.12
These computer whizzes were building on one another’s breakthroughs, and the ARPANET would help them integrate their collective knowledge more deeply. In the obsession with the individual genius, we miss the real story, assuming that works of brilliance are the result of singular minds rather than collaboration—a notion that just happens to mitigate against the idea of organizing. “If you are not careful, you can con yourself into believing that you did the most important part,” programmer Carl Baran said. “But the reality is that each contribution has to follow onto previous work. Everything is tied to everything else.”13
The fetish for the tech innovator who dropped out of college may have begun, too, with the creation of the ARPANET. Bolt, Beranek and Newman, the firm given the contract to make the network a reality, was known for hiring dropouts from the Massachusetts Institute of Technology (MIT) in its hometown of Cambridge. Dropouts were smart enough to get into MIT, but without the degree, they cost less to hire. In just a few short years, the field had gone from instituting degree requirements as a class and gender barrier to entry to preferring those who cheerily tossed those requirements aside—and not long after that, to the legend of the Stanford or MIT dropout who created a company in his garage.14
There were a lot of sixteen-hour days, a lot of late nights and missed dinners, and a lot of sleeping at the desk for the programmers involved in creating the network—as well as for the graduate students who, at the various receiving sites for the ARPANET-connected computers, did much of the work of getting computers to talk to one another. They hammered out protocols, shared resources, and came up with the very first email programs collaboratively, sharing information with one another and hashing out disputes informally. The early Internet took the shape of the men who made it—it was anarchic, a place for sleepless computer nerds to express themselves, and argue for hours, whether it was about their ideas for the network or their political convictions (Defense Department money or no Defense Department money). They even figured out how to make games for it—a stripped-down version of the tabletop game Dungeons and Dragons, called Adventure, for example, was built by one of the Bolt, Beranek and Newman coders and spread widely across the Net.15
Video games were the perfect sideline for workers expected to be chained to their desks late into the night in a field where one’s sleeplessness itself was a status symbol. If the programmers played with the network as much as they did hard work on it, that was just another way that they expanded its capabilities and kept themselves interested in the work they were doing. Later theorists named this playbor, simultaneously work and play, unforced yet productive. Adventure gaming blurred the lines between work and play just as the lines between work and home were being blurred by all those long nights at the office. That the network could be used for fun made the labor that went into making it seem even more worthwhile.16
Early video-game companies capitalized on these same ideas. As Jamie Woodcock wrote in Marx at the Arcade, “companies like Atari promised ‘play-as-work’ as an alternative to the restrictive conditions of industrial or office-based Fordism.” The 1970s were, after all, the decade in which the rebellion against the Fordist factory was slowly synthesized into the neoliberal workplace. Forming a union was out. Instead, little forms of disobedience, like playing video games on the office computer, would come in and be absorbed into the workflow in the tech industry itself. Atari, which at this time developed early home consoles for playing video games on personal televisions, was the first company to prove that games could be big business. And as the computer business boomed, the tension between work and play, between fun and profits, only continued to grow.17
Programmers had been given a huge amount of freedom in the early days of the ARPANET. Coder Severo Ornstein from Bolt, Beranek and Newman had even turned up to a meeting at the Pentagon wearing an anti–Vietnam War button. But as the private sector began to get into the act (and woo away many of the academics and public employees who had been instrumental to the project), the question of how much power individual workers could be allowed to have was occurring to managers. Far from the purview of a handful of unique “wizards” and “geniuses,” the daily workings of what was now a rapidly growing “tech” industry required a lot of work from a lot of skilled but interchangeable laborers. And those laborers had to be prevented from organizing.18
Silicon Valley eclipsed Cambridge as the tech hub for many reasons, but one of them was that the nonunion atmosphere allowed companies to maintain their cherished “flexibility.” While Massachusetts had a long-established union culture, California was the wide-open frontier. Nevertheless, the 1970s and 1980s saw some attempts to unionize at tech companies from Atari to Intel, stories mostly written out of the history of tech as the industry grew.19
By this time, computers and games were becoming more firmly entrenched as toys for boys (or men who’d never stopped being boys). Women’s participation in computer science programs fell from nearly 40 percent in the 1980s to below 20 percent at present, as personal computers, mostly good for gaming early on, were marketed to little boys, cementing further the idea that it was men who would be the new programmers. Pop culture picked up on this trend, making heroes of white male computer geeks. Anyone who didn’t have a personal computer fell behind when it came to computer skills, erecting a class barrier to go with the gender barrier. Schools tended to accept, and companies tended to hire, people who looked like their idea of a “computer person,” which was, according to science and technology researcher Janet Abbate, “probably a teenage boy that was in the computer club in high school.” The assumption remained that computers, like art, were something one had to have a natural talent for; women were good at community and caring for others, and men were good at things that required an isolated, antisocial genius. The split between the two kinds of laborers of love solidified, keeping them from seeing that they both had similar struggles over long hours, capricious management, and a lack of control over the products of their work. That these gender roles were socially created stereotypes, not innate characteristics, seems not to have occurred to any of these supposedly brilliant men.20
The dot-com boom of the 1990s saw personal computers become ubiquitous, big profits reaped, and then the first big bust, as overvalued companies, inflated with venture capitalists’ cash, deflated or popped. The Clinton administration largely built on the privatization and deregulation of the Reagan-Bush years, but gave them a veneer of cool, and the dot-coms epitomized this trend. During this period, sociologist Andrew Ross was studying the workers of New York’s “Silicon Alley” to understand these new workplace trends, which he dubbed “no-collar.” In the brave New Economy, workers embraced a certain antiauthoritarian perspective, trading in the old status markers of power suits and briefcases for hoodies and T-shirts. The workers adopted the work styles of the bohemian artist, bringing their expectations of creative labor to their new jobs in tech. They also brought a willingness to work in lousier environments in return for deferred financial gain (stock options, in many cases) as long as the work itself was stimulating, creative, “work you just couldn’t help doing.” Ross dubbed this phenomenon the “industrialization of bohemia.”21
These workplaces were designed to incorporate the “playbor” of techies, whose tendency to color outside the lines otherwise might have become more obvious resistance. Let the coder wear his “RESIST” button to the Pentagon, let the developers play games on their work machines, then they’ll be happier to do their work. These “digital artisans,” as Ross called them, were made to feel that they had a level of control over the machines. But unlike the original artisans, whose tools were theirs to control, the tech workers were still laboring for a big employer pocketing the profits. After all, the original Luddites didn’t break machines because they opposed technology, but because the technology was designed to deskill them and make them obsolete. The fun-loving tech workplace, already beginning to be stocked with foosball tables and other games to play, made the programmers feel secure that they were powerful and could never be replaced. Yet companies were already increasing their workplace surveillance, and in many cases already trying to figure out ways to break up tasks and cut into the creative freedom of the programmers.22
These workspaces, researcher Julian Siravo pointed out, take their cues from the spaces that techies themselves created. “Hackerspaces” took inspiration from the 1960s and 1970s protest movements’ tendency to take over public or private buildings for their own use; the emerging computer culture adapted this practice from student radicals and autonomia and began to create its own spaces in the 1970s and 1980s. Groups like the Chaos Computer Club in Germany established regular in-person meetings, which were imitated elsewhere. The spaces continued to pop up all over the world: communal, nonhierarchical locations in which members do a variety of programming and physical construction. Before the Internet, hackerspaces were necessary to share information and skills; after the Internet, they became places in which members are, Siravo wrote, “questioning radically the ways in which we currently live, work and learn,” taking a William Morris–like interest in challenging the divisions in capitalist production. But that freedom is something different in a space that people have designed for themselves in which to explore and create; in trying to replicate those spaces in a for-profit company, the big tech corporations have co-opted this exuberance.23
The boundaries between work and leisure thus blurred even more in the new tech companies, bringing more of the things workers might have done in their spare time into the workplace. The growth of the Internet helped blur these lines even for workers outside of the tech industry, who were now expected to check email at home, or who might play a game or write a personal blog on company time—and, particularly with the growth of social media, sometimes face workplace consequences for things they did in their free time and documented online.24
The lines blurred in another way, too: users’ online behavior, from the items they searched for on Google to their interactions during online multiplayer video games, created value for the tech companies. “Users made Google a more intuitive product. Users made Google,” Joanne McNeil pointed out. But that didn’t mean users owned Google. How was their labor—the labor of producing data, of producing a “user experience” that necessitates other users to be meaningful—to be calculated?25
The values of the early Internet—openness, sharing, collaboration—meant something different on a privatized Web where profit was the name of the game. As the cliché goes, “if you’re not paying for it, then you’re the product,” but users on today’s Internet are something more than just the product—they’re more like a self-checkout counter where the thing they’re scanning and paying for is themselves. The users are being sold to advertisers, but they are also providing the labor that makes these companies profitable—labor that is unpaid, and indeed invisible as labor. Facebook and Twitter would be worth nothing without the people who use them—and the fact that millions do is the reason why these platforms are hard to give up. Yet thinking of those users—ourselves—as workers would require us to understand the “social” part of social media as requiring valuable skills as well, something that tech companies resolutely refuse to do. And, of course, it’s in their interest not to—if they had to pay for the value we create for them, those tech billionaires wouldn’t be billionaires.26


THE CREATIVE WORK OF THE TECHIES, THEIR MUCH-VAUNTED “INNOVATION,” is the thing that is celebrated in these flexible, toy-filled workplaces, but this emphasis belies the fact that most programming work is, frankly, boring. It’s grueling, repetitive, requiring focus and patience—and often plenty of cutting and pasting or working from pre-prepared kits. Yet the myth of the tech genius obscures much of this labor. Think of how many of Apple’s fantastic devices, for example, are attributed to the singular brilliance of Steve Jobs, who couldn’t write a line of code, rather than the legion of engineers who did the real work. These tech prodigies were justified by such hype in hiring little clones of themselves, in never questioning how it was that everyone who was a genius was also white and male, never asking why the number of women who left tech jobs was double the number of men.27
The reality is that the work—like most creative work, ruthlessly romanticized—is a slog. A New York Times story on Amazon’s work culture featured employees who’d been told that when they “hit the wall,” the solution was to climb it. They spoke of emails arriving in the middle of the night, and followed by angry text messages if they did not answer immediately. The staff faced an annual cull of those who purportedly couldn’t cut it. Employees “tried to reconcile the sometimes-punishing aspects of their workplace with what many called its thrilling power to create,” but the exhausting pace made them feel more like athletes than artists. Employees frequently cried at their desks, trapped in something bearing an uncanny resemblance to the ups and downs of an abusive relationship.28
At Facebook, things were a little bit different—at least according to Kate Losse, who detailed her experience as one of the company’s early nontechnical employees in her memoir, The Boy Kings. But the sense of awe at the power in her hands was the same, at least before Losse’s eventual disillusionment and break with Facebook and its founder, Mark Zuckerberg. The work that Losse did—customer service work—was devalued from the very start by Zuckerberg, who fetishized hackers and Ivy Leaguers who he imagined were crafted in his own image. “Move fast and break things,” was his motto, and moving fast and breaking things were things that boys did. Losse nevertheless worked her way in, figuring, “You can’t run a successful company with boys alone.”29
Losse befriended the “hacker boys,” including one particular teenager who was hired after he hacked Facebook itself. She joined them on trips to a Lake Tahoe house that Zuckerberg rented for his employees, as well as to Las Vegas and the Coachella festival. She even convinced Zuckerberg to splurge on a pool house where his employees could move in—the ultimate home office. When Zuckerberg offered to subsidize housing for anyone who moved within a mile of the office, Losse did that, too—even though, as a customer service worker, she at first was excluded from the perk. “It wasn’t enough to work [at Facebook], you had to devote as much of your life to it as possible,” she wrote. To that end, the engineers’ floor at Facebook HQ was littered with toys—puzzles, games, Legos, scooters. New toys showed up constantly to keep the boy kings amused while they worked late. “Looking like you are playing, even when you are working, was a key part of the aesthetic, a way for Facebook to differentiate itself from the companies it wants to divert young employees from and a way to make everything seem, always, like a game,” she wrote. But even at the many parties, the coders had their laptops along and managed to get work done.30
In fact, they loved their work so much that they created new features and new projects without even being asked, and sometimes explicitly without permission. Facebook Video was one such project: it was done after-hours (if there were after-hours at Facebook) as an experiment—at least until Zuckerberg decided to publicly announce it, to much acclaim. At that point, the programmers who’d begun it as a lark worked to the point of collapse to make sure it would launch on time. “It was like my body wouldn’t ever work again,” one of them told Losse.31
The coders who were breaking their bodies were at least lavished with perks and praise. Meanwhile, customer care was women’s work: low paid, undervalued, not really considered work at all. At Twitter, for example, complaints from users about relentless abuse on the platform have been met with a steadfast refusal to hire support staff. Startup founders, Losse wrote elsewhere, have often relied on friends or girlfriends to do any work that required emotional labor. Silicon Valley later outsourced it to other countries, such as the Philippines, or even to refugee camps in Gaza, where the disturbing work of purging social networks of violence, porn, and anything else that might prove offensive to users was done for a fraction of what US wages would be. One article estimated the number of such workers at over one hundred thousand. Astra Taylor called the process Fauxtomation, whereby actual humans perform jobs that most people probably assume are done by algorithm. It is the secret of Silicon Valley, nodded to by Amazon with its Mechanical Turk service—the Mechanical Turk was a gadget created centuries before the computer to, purportedly, play chess. Inside the Turk was a human making the decisions. Now Amazon’s “Turkers,” many of them inside the United States, do repetitive “microtasks” for pennies, but the myth of the genius programmer helps to mystify the work still being done by human hands and human minds.32
The Silicon Valley workplace, created in the image of the boy king, seemed almost designed to erase the caring labor discussed in earlier chapters. No family, no friends, and no responsibilities outside of the office; within the office, all their needs are catered to, and toys are provided to make them feel eternally nineteen. (Facebook and Apple even offer egg-freezing to their employees, offering up a tech fix to the problem of work versus family, at least for a while, so that women, too, can abide by the “no families outside the workplace” rule.) It’s no wonder that the apps designed by all these man-children have been, collectively, dubbed “the Internet of ‘Stuff Your Mom Won’t Do for You Anymore.’” Need laundry done, dinner delivered, your house cleaned? There’s an app for that, and the app’s founders have no doubt been breathlessly hailed as technical geniuses, even though their real innovation is finding new ways to skirt labor laws. The result has been the gig economy—a patchwork of short-term non-jobs performed by nonemployees who are barely getting by.33
Whether they be app-distributed gigs or jobs in Amazon’s warehouses, or even programming jobs themselves, the tech industry’s solution for the continuing need for humans to do deeply un-fun work has been “gamification.” Gamification is almost the antithesis of “playbor”—a way to pretend that the same old backbreaking manual work is “fun,” a game you can win. To make the work of packing boxes at Prime speeds less like, well, hard work, Amazon has introduced video games to the distribution center floor. The games have titles like “PicksInSpace” and “Dragon Duel,” and the employees can play alone or against one another—the latter bit designed to up the competition factor and perhaps encourage faster picking. One gamification expert explained that the games might “give a bump to workers’ happiness,” but can also be used to ratchet up productivity goals: “It’s like boiling a frog. It may be imperceptible to the user.” Uber has used gamification as well; so have call centers. And it’s being applied both in learn-to-code contexts and in the actual workplaces of software developers. Turn work into a game! What could be more fun? The problem, as artist and author Molly Crabapple acidly predicted years ago, is that “the prize is what used to be called your salary.”34
The gamifiers are on to something—people hate drudgery, and no one expects to enjoy packing boxes or lifting them for an eight- or ten-hour shift. But it’s not being plugged into a game that makes work enjoyable or not. It’s autonomy that people value, and that is precisely what is being pitched with all those toys on the Facebook shop floor. “We trust you to get your work done,” the toys and perks imply. “You can decide how and when you do it and how and when you have fun.” With the feeling of autonomy comes the feeling that long work hours are a choice; they become a status symbol rather than a sign of unfreedom. As Miya Tokumitsu wrote, in Do What You Love, “The promise of worker autonomy is embedded in the ‘you’ of DWYL.”35
But surveillance is as rampant in the tech industry as it is elsewhere. As early as the 1990s, Andrew Ross found that tech companies routinely monitored their workers. It shouldn’t be a surprise that companies like Facebook, who make their profits off extracting data, might want to keep an eye on their employees, or that the fallen WeWork, a real estate company that leased coworking spaces yet sold itself to investors as the techiest of tech companies, harvested a wellspring of data from the people who worked—and might have lived—in its buildings. WeWork pitched itself as “creat[ing] a world where people work to make a life, not just a living,” selling a version of the dream tech-industry workplace to the masses of freelancers on their own in the neoliberal economy. And the more time those workers spend at the office, the more data that can be extracted. Sleep pods, rare whiskies, steak dinners, and all the toys are designed to enclose the worker in the workplace, just as the social networks enclose users—they offer free tools that the user then feels unable to give up.36
The company provides everything, in other words, that the tech worker needs to reproduce himself (and the worker is always assumed to be a HIM-self), leaving him free to focus solely on work. In this way, it fills the role less of his mother than his wife. The tendency of companies like Facebook to hire those boy kings means that the company is often shepherding them from youth to adulthood, filling that gap, perhaps, between mother and marriage. As video-game programmer Karn Bianco told me, when it comes time for slightly older workers to consider having a family of their own, they must create distance from the company and its desire to be all things to them.
And while, for now, programmers are lavished with benefits and treated as irreplaceable, the capitalists of tech are also betting that their status won’t last. The plethora of “learn-to-code” boot camps are designed not as altruistic ways to get the working class into high-demand jobs (even the ones that promise to teach girls to code to counteract decades of industry sexism), but to drive down the cost of labor. Programming might be destined not to be a prestige field for wizards and boy kings, but rather, as Clive Thompson of Wired wrote, “the next big blue-collar job.” Some of the boot camps are out-and-out scams, like one that promises to pay you to learn—and then takes a cut of your salary for the next two years. But all of them will have the effect of making coders more common, and thus making the work less rarefied—and less well remunerated.37
Mark Zuckerberg also has a plan to bring in lots of short-term workers from overseas. His immigration nonprofit, FWD.us, was created to lobby for immigration reform. That sounded nice in the age of Trump, but Zuckerberg’s main concern was increasing the number of H1-B guestworker visas for skilled workers. H1-B workers are tethered to a particular job; if they quit or get fired, they have to leave the country, which makes them spectacularly compliant as well as cheaper to hire.38
All of this means that tech workers might have more in common with the industrial workers of midcentury than they might think. Silicon Valley touts itself as the “New Economy,” but it still relies on products that have to be built somewhere, and the tactics of offering perks on the job don’t work quite as well on them. Elon Musk promised free frozen yogurt and a roller coaster to disgruntled employees at his Fremont, California, Tesla car factory—but the workers were complaining of injuries on the job because of the pace of production, and they didn’t want frozen yogurt to soothe their pains. They wanted a union.39
Yet the hype for Silicon Valley continues, and ambitious programmers don’t want to just be labor, anyway—they want to be startup founders, the next Zuckerbergs themselves. Peter Thiel, the PayPal billionaire and Trump buddy, advises would-be founders to “run your startup like a cult.” Cult devotees, of course, will work their fingers to the bone out of love, not for money. Not many people consciously want to join a cult, but as Losse pointed out, there’s another name for a group that inspires love and commitment and unpaid labor, and it’s one that tech bosses cheerily invoke: the family. As Kevin Agwaze said, though, families don’t lay you off once a year.40
Better by far to be your own boss, and start your own startup, even though startup founders themselves are reliant on the bigger boss—the venture capitalist. Author Corey Pein recalled asking a VC if startup founders were capital or labor. His “cheerfully cynical” reply was this: “For every Zuckerberg there’s one hundred guys who basically got fired from their startups. They aren’t capital. They’re labor.” The wannabe Zuckerbergs are their own kind of gig worker, scrambling individually to make a buck, just on a grander scale.41
Rather than leave to become startup founders, some tech employees have instead taken a page from the Tesla factory workers, or indeed, from the workers who serve them those catered lunches: they’re organizing. The Tech Workers Coalition (TWC) began with an engineer and a cafeteria worker turned organizer who challenged a few of the shibboleths of Big Tech—namely, the idea that different kinds of workers have no interests in common, and the assumption that the programmers have more in common with the Zuckerbergs of the world than they do with the working class. It built slowly for a while, and then, after Trump’s election in 2016, a burst of action drew many new recruits, both to the TWC and to Tech Solidarity, a group begun to help tech workers find ways to act on their anger. The first actions of many tech workers were to challenge their companies not to work with Trump. IBM employees petitioned their CEO, Ginni Rometty, asking that IBM not work with the Trump administration as it had with Nazi Germany and apartheid South Africa. Nearly three thousand workers at a variety of companies, including Amazon, Facebook, and Google, signed a “Never Again” pledge promising they would not work on projects that would aid the Trump administration in collecting data on immigrants or racialized groups. Amazon workers demanded the company not provide facial-recognition software to law enforcement; Microsoft employees called on the company to stop offering its cloud services to Immigration and Customs Enforcement (ICE).42
The first real tech-worker union drive, though, came at a smaller company, Lanetix. The problems began with the firing of an outspoken programmer. Coworkers described her as a stellar employee but said her questioning of company decisions had gotten her sacked “out of the blue.” If she could be fired like that, the others began to worry for their own jobs, and decided to unionize with the NewsGuild. “As soon as they started to compare notes, they realized that each manager was just trying to individualize the complaints that everybody had,” engineer Björn Westergard explained. But after sending a letter to management requesting recognition of their union, they were summarily fired. All fourteen of them. The story spread through the industry, and they filed a complaint with the National Labor Relations Board—retaliation for forming a union is illegal. Before the NLRB hearings could proceed, Lanetix settled with the fired workers, paying out a total of $775,000 to them. One of the former workers called it “a landmark win for tech workers.”43
Which brings us to Google, a company that—with its mini-golf and climbing walls and free food—is a dream job for many. That is, for those who get the coveted full-time-hire white badge. For others, who come into Google only as temps, there is the red badge, and interns get green. The inequality rumbling through Google, as with Lanetix, wasn’t limited to a few malcontents, and it spilled over in 2018. There was another petition, this time over Project Maven, an artificial intelligence program that was to be used with military drones, and some workers quit in protest before Google gave in. But it was sexual harassment that got the workers to organize as workers.44
There had been rumblings before at Google. A wage discrimination investigation by the US Department of Labor “found systemic compensation disparities against women pretty much across the entire workforce,” according to DOL regional director Janette Wipper. The anger sparked by the investigation was fanned by the distribution of a memo written by a Google employee, James Damore, who insinuated that the gender gap in tech labor was due to inherent differences between men and women. But the Google walkout—by tens of thousands of employees across multiple countries—came after the New York Times published a report of widespread sexual harassment and impunity for perpetrators at the company. The $90 million golden parachute given to one executive, who was forced out after he was accused of sexual assault, was too much.45
The walkout took place at 11:10 a.m. in every time zone, rippling across the world (and Twitter) in an impossible-to-ignore wave. The organizers gave credit to the women who’d organized in the fast-food industry through the Fight for $15, as well as to the #MeToo movement, which began online after Hollywood mogul Harvey Weinstein was accused of numerous instances of sexual assault. “A company is nothing without its workers,” the Google organizers wrote. “From the moment we start at Google we’re told that we aren’t just employees; we’re owners. Every person who walked out today is an owner, and the owners say: Time’s up.”46
That organizing was followed by demands, in the summer of 2020, that Google end its contracts with police departments. Tech workers joined in solidarity with protesters across the country, calling for defunding and abolishing policing after a Minneapolis officer killed George Floyd. A letter signed by more than 1,600 Google employees read, in part, “Why help the institutions responsible for the knee on George Floyd’s neck to be more effective organizationally?” Amazon programmers, meanwhile, had been organizing to support the company’s warehouse workers, protesting their dangerous working conditions during the COVID-19 pandemic. In both cases, the tech workers were taking their lead from those on the front lines.47
Suddenly the tech industry no longer seemed so impenetrable. After all, these behemoth companies operate with a relatively tiny workforce. Google’s parent company only broke the hundred-thousand-employee mark in 2019, and Facebook had a little under forty-five thousand employees at the end of 2019. This means big profits, as Moira Weigel noted in The Guardian, but it also means that individual workers still have quite a lot of power, and it doesn’t take many of them to shut things down. If workers could organize at Google, one of the world’s most powerful corporations, and pull off a massive collective action that spanned continents, what else is possible?48


THE FIRST STRIKE IN THE VIDEO-GAME INDUSTRY WAS CALLED BY VOICE actors. Members of one of the old Hollywood unions, the Screen Actors Guild–American Federation of Television and Radio Artists (SAG-AFTRA), struck against eleven of the biggest games companies for just over a year. They were calling for residuals and royalties to be paid to voice actors, like those film actors enjoy, and though they did not win those demands, they did win raises and proved that games companies could be brought to the table to negotiate with a part of their workforce.49
To Kevin Agwaze, at the time, the victory seemed far off from the work he was doing. There was a sense from the developers, he said, that they were the ones doing the real work of making the games, and the voice actors just showed up and talked—a sense that echoed the companies’ treatment of the actors. He’d been in the United Kingdom for just a few months at the time and remembered thinking, “Yeah, it’s bad but that is just how it is.” He thought he’d be able to adjust, to work his way up the ladder. But the discontent was bubbling up around the industry.
It boiled over at the 2018 Game Developers Conference in San Francisco. A panel was scheduled for the conference titled “Union Now? Pros, Cons, and Consequences of Unionization for Game Devs.” The people putting together the panel, Agwaze explained, were closer to management than the rank-and-file developers, and a group of developers who were talking union began to organize around the panel to get pro-union workers to attend and ask questions. What had begun as a Facebook group, and then a chat on the Discord service, became a campaign that now had a name, an official website, flyers, and a goal: Game Workers Unite (GWU).50
After the panel, Agwaze said, the discussion of organizing snowballed. People joined the Discord chat, and then began to start local chapters where they lived. The conference was based in the Bay Area, but as workers in a massive international industry, the developers knew they had to take advantage of their reach on the Internet to start chapters on the ground where they worked. They talked about crunch, but they also talked about sexual harassment and discrimination. And discrimination was something that particularly drove Agwaze to get involved. “A bunch of these problems, they just get progressively worse if you are a person of color and LGBTQIA person,” he said. “They become factors compounding an already shitty environment.” His actual work experience has been fine, though the long hours persist, but, he recalled, “in school, they asked us for a current figure in the industry, in your field, that you look up to, relate to. I couldn’t name a single Black person in games.” He remained, at the time we spoke, the only person of color at his company, and for him the union was a way to speak up for marginalized people in the industry.
Most of the games workers had no experience with unions; the industry’s age skew mitigates against that, but it is also true that young workers are driving a recent uptick in unionization in many industries. The workers have also needed to be creative about organizing. The UK group moved from the Discord chat into offline spaces, and then into forming an actual trade union for games workers, one of the first in the world. Agwaze is treasurer. After talking with a variety of different unions, the games workers became a branch of the Independent Workers Union of Great Britain (IWGB). A relatively new union begun in 2012, IWGB represents mainly low-paid immigrant workers in fields that had been long nonunion: cleaning workers, security guards, and gig economy workers like Deliveroo bike couriers and Uber drivers. It was both a strange and a perfect fit, explained Game Workers Unite’s Marijam Didžgalvytė.
The games workers in many ways, obviously, are better off than many of the workers who are already part of IWGB, but they bring a militancy that can be infectious, and the union holds social events to bring members together in a solidarity that reaches beyond the picket lines. The games workers’ social media reach is a help for the other workers as well. And social media helps the union reach a key audience: video-game consumers, who are notably vocal when they dislike a game, but could be marshaled, too, to support the games workers. A recent campaign to “Fire Bobby Kotick,” the CEO of Activision-Blizzard, who received a multimillion-dollar bonus after laying off eight hundred employees, drew plenty of attention from gamers and the games press. Laying off workers while juicing stock prices with buybacks and raising investors’ dividends is a fairly common practice in today’s economy, but the campaign aimed to make the human cost of such practices visible to gamers. Didžgalvytė said, “I think the players are beginning to understand that the people creating their games are suffering.”51
The GWU-UK union was helped by the United Kingdom’s labor laws, which do not require the union to win a collective bargaining election in a particular workplace in order for workers to be able to join. Other workers in other countries have different challenges, but the demands of the UK union, voted on by the membership, are largely the same as the demands elsewhere. They include improving diversity and inclusion at all levels; informing workers of their rights and supporting those abused, harassed, or in need of representation; securing a steady and fair wage for all workers; and, of course, putting an end to excessive and unpaid overtime. “We try to avoid the term ‘crunch’ because it sounds so funky,” Agwaze explained. “‘It’s crunchy! It is cool!’ No, it is excessive unpaid overtime.”52
Because of the developers’ relative power in the industry, they have been able to put forward demands on behalf of less powerful workers. Issues like zero hours contracts—work contracts, in the United Kingdom, where contracts are common, that do not promise workers any hours or give them a regular schedule—are still pervasive in the lower levels of the industry, particularly for workers doing quality assurance (QA) testing. Some QA workers, Agwaze said, even get paid per bug found in a game. “This incentivizes the wrong thing,” he noted, and it also means that someone could spend hours poring over a game, find nothing wrong, and make no money. GWU’s concern even extends to professional game players in “e-sports” leagues—which tend to be owned by the companies that produce the games. A company, Agwaze explained, can just wipe an entire league out of existence if it no longer wants to pay for it. And the workers wanted, too, to make demands on behalf of the people who did the work to produce game consoles in the first place, from mining rare minerals in the Congo to assembling the products in factories, often in China.
There is still a tendency in the industry, which affects workers’ desire to organize, to pretend that it is apolitical. “We make great art, we don’t make politics,” is how Agwaze summed up this argument. Yet the games, he pointed out, are inherently political, from war games (discreetly funded by the military) to superhero games, like a Spider-Man game that featured Spider-Man using police-operated surveillance towers to track down criminals. “How can this not be a political statement?” he asked. Online gaming culture had a track record of toxic culture, particularly the right-wing “Gamergate” movement, and that kind of culture rubbed off on the workplace. Games companies, in the wake of the 2020 racial justice protests, rushed to put out statements saying Black Lives Matter, but they rarely, Agwaze said, acknowledged the conditions they created inside their companies.53
One of those companies, Ustwo, billed itself as a “fampany,” an awkward portmanteau of “family” and “company.” It proclaimed its commitment to diversity and inclusion, but when it fired Austin Kelmore, GWU-UK’s chair, its internal emails criticized him for spending time on “diversity schemes and working practices,” and for being a “self-appointed bastion of change.” One email, shared in The Guardian, proclaimed, “The studio runs as a collective ‘we’ rather than leadership v employees,” but also said that Kelmore had put “leadership… on the spot.” (The company spokesperson told The Guardian that Kelmore was leaving for reasons unconnected to his union activity.) GWU-UK fought for Kelmore, but even before the pandemic, such processes took time; after the pandemic, they were backed up even more.54
Agwaze’s time organizing with GWU-UK had taught him that companies were often less efficient and practical than he’d expected. “They’re more of a chaotic evil,” he laughed. Few of them were aware of the labor laws, or of how their actions would be perceived. Then, as with the Black Lives Matter protests, they scrambled to try to win some goodwill through largely symbolic actions, like donating money to racial justice organizations.55
Still, all of this reflects the start of a change in the industry, signaled by the rise in political awareness within and about games. Members of the UK Parliament have even formed an all-party group to look into the gaming industry, though Agwaze noted that GWU-UK’s invitation to speak to the group had been delayed as a result of Brexit and the general election in December 2019, and then because of the COVID-19 pandemic. Still, it marked a change from the assumption most people had, he said, that “it’s fine, because it is video games. It must be fun, even in its working conditions.”
With the pandemic, Agwaze said, some of the union’s usual means of gaining new members—in-person meetings and speaking engagements—had to be scrapped, and the 2020 Game Developers Conference, where they’d planned a panel, was postponed. New members were finding them anyway, however, because of immediate problems on the job. “They are more like, ‘Oh, shit is on fire right now! I need to find some union assistance!’” he said. Workers at some companies were being furloughed, but being asked to keep working without being paid. Others were being told they had to go to the office despite the lockdown. And then there was the immigration question. The games industry, Agwaze noted, depended on immigrant labor—he himself was an EU migrant living in the United Kingdom, a status that could be disrupted by Brexit and, under Prime Minister Boris Johnson, the government’s intention to crack down on migrants. The pandemic exacerbated these problems: workers who lost jobs were unsure about their visa status, and with the backlog at both the Home Office and employment tribunals, there was a lot of uncertainty among workers that brought them to the union for help.
All of this meant progress—and more challenges—for Agwaze and the union. The workers at games companies, and in the broader tech industry, were finally starting to understand themselves not as lucky to have a dream job, but as workers who are producing something of value for companies that rake in profits. After all, as Agwaze noted, “for the one and a half years we’ve been around now, we’ve been the fastest-growing branch of the IWGB. We’re the fastest-growing sector that they’ve ever had.” The union is a crucial step toward changing power in that industry and claiming more of it for themselves.



CHAPTER 10
IT’S ALL FUN AND GAMES
Sports
MEGHAN DUGGAN DRIVES HARD TO THE FRONT OF THE NET AND HAS A lightning-quick wrist shot; she’s often the player who picks up the rebound and sends it home. She’s what they call a “power forward,” using her strength as well as speed to push through opponents and clear ice space to score, and she uses that same strength defensively. She’s a team player, lauded by her coaches for her leadership ability. Teammates and fans call her “Captain America.”1
The USA Hockey captain has three Olympic medals (one gold, two silver) and several trophy cases’ worth of honors in international play, college play, and across two fledgling professional leagues. She’s been skating since age three, graduating from pushing a milk crate across the ice to a hockey stick and puck not long after. In her hometown of Danvers, Massachusetts, she explained, youth hockey was a big deal. It was natural that she would follow her older brother into the sport.
At first it barely occurred to her to care that she was the only girl playing with the boys. “I was a wicked tomboy when I was a kid,” she said. “I never really thought it was different or weird and my parents supported that, as did my teammates.” It was only when she was a little older that she realized that her idols had all been male athletes—specifically when she saw, in 1998, women playing Olympic ice hockey for the first time. Team USA beat Canada for that first gold, and Duggan said, “It was the first time I had seen elite women playing hockey. I didn’t even know that they existed.” Those women went on a media tour after the Games, and she got to meet Gretchen Ulion, who’d scored the very first goal in that gold-medal game. “I got to put her medal around my neck and take a picture and put her jersey on. That is the moment I would say changed my life. I became committed to the dream of captaining Team USA to a gold medal, really, from that young age.”
She’s since reconnected with Ulion and taken a new photo that includes her own three medals as well. But there were thousands of hours of ice time to be logged in between those moments. Duggan broke her goal down into smaller goals: she’d have to join a girls’ team, and then play college hockey at the Division I level. Competitive girls’ hockey was still a rare thing to find; her best chance was to get into and attend a private high school where there were teams to join. She was able to do that thanks to her family’s support, and was recruited from there to play collegiate hockey at the University of Wisconsin.
“Even now, when I go speak in schools, the number one thing that student athletes want to hear about is ‘How do you juggle it? How do you maintain it all?’” Duggan competed in Division I hockey while working on a biology degree and then wound up joining the national team while still in college, adding to her jam-packed schedule. “It took a little bit of trial and error to figure out how it worked. My freshman year, I struggled a little bit with the balance of intense elite-level Division I athletics, playing for a team that was trying to win a national championship, and new demands of school, and there is no hand-holding in college. I went to a school with forty thousand undergrads, so they don’t even care if you show up in class,” she laughed. “I always prided myself on being a great student and there is something to be said about balancing your social life to an extent, and having friends and doing things that make you happy outside of hockey and school as well.”
Duggan had been invited to her first USA Hockey training camp in December 2006, and she made the national team that next spring. “There had been a few other girls in my position. We had grown up together through prep-school hockey and college hockey. A few of us made the national team for the first time together,” she said. “It was my first time playing with the big girls and putting on that US jersey. I can picture what the locker room looked like and the feelings that I felt. To this day, every time I put that jersey on, I always take a moment and take a deep breath. It is a really special thing that you can’t take for granted.” In sports, she noted, injuries and aging mean that you aren’t assured another shot. The only guarantee is that you won’t have it forever. But she also takes that moment to appreciate all the work she’s put in to get there.
They may not have held her hand at the university, Duggan noted, but there were resources available there that she and the rest of the women’s team would miss after graduating. “I played at a Big 10 school that valued its athletics. We won a lot of national championships and they put a lot of resources into us,” she said. “But upon graduation you are pretty much thrown to the wolves. The pro leagues that had existed and do exist are nowhere near offering what the collegiate experience was like.” Once out of the university, she had to find her own ice time in order to keep in shape, and sometimes practiced at 11:00 at night to fit skating in around a full-time job to pay the bills. The pace was grueling, and there was nothing like the support she’d had from the coaches and trainers that the university paid for. “You are on a bus trip back from Buffalo to Boston at three or four o’clock in the morning. How is your body going to recover from that?”
The women have nothing that compares to the men’s National Hockey League (NHL) in terms of resources, audience, and most importantly, pay scale. The Canadian Women’s Hockey League (CWHL) didn’t begin paying players at all until the 2017–2018 season, its eleventh. And those pay rates would range from just $2,000 to $10,000 (Canadian dollars) for the season. The American National Women’s Hockey League (NWHL) had launched in 2015 to much fanfare, announcing that it would pay a decent rate, but those salaries ranged from $10,000 to $25,000, still nothing like the men’s league, where even the lowest-paid players make high six figures. Duggan knew going in that it wasn’t going to be like the NHL, that it would be a grind. She knew women were still in a fight to be taken seriously as professional athletes, and that carving out an audience for women’s pro hockey would take time and more work. She knew what it was like to spend hours each day training, on the ice and off it, in the gym, working to build muscle and speed and endurance. In her senior year, she’d won the college game’s highest honor, the Patty Kazmaier Award, granted annually to the top player in the National Collegiate Athletic Association (NCAA). That was 2011. She figured she could make it all work.2
But to commit to the game after university required an additional level of effort from the players—it meant Duggan had a commitment to fight for the sport as a whole. It meant doing media appearances (when the teams bothered to promote themselves) and talking to fans no matter how tired she was. It meant finding a job to pay the bills, since pro hockey and USA Hockey didn’t do that. For most of her time on the US team, the athletes were paid a meager stipend, not enough to live on and certainly not enough to cover the costs of training, and only in the months leading up to the Olympics. The CWHL didn’t pay at all when she started there, and when she joined the NWHL, Duggan, one of the league’s highest paid and most marketable stars, made just $22,500 for that first season.
In order to fund her playing career, Duggan found a position coaching hockey at Clarkson University in upstate New York. That was while she was playing for the CWHL’s Boston Blades. She would spend all week at her coaching job—finding her own training time—then coach their games on the weekend and drive all night to her own game on Sunday, then drive back the same night in order to be at her desk on Monday. Her wife, also a hockey player (for the USA’s archrival Canadian team) supported her through it, as did friends, coworkers, and teammates who understood her commitment. But the travel was exhausting, and in 2018 she left the coaching job in order to focus on training.3
Within a decade of graduating from the University of Wisconsin, she’d won a title with her CWHL team, a second Olympic silver (the first came while she was still playing college hockey), three international titles, and then the gold in 2018. By then, she’d made playing her full-time focus, and was part of an ongoing fight for recognition for the sport. In that time, too, participation in women’s hockey had grown by 34 percent, with over eighty thousand women and girls playing the game by the 2018–2019 season.4
The juggling act was more than exhausting—it was a constant reminder that women’s hockey didn’t get the respect it deserved, even as Duggan and her teammates proved their commitment and skill time and again. “When I think back to that time now,” she said, “I am like, ‘Oh my gosh. How did I even do that?’”


SPORTS, LIKE ART, IS A NEAR UNIVERSAL HUMAN HABIT THAT HAS BEEN commodified and turned into a multibillion-dollar industry. It is also a lens through which we can see what—and who—we value as a society. Sports tell us much about whose bodies and lives we think matter.
We still refer to “playing” a sport, though the earliest organized sports were more likely drawn from training for battle than from play. These roots are obvious for boxing and wrestling, as well as for fencing and the hurling of various objects; they are perhaps less so for gymnastics, but still related to the need for physical fitness for war. Other sports come from means of transportation—boating, ice skating, skiing, and long-distance running. Team sports might date back to China, where the sport called “football” by most of the world and “soccer” in the United States was born perhaps two thousand years ago, though it was formalized in England. The ancient Greeks brought us the Olympics, where athletes competed in javelin and discus, footraces and horse-drawn chariot races, wrestling and more.5
Many of the sports we have professionalized had their debut between the eighteenth and twentieth centuries. Cricket dates back a little earlier, as does rugby, modified from a Roman game. Monks invented something like tennis in the eleventh century in France. Native people in the Americas played precursors of lacrosse, ritualized games that had a spiritual purpose as well as physical; the colonizers tried to eradicate the games before co-opting them. Golf was invented in Scotland, where it was banned in 1457, along with soccer, when the Scots needed to defend themselves against English invasion. Field hockey and similar games date back centuries, and the Mi’kmaq people of what is now known as Nova Scotia played something we now recognize as ice hockey. But it was the late nineteenth century when sports began to be codified and shaped into competitive leagues, and when the Olympics were revived and turned into an international athletic competition. According to Mark Perryman, author of Why the Olympics Aren’t Good for Us, and How They Can Be, the Olympics at that time was “an event for patricians, immersed in the cult of the gentleman-amateur.” Those without the means to train, to travel, and to compete without being paid were left out entirely.6
Those first modern Olympic Games, in 1896, were held in Athens but founded by a Frenchman. The committee banned women (though one snuck in and ran the marathon anyway), and treated Black athletes as lesser. Countries under the yoke of imperialism competed under the banners of the colonizers. Still, the Games were held with a lofty goal in mind: international cooperation and peace. The Olympic Charter of 1894 included the idea of an “Olympic village,” where all the athletes would live alongside one another; the founders hoped that if they could interact peacefully for a couple of weeks, they’d be less likely to go to war later. (Unfortunately, those patrician founders seem to have forgotten who declares wars in the first place, and their aims for world peace spectacularly failed.)7
These twin ideas—sports as play, and sports as war—continue to shape our experience of sports to this day. Yet despite their history of entanglement in political wrangling, too many people still have a hard time understanding sports as political, and when athletes remind us that they are so—as Colin Kaepernick did when he took a knee to protest state violence against Black people—they are told to “shut up and play.” Sports as what they have become today—a workplace for the players and team staff, and a multibillion-dollar industry that has made a small number of people incredibly rich, and provided a playground for those even richer to exert power—proves even harder to take seriously. After all, it’s just a game, right?
Yet sports have been intertwined with global capitalism since those early attempts at professionalization. Despite the gloss of “amateurism,” those early Olympics were connected to trade fairs and “commercial exhibitions”; international trade was flourishing, and friendly competition seemed to be another way to make a little money putting on a spectacle. But in the Victorian era, sports were mostly deemed a waste of time and energy that could be better spent working, for men, and looking decorative while laced into a corset, for women. Those who had leisure time at all were supposed to look elsewhere for entertainments, and those who worked physically grueling jobs all day had little energy for sports when they left work (though the shorter hours movement would slowly change that). The sports that the working class did participate in were considered uncouth by those who thought of themselves as their betters—entertainments like cockfighting or dogfighting or bare-knuckled boxing too brutal to bear. But that opinion began to change with the turn of the century, as social reformers decided sports could be a means of uplift for the workers.8
Sports, in the minds of the reformers, could teach the working class the value of healthy competition. Such exertions could improve their work ethic, give them a sense of self-discipline, and hone their bodies, the better to work longer. President Theodore Roosevelt, a devotee of all sorts of physical activity himself, argued, “Virile, masterful qualities alone can maintain and defend this very civilization. There is no better way [to develop this] than by encouraging the sports which develop such qualities as courage, resolution, and endurance. No people has ever yet done great and lasting work if its physical type was infirm and weak.” Sports made men out of, presumably, boys. So capital turned to funding organizations through which (some) workers could let out their energies in sporting activities, either through external institutions like the YMCA or directly creating teams for their own employees. Professional teams like the Green Bay Packers reflect this history in their names.9
As sports became professionalized, there was money and fame for the grabbing for ambitious working-class athletes. It was a risk, of course, but when the alternatives were other forms of back-breaking work, why not see if boxing or football or baseball could buy you a ticket off the assembly line? The ideal of hard work as a path to upward mobility wasn’t going to be true if you stayed at your day job; maybe, just maybe, it could pay off if you put that work into mastering a sport instead. Star boxers, such as Jack Johnson, the first Black world heavyweight champion, way back in 1908, or jockeys, like Isaac Murphy, who rode racehorses to fame and fortune in the late 1800s (until Black riders were quietly pushed out of the sport), provided something to aspire to that was beyond a lifetime of drudgery.10
The Communist Party’s Lester Rodney understood the potential of sports to reach people politically. As sportswriter Dave Zirin wrote, Rodney believed in “covering sports in a way they had never been covered before—with an eye on their social impact.” He campaigned for baseball to integrate in the 1930s, covered the famous fight between Joe Louis and Hitler’s Aryan hero Max Schmeling, and got union workers engaged in the fight against racism by using sports as a mechanism to explain power and fairness.11
Sports spread alongside the growth of the mass media, particularly radio. More people could listen in to a game or a boxing match than could possibly attend it personally; radio, moreover, was a thing that one could listen to at work. World War II was played out on many battlegrounds, but one of them was a propaganda war. Hitler’s Germany took advantage of the new technologies to broadcast an image of Aryan superiority to the world. For “Brown Bomber” Joe Louis to knock out a white German champ, for Jesse Owens to win four gold medals at Hitler’s very own Berlin Olympics (where the modern torch relay was invented), was to undermine this idea of racial purity and to remind those watching that Black athletes had been held back not by genetics, but by racism. Louis was both an exceptional star and a symbol of the wasted potential of so many others who’d never been given a chance in white supremacist societies. In this way sports both undermines and underlines the notion of individual genius that the artistic narrative has brought us.12
The work that celebrity Black athletes had to do, then, was doubled. Like Meghan Duggan, they often felt a responsibility not just to personally be their physical best or to be part of the team, but to carry a message beyond their sport to those who looked up to them. That responsibility fell most heavily on the backs of those who broke barriers, like Jackie Robinson, the first Black man to play Major League Baseball (MLB), who had to endure being spat upon, opponents throwing balls to injure him, and racist slurs shouted from the stands and whispered on the field, and, like any disciplined civil rights activist sitting in at a lunch counter, never show that it got to him. Robinson did twice the work of anyone else on that field and still managed to be one of the best.13
While professional sports grew, the United States also was home to a different kind of empire, built on the idea of “amateur” athletics. Like the Olympics, which celebrated amateurism in a way that echoed the values of its wealthy creators—who saw in sports a pastime for the comfortable, rather than a job deserving a wage—college sports would make some people rich while athletes labored unpaid. Following the logic of Teddy Roosevelt and others, the advocates of college sports, and particularly college football, saw sports as a way to toughen up elite students at the country’s poshest schools. The first American football game was played in 1869 between Rutgers and Princeton. Other Ivies, including Yale and Harvard, soon took up the tradition. But college football players weren’t aiming for a career in sports; even if they had wanted to, there wasn’t a professional league at the time that would have allowed them to keep playing. Nor was it the goal of these programs: if you were attending Harvard, you were already pointed in the direction of an elite position.14
Of course, someone was making money from college sports right from the start. The first-ever paid college coach, at Harvard, made nearly twice what a (well-compensated) full professor at the university did. But the amateurism—a word derived directly from the Latin verb meaning “to love”—of the athletes was never questioned, even as the sport sometimes destroyed their bodies. The term “student-athlete” was invented by the founders of the National Collegiate Athletic Association in the 1950s in order to deflect claims for workers’ compensation—it was first used, according to historian Taylor Branch, writing in The Atlantic, against the widow of Ray Dennison, a college football player who died of a head injury sustained on the field. “Did his football scholarship make the fatal collision a ‘work-related’ accident? Was he a school employee, like his peers who worked part-time as teaching assistants and bookstore cashiers? Or was he a fluke victim of extracurricular pursuits?” Branch wrote. In 1957, the Colorado Supreme Court ruled in the school’s favor, saying that Dennison’s family was not eligible for benefits, because the college was “not in the football business.” Student-athletes, the court implied, were playing a game for fun and for self-improvement, a narrative that comes back to haunt today’s players of professional and amateur ball alike.15
American football, then, was initially monetized and professionalized through the massive college sports complex, even if players weren’t deemed workers. Other sports, including soccer and hockey, developed through international competition. The first recorded international soccer match was between England and Scotland in 1872, and shortly after the turn of the century the Fédération Internationale de Football Association (FIFA) was founded, sparring over the right to control international competition with the International Olympic Committee. The first World Cup was played in Uruguay in 1930. Ice hockey was Canada’s national sport, but the Canadians would play against European teams and learn from one another, and the game was shaped, too, by the children and grandchildren of enslaved Black people who had escaped the United States for Canada and made the game their own. Without the kind of mass media spotlight of other sports, hockey spread through contact between countries, even during the Cold War, where it became a sporting battleground between the Soviet bloc and the United States.16
Television brought sports to yet another level: the excitement of listening to a radio broadcast paled beside the ability to have the game in your living room, to watch from the comfort of your couch. At first, sports moguls tried to restrict broadcasts in order to keep selling tickets in the stands. But the rapid spread of television sets in the 1950s helped to upend the pecking order of sports, particularly in the United States, where American football seemed made for TV in a way that other sports weren’t. The National Football League became big business in part because of its TV-revenue-sharing model, and individual players could make extra money through sponsorships, commercials, and more.17
Most pro athletes, though, weren’t getting rich in this period. “A typical athlete in 1967,” Zirin noted, “worked in the off-season.” Their lives were probably more like Meghan Duggan’s than like today’s highly paid athletes, as they slowly built an audience for their sport while picking up extra money with additional jobs. Many athletes spent years of their lives, from childhood onward, practicing, getting injured, and giving up other pursuits to put in unpaid hours, only to peak without ever seeing a dollar. Few became household names. It was this reality that drove athletes to unionize.18
Before the 1960s, pro athletes were accustomed to believing the story that they were incredibly lucky to get what they got. “This was because they were a workforce basically unschooled in working conditions,” Marvin Miller of the MLB players’ union told Zirin. “They had all undergone a bunch of brainwashing that being allowed to play Major League Baseball was a great favor. That they were the luckiest people in the world. They were accustomed never to think, ‘This stinks. We need to change this.’”19
But the ferment of the 1960s gave force to the bargaining power of athletes, many of whom were Black and Latinx and had been politicized by the same forces that drove bus boycotts and lunch-counter sit-ins. The baseball players’ union beat the team owners, lawsuits in basketball and baseball won free-agency rights for players that drove up salaries for all, and players won salary minimums for those who wouldn’t command top dollar on the free-agent market. Without union solidarity, perhaps some of the superstars would have broken out and won major gains for themselves as individuals, but the sports world would have become even more stratified and lopsided than it currently is. And the players proved, in baseball and football, that they were willing to endure grueling strikes—during which they were painted as greedy man-children wanting to get rich for playing a game—in order to be treated fairly, to get a slice of what were rapidly becoming, in the 1960s and 1970s, mega-profits.20
The movements of the 1960s helped athletes and the rest of the world understand the relationship between the people playing the game and the people profiting from it. Whether it be the NCAA (making coaches, the league itself, and even the manufacturers of branded apparel rich, while the players didn’t see a dime), or the owners of NFL teams, somebody was exercising power to make money off the efforts of the athletes. And the racialized nature of these relations made it extra clear to the players that the owners were not just kindly old men giving them a chance to escape poverty and get paid to play a game. The 1960s brought us John Carlos and Tommie Smith raising black-gloved fists in the Mexico City Olympics, a proud vision of Black power that drove officials mad. And most importantly, the decade brought us Muhammad Ali.21
Ali is perhaps the best argument for the belief that athletes are inherently gifted, carrying natural talent that none of the rest of us could ever hope for. He was simply faster than anyone at his weight class, and when age slowed him down, he turned out to have a near-superhuman ability to take a punch. Yet Ali made history not simply for the beauty of his performance, his graceful brutality, but for his mind and for his appreciation of his own value as a human, and as a Black man. He came to the sport and to public life with an understanding of the world that challenged everyone around him. Ali demanded respect—when opponent Floyd Patterson refused to call him by his chosen name, instead deliberately using Ali’s birth name, Cassius Clay, in the press, Ali pulverized him, shouting all the while, “Come on, America! Come on, white America.… What’s my name? Is my name Clay? What’s my name, fool?”22
His refusal to go to war in Vietnam, for which he was stripped of his championship titles and sentenced to prison, was polarizing but prescient—Ali spoke up against the war in 1966, well before most Americans, when Johnson was still president and largely popular. He made international news and became a hero of a different kind even as he endured calumny in the United States. His stand took his best boxing years from him, when giving in would have been easy and expected. Ali’s fight reminded everyone that athletes—and Black athletes, in particular—were thinking, breathing humans, not simply bodies to be traded around by their wealthy bosses.23
The stand of John Carlos and Tommie Smith on that podium is often remarked upon, but we hear less often about the organizing that went on behind the scenes to create that moment. Like Rosa Parks, Carlos and Smith are discussed as if their protest were spontaneous, but it was the result of athletes realizing that their labor power—and potentially the withholding of it—could be a powerful tool. The Olympic Project for Human Rights (OPHR) was formed by amateur Black athletes and at first aimed for a boycott of the 1968 Games. They demanded the removal of the US Olympic Committee’s Avery Brundage, the restoration of Ali’s title, and the banning of apartheid states South Africa and Rhodesia from the Games. When that campaign was unsuccessful—athletes were reluctant to give up their once-every-four-years chance at glory—they determined to find ways to make their protests heard, from the medal stand if possible. Many athletes spoke out, or wore black clothing, but none had the effect—or received the punishment—of Carlos and Smith, who were kicked out of the Olympic Village and stripped of their medals. “Those people should put all their millions of dollars together and make a factory that builds athlete-robots,” Carlos said later. “Athletes are human beings. We have feelings too. How can you ask someone to live in the world, to exist in the world, and not have something to say about injustice?”24
Women, too, were agitating for inclusion in sports in the 1960s and 1970s. They had been playing some sports longer than others: although in the Victorian era all sorts of ridiculous theories were peddled about the damage that athletic activity could do to women’s supposedly fragile bodies and minds, women still managed to take up some sports, such as bicycling and archery, without fear of their uteruses falling out. Later, industrial leagues for women popped up in the workplace, with women playing softball and basketball on their own teams. Avery Brundage—the same man the Black athletes were protesting in 1968—wanted to push women out of track and field at the Olympics entirely, but he failed.25
During World War II, with most able-bodied men overseas fighting, a few moguls got the idea for women’s sports to fill in the gap. The All-American Girls Professional Baseball League, which lasted from 1943 to 1954, and was immortalized by the 1992 film A League of Their Own, put young working-class women on the diamond to entertain the home front. The women played hard, but were also expected to be feminine off the field—they were sent to charm school, given beauty advice, and admonished to behave and appear as “real All-American girl[s]” at all times. But like most working women, they were sent home not long after the war ended, even though they’d had some nine hundred thousand paying fans in 1948. As the men returned to the game, though, the women’s sport declined, and the league disbanded, the women told to do their “real” job: managing their families. Sports, after all, were a man’s pursuit. Women who did too much physical activity, moreover, have long faced accusations of being masculine—and worse. Josephine D’Angelo had been cut from the Girls League for her “butch” haircut, and “sex testing,” everything from a nude parade to chromosome testing, at the Olympics began in 1968 and continues, in some form, today.26
The feminist agitation of the late 1960s and 1970s reached the sports world, often inspired by the activism of Black athletes. Most famously, in 1973 Billie Jean King demolished Bobby Riggs on the tennis court, making him eat his taunts and reminding everyone that women were not, in fact, weaker than men in any sense of the word. But King’s fight wasn’t over—she also became a union leader, helping to create the Women’s Tennis Association that same year, and becoming its first president. She’d already called for a strike at the US Open unless the women’s and men’s prize packages were made equal—and won.27
The United States was forced to pay attention to women’s sports with the passage of the Education Amendments Act of 1972, which included the famous Title IX. Title IX reads, “No person in the United States shall, on the basis of sex, be excluded from participation in, be denied the benefits of, or be subjected to discrimination under any education program or activity receiving Federal financial assistance.” College sports, under the law, are an educational activity, meaning that women need to have access to sports programs. Anyone who has attended a school with a football program (Tulane, 1998) knows that “equal” is a stretch, but Title IX pushed schools into creating teams for women in such previously unfeminine sports as ice hockey, making Meghan Duggan’s career possible, and laying the groundwork for the possibility of professional women’s team-sports careers in soccer and basketball, as well as swelling international competition as other countries raced to catch up. Women even played American football in the short-lived National Women’s Football League, turning what had been a joke into serious play.28
Women athletes crack into so many of our stereotypes of femininity. Women are supposed to diminish themselves in service of others, a trait that applies whether they’re paid or unpaid domestic workers, teachers, or interns. Watching women compete in sports, watching them express themselves and want with fervor—How many articles have been written about Serena Williams’s grunts on the tennis court, let alone her physicality?—is striking precisely because such expression, such desire, has been proscribed. Sports, like the arts, were presumed to be for men, to be the result of natural categories. Men are stronger, we hear; we have a hard time understanding women like Serena Williams, Meghan Duggan, and Megan Rapinoe. “Elite athletes have spent their entire lives articulating themselves through moving their bodies. To watch them want something is an exercise in watching desire become a visual, physical force,” wrote journalist Autumn Whitefield-Madrano about the Women’s World Cup, in words that have stuck with me. Women’s bodies being used for something so far from what we are told they are for—for bearing and nursing and attracting others—hold power. And women athletes, more than men, are told that sports should be done for love, not money.29
As women were making strides in “amateur” sports, though, the very idea of amateurism was coming apart at the seams. It was the 1984 Olympics, Mark Perryman argued, that marked a turning point away from the celebration of athletics for their own sake and toward a high-gloss corporate-sponsored TV extravaganza studded with the most famous—and highest-paid—athletes in the world.30
From the NCAA to the Olympics, amateurism has often been a cover for exploitation. Commercial interests have long been part of popular sports. But the neoliberal era’s shifts in capitalism and attendant ideological battles meant something new: every part of the game was privatized, branded, and sold as a shiny image, from corporate sponsorship to product placements to multimillion-dollar endorsement deals. And—as I have argued over the course of this book—pitching it to all of us as a new opportunity to find fulfillment on the job has wrought a change in the sports world as well. The 1984 Los Angeles Olympics gave President Ronald Reagan a chance to show off his vision of America—brought to you by McDonald’s, the way cleared for it by mass arrests of young Black men in the name of cleaning up the city.31
But the dissolution of amateur participation in the Olympics was in fact demanded by athletes themselves. Seeing that other people made money on the games, they argued for their own share; more importantly, they argued that in the off-season, they should be allowed to get paid to play, whether that meant keeping prize money from competitions or getting sponsorships that helped pay the bills. As Meghan Duggan told me, keeping oneself in peak condition is not a thing you can do once every four years. It’s a full-time job, and to be the best, they needed to be able to compete. With the demise of the major state-funded athletic programs of the Soviet bloc, privatization was the name of the game, and at least going pro gave the players a way to make a living that didn’t require the faux purity of some imagined amateurism.32
The neoliberal era’s expansion of the sports industry seems to both reflect and be reflected in its political conversations. Pro athletes are sponsored by companies ranging from Wheaties to Nike to Visa; politicians, meanwhile, use sporting metaphors for everything they possibly can. That sports are not, in fact, anything like real life doesn’t seem to matter. They still demonstrate to us the values that our society has chosen to uplift. Competition is the lifeblood of capitalism, we are told, and therefore competitive sports are the best place to teach us how to operate in a dog-eat-dog world. Yet, as William Davies noted in The Happiness Industry, all this competition leads to depression, in athletes as well as in the broader society—studies found depression higher in participants in intensely competitive sports. Particularly, we might assume, when someone’s entire future is riding on an ability to keep playing a sport. Because, of course, when a few can win—and win big, Michael Jordan or David Beckham–style—we have something to aspire to, but when we don’t win, we’re told it’s our own fault.33
And who benefits from all this? The sports system as it is, after all, is as unequal as the rest of the world under capitalism. The attention given to athletes’ massive salaries often obscures the fact that the team owners are an order of magnitude richer. They are billionaires like Paul Allen of Microsoft, who owned all or part of three professional teams before his death in 2018, or Stanley Kroenke, married to Ann Walton of Walmart fame, who owns the NFL’s Los Angeles Rams, the NHL’s Colorado Avalanche, the National Basketball Association’s Denver Nuggets, the US pro soccer team Colorado Rapids, and the English Premier League’s Arsenal team. There are enough of them that an article titled “The 20 Richest Billionaires Who Own Sports Teams, Ranked” can exist and make sense. The United Kingdom’s Labour Party focused on this issue leading up to its 2019 election campaign, targeting Mike Ashley, owner of the Newcastle football team, and noting that the Sports Direct mogul had made his money as a low-wage employer, keeping workers in abysmal conditions. “It’s a vehicle to support wider conversation about inequality in our country,” said Callum Bell, a Labour Party organizer, of the campaign, which, as he put it, drew attention to “this billionaire who doesn’t give a crap about this thing that millions of people love, that lack of control over something that we love.”34
The inequality is fractal, getting bigger as it goes down. While Alex Rodriguez made over $300 million playing baseball, the Steinbrenner family, which owns the New York Yankees, is worth over $3 billion. But a minor league baseball player might make less than $8,000 for a season. And a college baseball player won’t be paid at all. A lawsuit from a group of minor leaguers challenged this system, saying their pay rate violated minimum wage and hour standards; in 2019, an appeals court granted them expanded class-action status, but the case drags on. “If they can form a class and win against baseball, that could cause some major changes in how the league operated with regard to its minor leagues,” wrote sports reporter Travis Waldron when the case first emerged.35
The inequality perhaps reaches its peak when one takes into account Major League Baseball’s other farm system: its baseball “academies” in the Dominican Republic. For a fraction of what it costs to pay a minor leaguer or even invest in a youth baseball team in Los Angeles, teams can have their pick of hungry young would-be stars looking for a ticket to fame and fortune. And they don’t have to obey the same labor laws that are already obscenely bent in their favor: they can sign young players at the age of sixteen, with less training, and certainly less education in the ways of the world, and those players don’t get health-care and other benefits. “When I signed at 16, I didn’t know what the fuck I was doing,” Boston Red Sox superstar David Ortiz told a reporter, referring to his experience in the academies. It worked out for him, but for every David Ortiz there are hundreds who never get off the island.36
Meanwhile, the high-pressure culture also incentivizes players to maximize their earning potential by any means necessary—and that often includes performance-enhancing drugs of various kinds. “As sports have grown into a global Goliath, players have turned their bodies into chemistry sets,” Dave Zirin wrote. Yet, as Zirin also noted, the use of steroids to improve strength dates back to 1889, when a French scientist began injecting himself with animal hormones in order to find a way “to increase the strength and mass of workers in the service of the industrial revolution.” The owners and sponsors encouraged the steroid era in sports as well, advertising the oversized physiques of their athletes and cheering every Home Run Derby with dollar signs in their eyes, yet blaming the players for doing what seemed to make sense—because, it seemed, if they didn’t, someone else would. Steroids then became a way for owners to try to break the MLB players’ union, demanding that the players give in to invasive testing regimes that would allow employers to turn a blind eye when it suited them, and dump players “randomly” tested when they wanted to lose a pricey contract or a sudden cold streak.37
Steroids aren’t the only health risk for athletes, or even the worst. Attention has increased in recent years to the horrific results of repeated head trauma, with research on the issue of chronic traumatic encephalopathy (CTE) highlighting its frequency in football and hockey players. A New York Times story on Derek Boogaard, a hockey player known more for fighting than scoring, detailed the personality changes his friends and teammates noticed before his death: “Those who went to New York noticed his memory lapses were growing worse. Boogaard joked about them, saying he had been hit on the head too many times. But they also came to worry about his darkening personality and impulsive behavior. His characteristic sweetness and easy manner, his endearing eagerness to please, had evaporated.” Boogaard died of an overdose at twenty-eight, an age that would have been mid-career; the doctor who examined his brain was shocked by the amount of damage. “This is all going bad.”38
For those who survive, life can just get worse. Lorraine Dixon, the wife of Rickey Dixon, a former NFL player diagnosed with a different neurodegenerative disease, amyotrophic lateral sclerosis (ALS), let reporters into her daily life. Dixon played six seasons in the NFL; the money was gone by the time he got sick, at forty-seven. The $1 billion settlement the NFL agreed to pay out over traumatic brain injuries meant some money for the Dixons, but not even enough for Lorraine to quit her job. So she cared for two children and her husband, who used a wheelchair, around her work schedule—the health insurance from her job was necessary to keep her husband’s treatments up. Dixon and other NFL wives had organized on a Facebook group, supporting one another while they waited out the legal battles and the heartbreak of watching their husbands spiral down. “I look at Rickey laying in the hospital bed, [tracheotomy] in his throat, tube in his stomach, has lost 57% of his body weight, can’t talk and can barely move and I think about the NFL and I ask Jesus to help me forgive them,” Dixon wrote. “Money is truly the Root of all Evil.”39
Even leaving aside the possibility of such injuries, the sports system has intensified its demands on the bodies of athletes. To reach the top level of a sport, as Meghan Duggan did, one must start as a child. The kind of “human capital” that children are increasingly pressed to build from a young age to turn toward the workplace, as Malcolm Harris wrote in Kids These Days, is especially visible in the bodies of young athletes. “Building muscle is a great way of thinking about human capital because it’s so literal: work over time accumulates in the body.” Such a process turns play into work far earlier than it probably should; children are being honed for future college scholarships and professional dreams before they’re old enough to pick a major, drive a car, or sneak a beer.40
Yet the language of play and its universal benefits masks the work that young people do in the name of sports, and that runs straight through to the supposed amateurs of the NCAA. The Southeastern Conference, just one of several collegiate leagues, reached the billion-dollar mark in 2010. As Taylor Branch explained, “that money comes from a combination of ticket sales, concession sales, merchandise, licensing fees, and other sources—but the great bulk of it comes from television contracts.” Tens of millions watch college sports; the biggest football schools bring in tens of millions of dollars in profits. In forty states, the highest-paid public employee is a public university’s football coach. “For all the outrage, the real scandal is not that students are getting illegally paid or recruited, it’s that two of the noble principles on which the NCAA justifies its existence—‘amateurism’ and the ‘student-athlete’—are cynical hoaxes, legalistic confections propagated by the universities so they can exploit the skills and fame of young athletes,” Branch wrote.41
The argument for collegiate sports rests on the idea that sports are part of a well-rounded education. It’s the argument made by elite colleges in the nineteenth and early twentieth centuries; it can be found, in a different form, embedded in Title IX—that access to sports should be equal for all as an educational activity. But the reality of top-level sports, Branch wrote (football and basketball, mainly, but also hockey and soccer), is that athletes are expected to put their sport first and their education last. Special courses for athletes and resources to make it look like they’re passing classes are a given, and scholarships are usually canceled if an athlete is cut from the team. At some schools, less than half of the student-athletes actually graduate with a degree, according to the league’s own numbers. During the trial for a lawsuit filed by an instructor who didn’t want to play along with grade inflation, the defense attorney for the university involved in the case, the University of Georgia, argued, referring to a hypothetical student-athlete, “We may not make a university student out of him, but if we can teach him to read and write, maybe he can work at the post office rather than as a garbage man when he gets through with his athletic career.” Sounds like a lot of concern for education.42
Like graduate-student workers, college athletes make money for their schools, and like those workers, they are trapped in a kind of limbo status between “student” and “employee.” That makes them vulnerable to the same kind of status coercion. Particularly for Black athletes, this peculiar status brings with it strange working conditions, at times reminiscent, in the workers’ own words, of the plantation. A mix of paternalistic concern and scorn colors the way coaches and administrators talk about and to student athletes, wrote sociologist Erin Hatton. “In particular, they are said to need protection from two sources of possible corruption: their own poor choices and commercial exploitation.” And yet coaches also made explicit threats to cut players’ scholarships, or bench them—denying them playing time during which a pro scout might see them. One former football player told Hatton that when he played in the All-Star game, “I had a guy that evaluated me mentally as soon as I got there. Then, I walk in… , they tell me to strip down to my underwear.… I got guys checking body fat percentage on me, guys looking me up and down, [asking] my height, my weight. And, if you think about it, back in the 1800s when they had the slave trade… that was the same thing they did when they were auctioning people off.”43
Lately, though, NCAA players have been challenging this status. Quarterback Kain Colter and a group of his Northwestern University football teammates pressed a case that they should be allowed to form a labor union. The regional director of the National Labor Relations Board ruled in their favor in 2014, based on “the enormous revenue and benefit that result from the efforts of the Northwestern football players and on the rigorous control that Wildcats coaches have over the lives of the scholarship athletes.” (Northwestern had taken in $235 million from football between 2003 and 2012.) The NLRB director detailed the extensive control that coaches exerted over the players’ lives, from social media restrictions to workout requirements to approval of living arrangements, and concluded that this level of control was the control an employer exerts over an employee, not a teacher over a student. But the full NLRB dismissed the athletes’ petition the following year, in a narrow decision that nevertheless upheld the status quo.44
Lawsuits against the NCAA have had more success. A 2014 antitrust lawsuit argued that the NCAA “has unlawfully capped player compensation at the value of an athletic scholarship.” The attorney in the case, Jeffrey Kessler, told reporters, “In no other business—and college sports is big business—would it ever be suggested that the people who are providing the essential services work for free. Only in big-time college sports is that line drawn.” Other lawsuits have been filed and have even resulted in some damages being awarded. The NCAA, seeing the writing on the wall, loosened its rules preventing athletes from making money off their own images (yes, you read that right).45
As colleges began to reopen their athletic programs in the summer of 2020, bringing athletes back for practice during the COVID-19 pandemic, those athletes faced yet another disturbing trend: they were asked to sign waivers absolving their university of liability if they caught the virus. “More than 30 athletes at 14 college programs, at the very least,” had tested positive in early June, wrote Ross Dellenger at Sports Illustrated, and those athletes had been asked to sign documents bearing “virtually the same message: here are the virus risks, here are the precautions the school is taking, here are what precautions you should take and here’s why you can’t sue us.” The documents, Dellenger noted, do say athletes can’t lose their scholarships for not signing—but they can’t play until they do. It’s just another risk those players are being asked to take with their health—again, while they aren’t getting paid. This and other issues around the season led to a push, in August 2020, toward unionization. First, hundreds of players from one conference announced that they would not play unless their demands around health, safety, and racial justice were met. Then, players from across the NCAA’s conferences joined a Twitter call for unionizing, following in the footsteps of Kain Colter and his teammates at Northwestern.46
The women of USA Soccer fought for years to challenge the idea that loving the game means they don’t need—or deserve—equal pay. Long dominant on the international scene—thanks to Title IX—the American women had racked up a string of victories. At home, it had been a struggle to make professional play viable; the third professional league, the National Women’s Soccer League, launched in 2013, was slowly expanding, but it still didn’t pay most of its players a living wage (unless they were subsidized by their national federation). But the women of the national team were household names: Abby Wambach. Ali Krieger. Megan Rapinoe. Crystal Dunn. The US men’s team couldn’t make it past the World Cup quarterfinals; they failed to qualify entirely in 2018. Meanwhile, the women, when they won the Cup in 2015, pulled a TV audience of twenty million just in their home country. And so they organized, they sued, and they threatened a strike; they called for equal pay and equal conditions (no more playing on Astroturf when the men got fresh grass). They put their fame to use, winning gains in their 2017 bargaining agreement with USA Soccer, and they continued the push as they headed to the 2019 World Cup in France. Once again, they dominated. As Megan Rapinoe, her hair dyed purple, kicked in the first goal of the game, as the clock ticked down on their 2–0 victory, the stadium filled with cheers, and then, slowly, the din settled into one clear chant: “EQUAL PAY.”47
Unquestionably, though, the biggest challenge to the powers that run the sports world in recent years has been Colin Kaepernick. Inspired by the protests rocking the United States over the deaths of young Black men at the hands of police officers, then San Francisco 49ers quarterback Kaepernick refused to stand for the national anthem at a preseason game in August 2016. He later switched his protest to taking a knee, and other athletes—including Rapinoe—followed his lead. Many were threatened, or benched, but Kaepernick had lit the fuse, and he was punished for it. He opted out of his contract with the 49ers in 2017, choosing free agency, but no NFL team has signed him since. Kaepernick settled his lawsuit with the league—he’d argued the league had violated the terms of the union contract by colluding not to put him on a team—but still no one hired him, even after Nike signed him up to a massive endorsement deal. Kaepernick, like Muhammad Ali before him, sent a signal to the owners and to the world that they could not control him, and he has used his fame since then to give high-profile donations to social justice organizations and to hold “Know Your Rights” camps for young Black men in cities across the country. But Kaepernick said he wanted to keep playing, and the NFL still refused to let him.48
In spring 2020, the eruption of nationwide protests at a scale never before seen, after a Minneapolis police officer killed George Floyd, vindicated Kaepernick. NFL owners and coaches tripped over themselves scrambling to apologize, plastering their social media accounts with “Black Lives Matter” statements. Jim Harbaugh, Kaepernick’s coach in San Francisco, said he was proud of the player (though he’d opposed the protest at the time) and called him a “hero,” comparing him to Jackie Robinson and Ali. Commissioner Roger Goodell apologized for “not listening” to players, but did not specifically name Kaepernick, a move that director Spike Lee called “piss poor and plain bogus.” Goodell said he would “welcome” Kaepernick’s return to the game, but continued to say that was up to the teams; the teams professed interest, but none had committed as of September 2020.49
Kaepernick’s protest laid the groundwork for, in August, an explosion in the world of professional sports. On August 26, the NBA’s Milwaukee Bucks announced that they would not play their playoff game, citing the police shooting of Jacob Blake in Kenosha, Wisconsin, and the ongoing white supremacist violence. Their strike spread across the league, swiftly jumping to the WNBA, where the Washington Mystics came out for their game and knelt, backs to the camera, in white T-shirts rent by seven bullet wounds. Naomi Osaka of tennis skipped her semifinal match, and refusals to play halted games in baseball and soccer too. While the strike—reported, falsely, in the press as a “boycott,” an indication of just how hard it remains for us to see sports as work—was short-lived, it was a powerful reminder of athletes’ platform and ability to force the rest of us to take notice.50
Athletes like Kaepernick and Rapinoe have proved that they have a massive platform for discussions of workers’ rights: Kaepernick’s case against the NFL is at bottom a giant labor grievance. Running back Marshawn Lynch’s refusal to perform at press conferences is a job action, work-to-rule, a way of showing up the boss by performing strictly along the lines of your job description and by doing so highlighting the ways in which you are expected to give up more of yourself to your job than that bit for which you’re getting paid. These athletes are millionaires, savvy marketers all of them, who have turned their own images into a means not just to make money, but to send a signal to everyone who watches them: you can’t silence us. We deserve respect, as humans, as people who will no longer be marginalized, as workers. You don’t own us.51


MEGHAN DUGGAN AND HER USA HOCKEY TEAMMATES HAD BEEN talking about their working conditions for a while. During conversations on the bus or around the dinner table while on the road, they’d find common themes, things that didn’t feel right to any of them. “When you’re a young kid, you have the mentality of ‘Keep your head down, keep your mouth shut, and work,’” Duggan said. “As a lot of us evolved in our careers, this was something that we were passionate about and that we devoted our lives to. We were pretty strong powerful women. We started talking about a lot of the different changes that we thought we could make and thought we could see in the program.”
It was 2015 when they reached out to a legal team to support them. It was a long process, Duggan said, of researching, learning about their legal rights and what other teams in other sports had been able to do. They decided that what they wanted from USA Hockey was a four-year contract that would cover the Olympic cycle and their other international events, that would provide regular pay, disability insurance, and pregnancy benefits—everything, in other words, that full-time employees could expect at a decent, unionized job. They knew, though, that their power came from standing together, and that at some point they might have to refuse to work in order to make their point. “We knew that it could eventually get to the point where we would have to boycott a world championship,” Duggan said. “That is our Stanley Cup, that is our end-all-be-all, that is what we train for all year long in a non-Olympic year.”52
Over a year went by with no progress in their negotiations, though, and so they made their move. They announced publicly that without a contract, they would refuse to play in the 2017 International Ice Hockey Federation (IIHF) Women’s World Championship. They were supported in their declaration by Carli Lloyd and other women’s soccer stars, as well as by the men’s hockey legend Mike Eruzione and others. The NWHL players promised not to play on a replacement team, refusing to undermine the players’ solidarity. “I am just so proud of our team,” Duggan said. “We were dead serious. We were willing to risk everything for it.”
It was a moment for feminism—the Women’s March had just gone off in January, marking what was likely the single largest demonstration to that point in US history, and it was followed by a Women’s Strike on March 8, International Women’s Day. The women’s soccer team had been making demands for equal pay. And the hockey women made themselves part of it—making more news with their threatened strike than if the championships had gone off without a hitch, since, as they noted in their demands, the women’s game was often very badly publicized. Their demands also included expanded programming for women’s hockey. They were fighting, Duggan said, for the bigger picture, for all of the women who would come up after them. “I can’t even tell you how many phone calls I made, but it felt like I called every single female hockey player in the entire country,” she said. Her message, in asking them not to cross a picket line if it came to a work stoppage, was, “This is about all of us and this is what it means. I don’t know what you’re hearing or what you’re reading, but from the horse’s mouth, this is what’s happening, this is what we’re trying to change, and we are asking you to stand with us.” The excitement those players might have felt at being called up to play in a championship, she said, couldn’t be underestimated, yet USA Hockey was unable to pull together a replacement team to break the players’ potential strike.53
The players got their contract. It included the maternity protections that Duggan has now availed herself of, as she gave birth to her and her wife’s first child on February 29, 2020. It also included travel and insurance provisions that equal the men’s national team and a $2,000-a-month stipend year-round for training. They got a pool of prize money to be split each year and bonuses for winning medals—which they promptly did. They also won a Women’s High Performance Advisory Group within USA Hockey, to work to grow the women’s game, modeled after a similar group within Canadian women’s hockey. The argument Duggan had made to the younger women she called had been proved right: they had made gains for everyone who would come after them.54
But the women weren’t done. They won the world championships when the boycott was called off, and they topped that off the next year with Olympic gold to go with Duggan’s two silvers, beating Canada. The NHL started featuring some of the women stars at its All-Star game. Off the ice, though, the US and Canadian women were overcoming their rivalry to start planning something bigger. They wanted an international women’s professional league with real money behind it. And they’d realized from their successful organizing that the way to get to one was to bring players together. Girls’ hockey was growing—aided by their successful fight, certainly—and the women wanted something better than the barebones leagues they were playing in.55
The stakes grew higher when the CWHL abruptly shut down in the spring of 2019, leaving many players without work. And so the women went public with their new organization: the Professional Women’s Hockey Players Association (PWHPA). “It is basically a movement of a lot of passionate players to try to create a better future for the sport, just like we have been trying to do all along,” Duggan said. The PWHPA’s statement said, “This is the moment we’ve been waiting for—our moment to come together and say we deserve more. It’s time for a long-term viable professional league that will showcase the greatest product of women’s professional hockey in the world.” With 173 dues-paying members from the United States, Canada, and Europe, the association aimed to build a more sustainable base for the sport, and to press those interested in it to take action. Billie Jean King was one of their advisers.56
With the PWHPA, they once again decided to withhold their labor—this time from any existing professional league, which in this case meant the NWHL. Instead, they put together a tour; picked up sponsors, including Budweiser and Dunkin’ Donuts; and traveled, playing games and scrimmages and holding community events to drum up support. Duggan, who was pregnant over the winter of 2019–2020, wasn’t playing, but she remained deeply involved. “The tour games have been awesome, the support from fans and people who are invested,” she said. “I’m not going to lie: it is still a grind. We are still not where we need to be. There is no woman in the PWHPA that is being paid anything this year to play professional women’s hockey. In my opinion, things had to get worse before they get better.” In perhaps their biggest victory, the NHL featured members of the PWHPA in a three-on-three exhibition game on All-Star Weekend in 2020. “I think to be on that stage was so special. With an All-Star Weekend you might introduce people that haven’t really watched a lot of hockey before to the women’s game, as well. I’m definitely thankful to the NHL for giving us that platform and that opportunity to continue to be visible and certainly hope for more growth and opportunity in those areas in the future,” she said.
The PWHPA had to postpone part of its planned tour when the coronavirus outbreak began. First, three games in Japan, scheduled for late February against the Japanese national team, were canceled, and then more of the tour was canceled as well. However, the association announced plans to keep going into 2020–2021, basing players in “hub cities” where they could train, practice in front of audiences, and have dedicated support staff. Despite the pandemic, corporate sponsors for the association had indicated continued support. And despite the cancellation of the world championships for the year, players continued to train.57
When her former elementary school gym teacher came down with the virus, Duggan stepped up and recorded workout videos for the students. “I wanted to do everything that I could,” she told reporters. “For whatever reason, I remember just as a middle schooler and elementary school kid, just connecting with her. She was someone who I looked up to athletically, because she was such a great athlete and I was an aspiring athlete at that age. She and others in my community have supported my Olympic journey, for really the last 20 years of my life.”58
“It is a great time to be a female athlete right now. There is a lot of power and a lot of energy,” Duggan said. That power and energy, despite the myriad roadblocks, kept her going off the ice. Memories, too, of the breakthroughs on the ice reminded her of the commitment she’d made to the sport. She recalled as particularly powerful the moment when the US team won the world championship, right after the threatened boycott. The massive, sold-out crowd on home ice in Michigan included, of course, the bosses they’d just been battling. “We were energized by everything we had been through prior to that. I remember Hilary Knight scored the game-winning goal in overtime and the way we celebrated and rejoiced with each other was extra-special that time,” she said. “‘See! We told you we were worth something!’”



CONCLUSION
WHAT IS LOVE?
We want to call work what is work so that eventually we might rediscover what is love.
—Silvia Federici1
WHAT WOULD YOU DO WITH YOUR TIME IF YOU DIDN’T HAVE TO WORK?
I love asking people this question. Sitting on a hill in Columbus, Ohio, in 2012, I learned that a woman I knew as a political organizer actually trained to be a dancer. When I went to Indianapolis and asked the workers from the Carrier and Rexnord plants what they’d do if money wasn’t an object, one said he’d like to be a fishing guide. Another wanted more time to spend with his family, thought maybe he’d start a small business with his sons. But they always circled back around to the reality: money was an issue. They did need to work. To spend too much time thinking about what they’d do if the world was otherwise just seemed to underscore the reality rather than provide an escape from it. Work was not a choice.
Work has not brought us liberation, freedom, or even much joy. There are occasional pleasures to be had on the job, certainly—as a writer, I take pride in a well-turned sentence, and as a reporter, I thrill to a good interview. Even as a restaurant server I enjoyed the occasional chat with a regular customer. I am not arguing that we should strive to be miserable at work—quite the contrary, we should take any opportunity for happiness, pleasure, and connection that we get. I do believe, however, that our desire for happiness at work is one that has been constructed for us, and the world that constructed that desire is falling apart around us. As it does so, we suddenly have space to think about a different world, and what we might want once it is here.2
The workers you have met over the course of this book have all fought, in one way or another, to have their work recognized and valued as work. For them, it has mattered to be seen and understood as doing something not purely out of selfless (or for that matter selfish) love. They were not amateurs, hobbyists, or members of a “family.” They might have chosen a field that required years of training and sacrifice, or they might have just filled out an application on a whim, but they all understood somewhere along the line that their choices were not limitless, that they could not just expect to be paid for whatever they wanted to do, that even within their labors of love, they were making money for someone else, and they were doing it to get by.
The labor-of-love myth is cracking under its own weight. For every worker that I included in this book, for every occupation, there were twenty or thirty more that I couldn’t fit. Every conversation I had while in the process of writing seemed to involve someone suggesting an example that would belong in these pages. I spoke with actors, hairdressers, bartenders, therapists, social workers, museum staffers, lawyers, nurses, political organizers, elected officials, and other journalists who immediately offered up stories from their own lives that could have gone in this book.
The myth is cracking because work itself no longer works. It no longer pays what it used to: wages have stagnated for most working people since Reagan and Thatcher’s time. The professions are suffering cutbacks, and a college degree no longer gets you a guaranteed middle-class job. The 2008 financial crisis shifted the neoliberal era into what sociologist Will Davies dubbed “punitive neoliberalism,” with increasing punishments heaped on those who would not comply even as compliance became, under austerity, ever harder. Prisons are growing, social services shrinking, jobs that are halfway decent barely exist. The pandemic exposed the failures of the American health-care system and the brutality of “essential” work for those who had no choice but to keep going to their jobs despite the heightened danger. Those whom journalist Paul Mason famously called the “graduates with no future” are everywhere, and they are angry. Teachers across the United States began a strike wave in 2012 that shows no signs of stopping, with at least sixteen states having seen educators walk off the job demanding better conditions, and the pandemic only lending new urgency to their organizing. Art museum staffers and journalists have passed around collectively written Google documents comparing salaries and have used that information in their union drives. And protests have filled the streets from Greece to Chile to France to the United States, repeatedly demanding an end to the austerity measures that have heightened the crisis of work and broader social changes. Feminist rebellions challenge patriarchy on the job and in the home. Massive global uprisings followed the police killings of Breonna Taylor and George Floyd, pulling down and setting alight monuments to white supremacy and challenging the state’s monopoly on violence. The promises made to a generation of hope laborers are being revealed for the lies they are.3
We cannot simply go back to a time before neoliberalism: the return to the Fordist bargain and to the factory is not a thing that anyone should be wishing for, even if it were possible to turn back the clock. That model of capitalism destroyed the planet in order to provide benefits for a relative few, and neoliberalism simply sped up the process. Capitalist hegemony is collapsing before our eyes. The positive ideals of freedom, choice, and fulfilling work are increasingly unsellable to a public that can see now the realities behind those pipe dreams. The exposure of capitalism’s cruelty makes the command to love our jobs a brutal joke. We are, to steal a term from the feminist movement of the 1960s, having our consciousness raised. Capitalist realism has had a thousand growing cracks put in it since the 2008 financial crisis, and at any moment now it could shatter entirely.4
And all this breakdown is happening in a moment of deep ecological crisis. As Alyssa Battistoni, a fellow at Harvard’s Center for the Environment, wrote, “to put it bluntly, we’re confronted with the fact that human activity has transformed the entire planet in ways that are now threatening the way we inhabit it—some of us far more than others.” We cannot, Battistoni pointed out, move forward “without tackling environmentalism’s old stumbling blocks: consumption and jobs.” Public-sector cutbacks increase private consumption, she wrote—personal cars rather than trains, private yards rather than public parks, bottled water if the tap water is bad—and our culture of work itself contributes to the problem. A 2019 report from UK think tank Autonomy posed the question, “Rather than discussing how to maximize economic performance (all too often a code for forcing the vast majority of the population to work long hours to the benefit of capital owners), the climate crisis forces us to change the conversation and raise the question: provided current levels of carbon intensity of our economies and current levels of productivity, how much work can we afford?” Massive reductions in working time are not only desirable, as work is increasingly miserable—they are necessary.5


THESE DAYS, FREE TIME IS A LUXURY THAT FEW CAN AFFORD. WE HAVE both done away with and strangely re-created the society of the ancient Greeks, where many of us are so busy with work that actually being informed members of society feels impossible, and political and social engagement are indulgences for the wealthy. We have turned into work the things that we might have done for pleasure, and then made even that relatively pleasant work accessible to only a few.
The Greeks built a democracy around the idea that work would be done by someone else, whether slaves, banausoi, or the laboring classes, who were denied rights to participate in the activities that constituted citizenship. Citizens’ work was praxis, what Guy Standing described as “work done for its own sake, to strengthen personal relationships.” It was the work of what we call social reproduction, of the creation of a public communal life. They valued this work but also differentiated it from true leisure time, which they valued for its own sake. Free time was necessary, as was learning and caring, in order to participate fully in society.6
We’ve been thinking about whether machines could do the work, a sort of automated laboring class, at least since George Orwell found his way to Wigan Pier, or perhaps since Marx’s “Fragment on Machines.” Could automation, rather than taking away working-class livelihood and identity, free us to do something else entirely? We hear “robots are coming for our jobs” as a threat, but in fact it could be a way to create more free time for all. It will depend on who creates, designs, and owns the robots, or the algorithms. But the obsession with technology misses the point: we are not locked in some John Henry–style competition, man vs. steam engine, to prove who is superior. Rather, we are all locked into a system of production in which we must work in order to survive, even as production needs fewer actual human hands than ever.7
Work does not love us back: that much we can, I hope, agree upon. A society where we must work the majority of our waking hours will never deliver us happiness, even if we are the lucky few who have jobs in which we do gain some joy. As Silvia Federici wrote, “nothing so effectively stifles our lives as the transformation into work of the activities and relations that satisfy our desires.”8
Capitalist society has transformed work into love, and love, conversely, into work. Capital, Selma James wrote, takes “who we could be and limits us to who we are. It takes our time, which happens to be our life.” But we are beginning to change our minds about our priorities, whether capital likes it or not. Surveys find more people rating “working hours are short, lots of free time” as a characteristic of a desirable job over time, while their desire for “important” work went down. This was true among the highly educated as well as the less educated, though the perception of each might differ—as Ray Malone (from Chapter 1) pointed out, a mother on Universal Credit wanting to take more time with her child would be stigmatized as lazy, while a well-off mother leaving a high-powered job to do so just wants “work-life balance” (though she might, too, face criticism for failing to “Lean In”).9
But a side effect of all this love for work has been that talking about love between people has lost its importance. To talk of love is to risk being seen as unserious, particularly if you are a woman. Instead, our personal relationships are to be squeezed in around the edges, fitted into busy schedules, or sacrificed entirely to the demands of the workplace. Working-class women, in particular, are choosing to remain single even to raise children, finding that men’s job-market problems make them poor bets for long-term partners. That this is a horrible calculation to have to make seems not to bother the powerful. (And too many people still assume that interpersonal relationships only matter if they are heterosexual couplings, leaving out a vast spectrum of ways that people form caring relationships.) The shreds of the neoliberal work ethic have turned our hearts into appointment books; the rhetoric of the factory, as cultural critic Laura Kipnis wrote in her polemic Against Love, has become “the default language of love.” Love, for the working class in particular, is a complicated affair.10
It’s not just romantic relationships that have suffered under neoliberalism. Friendship, too, is a casualty of the way our working lives are organized. A 2014 study found that one in ten people in the United Kingdom did not have a close friend; in a 2019 poll in the United States, one in five of the millennials surveyed reported being friendless. These studies reflected, a reporter noted, “long-term rising trends in loneliness.” The extended lockdown period of the coronavirus pandemic only exacerbated feelings of isolation that so many already had. We might have Facebook friends, but do we have real ones? People have tried to blame the Internet for our collective loneliness, but in fact it comes alongside the change in our working lives, the decline of unions and other institutions that gave people a sense of shared purpose and direction beyond just the job. When I asked the union activists at the Rexnord plant what they’d miss when it closed down, they all mentioned their friends and the union. Not the work itself.11
The movement of young people into political organizations—the Democratic Socialists of America, perhaps, or the Labour Party or other new left formations—represents not just a political awakening but a desire for that connection and purpose. We spend so much time at work; there are dating apps to streamline the process of finding a mate (at least for a night). Yet for so many of us, the couple form and the job wind up bearing the weight of all of our hopes and dreams and needs for human contact, and they were never meant to bear that weight. We need human relationships that extend beyond the romantic or the transactional.12
Love as a concept has a long and complicated political history. It is, as Samhita Mukhopadhyay, executive editor at Teen Vogue, reminded us, “more than just a chemical or emotional feeling; it is a social and cultural force.” It was also understood for a long time to be the opposite of work. Love was for the home, for the family, for the couple; the workplace was where you earned what you needed to sustain that love. Love was also presumed to be more important for women than for men; the home was women’s sphere, the workplace men’s.13
In reality those lines were always blurred; plenty of women always worked, for one thing, even from the very beginnings of industrial capitalism, and plenty of bosses wanted to extend their control into the home. Antonio Gramsci noted that “the new type of man demanded by the rationalisation of production and work cannot be developed until the sexual instinct has been suitably regulated and until it too has been rationalised.” Industrialists, he argued, were constantly struggling to regulate the “animality” in humans, to bring the things that made us other than robots under stricter control, and that included introducing discipline into one’s off-work romantic relationships. Henry Ford famously sent investigators into the homes of his workers to make sure they were upstanding, straight, and monogamous, and therefore deserving of higher wages.14
As the workplace has changed, our ideas about love have also changed. The feminist revolution known as the second wave notably demanded access to career-track work for women, seeing it not only as a path to financial independence, but to something more interesting to do with one’s day than clean the house and feed the children. And love, as sociologist Andrew Cherlin has documented, has undergone a transformation from married monogamy to something more open, flexible, and often, of course, not heterosexual at all. Yet the way we talk about partnership—even the word “partner,” increasingly popular as a gender-neutral term, but also one oddly reminiscent of the workplace, the boardroom, the law firm—still reflects the origins of the family as a complementary institution to the job. When our relationships fall apart, we still blame ourselves, rather than looking to all the social, institutional pressures that made it nearly impossible to continue them. Love is still just another form of alienated labor.15


WHAT IF IT WERE OTHERWISE?
It is, as Selma James wrote, a miracle that under patriarchy men and women manage to tolerate each other at all, let alone live together and love one another. Despite all of the roadblocks thrown up by the way we live our lives today, we still try, and that is itself a beautiful thing. What if, as James suggested, we tried to make a world that served that impulse rather than profit? How, as Kathi Weeks asked, might we understand our obligations to those we love “outside of the currency of work”?16
The greatest pleasures of my life, the most meaningful memories, remain those of the times spent with people I love—commiserating about breakups over a meal; laughing and crying together; dancing till our knees and hips hurt and we no longer care how silly we look; sprawled on a couch at four o’clock in the morning casually touching one another’s skin as we catch up on the past month’s little victories and heartbreaks. When political tragedy came, I curled up in someone’s arms; when victories happened, we cheered and cried some spare happy tears and I hugged a woman I didn’t even like that much (nor she me), because in that moment what we had done was bigger than us.
When my father died and I was in a state of robotic shock, it was people who knew what that pain felt like who reached out to me and told me that what I was feeling was all right, that it was more important than work (and I was blessed with editors and the team at Type Media Center who understood, too, that some things mean work stops). And it was a series of small kindnesses I have tried to pay forward in the time since, when other friends lost loved ones.
I wrote much of this book recovering from that loss and then in what seemed to be a pattern of cracking further pieces off: heartbreak seemed to become a habit that I had gotten into, something I was getting good at. I learned to like how I looked with dark circles under my eyes, and who could tell if they were caused by lack of sleep due to love or to work? Could I?
Heartbreak felt like its own kind of exuberance. I was gloriously wasting time, losing sleep, not working. Taking time to grieve luxuriously is a pleasure I allowed myself too rarely and in fragments; mostly, I tried to work, but when I let the emotions take over, listened to the rattling in my chest, allowed the feelings to stop me from doing what I was doing, briefly, I felt alive again. In the vacantness of grief I placed more pain because I could not find pleasure.
And in the finishing of this book I am trying to settle a bet with myself, it seems. Trying to love things more than my work even as I stare down a deadline and imagine the published version in my hands. I dream of someone reading these words and feeling cracked open themselves. I dream of reaching past the walls that our careers put up between us and everyone else. I dream of connection. I write in order to connect, to drop breadcrumbs on a path that I hope brings us somewhere better. I write this conclusion and I think of the first person to whom I’ll send it.
Work will never love us back. But other people will.


CONCURRENT POLITICAL AND ECOLOGICAL CRISES CAN SEEM OVER-WHELMING, impossible, but they have also done something else for us: they have created the possibility of imagining ourselves in a different world. If it was previously easier to imagine the end of the world than the end of capitalism, we have now glimpsed both, and must now begin to think up something new.
And the ways of relating to one another that bring us joy can also be key to creating the necessary change. Nadia Idle of the podcast #ACFM (the AC standing for Acid Communism or Acid Corbynism) said on an episode about urbanism, “I don’t want to ‘catch up for a coffee’ with anyone anymore.… I’m not interested in this minute city neoliberal forced way of interacting with other people in some kind of transaction where you catch up with people you’ve not seen for like eight weeks because everything’s so expensive and you don’t have any time.” What we need instead, she argued, was a way of living where we have space and time “to be able to relate to each other as human beings, which of course has revolutionary potential, which is why it’s dangerous.” Slowing down the rate of our connections, rather than collecting people like they’re business cards or stamps, and making those connections deeper and more meaningful, luxuriating in them, is itself a step toward liberation.17
Instead of turning our desires to the objects we can buy with the proceeds from our endless work, what if we turned our desires back onto one another? Instead of, as Kipnis wrote, “routing desire into consumption,” spending time with other people has potential to disrupt the entire economic system. The process of organizing, on the job and off it, is, after all, a process of connection. The first hesitant hello, the chat in the break room, the careful email from a non-work email address, are all ways of bridging the artificially created gaps between us to articulate a common interest, to gesture toward the power we can have together. A union is only meaningful if the workers in it believe and act like a union, if they are willing to take risks to have one another’s backs, if they believe in the oldest of labor maxims: “An injury to one is an injury to all.”18
We might still create beautiful things together in a world beyond work, as William Morris argued, but as gifts, presents, adornments that we took pleasure in the making of as well as the use and display of—things to be kept and treasured rather than tossed with the season. If we lingered over our human connections, we might find out what we have in common rather than what keeps us divided.19
I think of the freed Black women, formerly enslaved, that Tera Hunter described in To ’Joy My Freedom, “playfully constructing new identities that overturned notions of racial inferiority.” Those women, though they worked and worked hard, also demanded space to make their freedom meaningful. “Black women were determined to make freedom mean the opportunity to find pleasure and relaxation with friends, family, and neighbors,” Hunter wrote. They balanced the need to make a living against “needs for emotional sustenance, personal growth, and collective cultural expressions.”20
Those cultural expressions—dance and song, pretty clothes—were ways to express something that had been brutally repressed for so long. And while they can be, and are, also work in this society, they meant something more, and still do, when they break through the dreariness of our routines. It is true that there is no outside to capitalism, but it is also true that there are moments in our lives where we can see, briefly, beyond it. Our desires, as Mark Fisher wrote, are still mostly nameless. “Our desire is for the future—for an escape from the impasses of the flatlands of capital’s endless repetitions—and it comes from the future—from the very future in which new perceptions, desires, cognitions are once again possible.” Those desires can be terrifying when everything about our current lives says they cannot be fulfilled. But they are also the ground from which we can grow something new.21
To reclaim that sense of exuberance, that space in which to find the connections that matter, we need something more than slight improvements in our individual workplaces or even massive overhauls of labor laws, though we need both of those things desperately. But beyond that, we need a politics of time. A political understanding that our lives are ours to do with what we will.22
Society will always make demands of us, and a world that we built to value the relationships we have with others would perhaps make even more of them. But it would be a world where we shouldered those burdens equitably, distributed the work—pleasant and less so—better, and had much, much more leisure time to spend as we like. It would be a world where taking care of one another was not a responsibility sloughed off on one part of the population or one gender, and it would be a world where we had plenty of time to take care of ourselves.23
In a capitalist society, the things we create are never really ours, neither to keep nor to share. Artists are the image society gives us of freedom, but capitalism has made art into a luxury that few can afford. The little bits of us, art critic Ben Davis noted, that manage to find expression, “our creative lives, like our love lives, bear the burden of representing the good part of our existence, of standing in for the richness of an unalienated world we lack; without the prospect of companionship or of creative fulfillment there’s just the unending abyss of working for someone else in return for being able to survive another day to do it again.” But with all that pulling on those bits they so easily tear. Our creativity, like our love, is not truly free.24
Creation, play, love: all these are human desires, perhaps even human needs, that have been enclosed, commodified, sold back to us. While we have to do our jobs for a living, it makes sense to make demands for better conditions; but alongside those demands we should always be making demands to reclaim our time. What would we be able to create without the constraints of making a living? As Marx wrote so long ago (and not that long ago at all), “The realm of freedom really begins only where labor determined by necessity and external expediency ends.”25
Part of the joy is the risk.
This is what being alive is. It’s your heart pounding in your chest because of a text, the up-and-down swing that you get from connection and then loneliness. The work itself only matters as a way to connect. All of the labors of love, stripped of the capitalist impulse to make money, fame, and power, are really at bottom attempts to connect to other people. They are attempts to be bigger and better than our lonely little selves—even the most solitary artist’s creations are in a way a request to be seen, to be known. Stripped of the need to fight to survive, how much more connection could we create? How much more could we try to know each other?


ONE OF THE THINGS THAT THE MANY SOCIAL MOVEMENTS OF THE PAST decade or so have in common is a reclamation of public space in which to be with other people: the occupied squares of Spain and Greece; the occupied universities of the British student movement; Occupy Wall Street; Tahrir Square in Egypt; the protests of 2020, exuberantly reclaiming public space after months of lockdown to shout “Black lives matter!”
Those spaces were spaces of debate and of action, yes, but they were also spaces of care. The “food” and “comfort” committees at Occupy made sure not just that people’s basic needs were met but that they felt good in the space. There was singing and dancing, a library for borrowing books, visiting lecturers to share their knowledge. Protest movements, Barbara Ehrenreich wrote in Dancing in the Streets, keep reinventing the spirit of carnival, of festivals of collective joy, and of overturning, for a while, the existing society’s power relations: “The media often deride the carnival spirit of such protests, as if it were a self-indulgent distraction from the serious political point,” she wrote. “But seasoned organizers know that gratification cannot be deferred until after ‘the revolution.’”26
In the wake of Occupy, many turned toward electoral politics, getting “serious” about change. Yet even in the midst of that seriousness, the utopian space reappeared. The teachers’ strikes that rippled across the United States after 2012 created anew the spaces of connection. In West Virginia, the teachers flooded together to the capitol, brandishing homemade signs and wearing matching red. The picket lines in Los Angeles and Chicago featured dance routines and new songs. University lecturers in Britain on strike create “the university we all want to exist: ‘rampant collegiality, teaching on topics of importance with no bureaucratic overhead, staff-student solidarity, our children tagging along.’” The strike itself is a means of reclaiming time from work, a way to demonstrate the workers’ importance by refusing labor and halting business as usual, but also a way to stake one’s claim to one’s time and one’s creations. In the midst of the strike, utopia is briefly visible. And the mass strike, as Rosa Luxemburg wrote, has the potential to turn the world upside down.27
The protesters in 2020 brought masks and hand sanitizer, little acts of harm reduction for activists in a pandemic. They sang and danced and reclaimed zones free of police in Seattle and Minneapolis, where they organized to take care of one another, giving out food and medical supplies and allowing one another to relax in places where no one would stop them and demand to know what they were doing there. The Seattle protesters evoked the spirit of the Paris Commune, or indeed, of the Seattle General Strike of 1919, where the working classes ran the city in their own interest; they built, in one protester’s words, “a discussion space; a café space called ‘the decolonial café.’ A community garden, informational tents, and informational sessions with free literature, nightly film screenings and a band stand with nightly performances from different bands.” In a protest during a respiratory pandemic, when the rallying cry had been another Black man’s plea of “I can’t breathe,” the protests cleared space in which Black people could exhale. The protesters calling for the abolition of police and prisons, organizer Mariame Kaba wrote, “have a vision of a different society, built on cooperation instead of individualism, on mutual aid instead of self-preservation.”28
These moments and spaces are insufficient, perhaps, to completely overhaul the system. Yet as Fisher wrote, the alternative visions that we create in these spaces “are not only ‘political’ in the narrow sense—they are also emotional.” Fisher envisioned a politics that he called “Acid Communism,” not because psychedelics, either, are going to make political change, but as a way of returning to the social liberation politics of the 1960s. They can help us create a politics of pleasure, of desire, of joy, of “a new humanity, a new seeing, a new thinking, a new loving: this is the promise of acid communism.”29
Fisher wanted to meld the artistic critique and the social critique: to create a world of plenty (the “communism” part) for all. In the age of climate crisis it may seem impossible to imagine anything other than scarcity, but in the streets around the world the youth climate strikers have been showing us another way. They gather with their tight-knit teenage friends, drawing our memories to that time in our lives where we’d just begun to create our own little wolfpack of people outside our nuclear families, our gangs, whom we trusted with our scariest whispered secrets, and they turn their fears into ringing chants that shame the adults who have created this broken society. The student strikers know that another world is possible because they are creating it already. They are making it real every time they take back their time, every time they refuse to do the hope labor expected of them because the world that they are supposed to grow up into has failed them utterly.30
Imagining love alone as capable of change is idealism, it’s true. I cherish a tote bag gifted to me by the Art + Feminism organization that reads, “We need love but we also need a fucking game plan.” Or, in Angela Davis’s more eloquent words, “Love alone is impotent, yet without it, no revolutionary process could ever be truly authentic.” Solidarity is a process of love, blended with power and directed, as my colleague and dearest of friends Melissa Gira Grant and I once argued. The utopian spaces we create in our protests and our strikes may be temporary; solidarity doesn’t mean you have to like every person you’re fighting alongside. But in those moments where you stand shoulder to shoulder, you do love one another.31
Freeing love from work, then, is key to the struggle to remake the world. And people are already reclaiming spaces to experiment with what it means to love one another without the demands of capitalist work patterns. As Silvia Federici said, recalling Plato, “if only you could have an army of lovers, that army would be invincible.” Love, she argued, is a power that takes us beyond ourselves. “It’s the great anti-individuality, it’s the great communizer.” Capitalism must control our affections, our sexuality, our bodies in order to keep us separated from one another. The greatest trick it has been able to pull is to convince us that work is our greatest love.


IT IS VALENTINE’S DAY MORNING AND THE SUN IS SHINING THROUGH THE windows in this borrowed London apartment where I have come to finish this book, because the people I love most in the world are here, and they have helped me put the pieces of myself back together again. And because if there is one thing worth doing with our brief, flickering lives on this dying planet, it is loving other people, attempting to understand them across a space of difference that will always contain mystery no matter how well you think you know someone.
What I believe, and want you to believe, too, is that love is too big and beautiful and grand and messy and human a thing to be wasted on a temporary fact of life like work.
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READING GROUP GUIDE
1. Throughout this book, Jaffe discusses how much of what we love about work is not the work itself, but rather the quality of life afforded by it, our coworkers, or rare moments of pleasure. Do you like your job? Did reading this book change your feelings toward work?
2. Have you experienced burnout? How did you deal with it?
3. Jaffe writes widely about different kinds of unions, as well as their historical victories and losses. Do you belong to a union? How has it protected you and your coworkers?
4. Jaffe writes that when work “demand[s] our love along with our time, our brains, and our bodies,” our relationships and lives suffer. Can you relate? When have you had to sacrifice personal well-being or social time in order to be seen as a good worker or to survive?
5. In the introduction, Jaffe writes about the process of outsourcing jobs from the United States and western Europe into poorer countries, as well as the flows of migrants from colonized nations into the United States seeking work. How did neoliberal capitalism shape these global patterns? Does this argument change how you think about working conditions outside the United States?
6. Throughout the book, Jaffe calls readers toward collective action and organizing. After reading this, what kinds of actions do you want to take to make your working conditions better for you and fellow workers?
7. In Chapter 1, Jaffe writes that the family is an economic and political institution and that women do “reproductive labor” within and outside the home. Growing up, who did the maintenance work of cleaning, cooking, and providing care in your family? What have you observed about reproductive labor in your current household?
8. Jaffe discusses the various ways that anti-Blackness, white supremacy, and misogyny harm the most marginalized workers in every field, from service work to social work, from academia to athletics. What are some of the ways you’ve experienced or witnessed these dynamics in your own workplace? Have you been able to combat them, whether collectively or individually?
9. Throughout the book, Jaffe challenges the distinctions made between “skilled” and “unskilled” labor, especially as it relates to the qualities we tend to believe are innate for “women’s work” or for “men’s work.” What are some skills you have had to learn, or unlearn, to do your job? Where do you see these binaries enforced in your own life? Whose labor do these binaries view as more or less valuable?
10. In the conclusion, Jaffe points to the reclamation of public space in the spirit of liberation as essential to contemporary social movements. Have you ever been in spaces where you get to slow down, be present, and connect with other people—where you can begin to glimpse a vision of society outside of, or after, capitalism? How did it make you feel?
11. What surprised you most in this book?
12. Consider what Jaffe asks in the conclusion to this book: What would you do with your time if you didn’t have to work?







Amanda Jaffe

SARAH
JAFFE
IS A TYPE MEDIA CENTER FELLOW AND AN INDEPENDENT journalist covering the politics of power, from the workplace to the streets. She is the author of Necessary Trouble: Americans in Revolt. Her work has appeared in the New York Times, The Nation, The Guardian, the Washington Post, The American Prospect, and many other publications. She is the cohost, with Michelle Chen, of Dissent magazine’s Belabored podcast, as well as a columnist at The Progressive and New Labor Forum. You can find out more about her at sarahljaffe.com.



PRAISE FOR WORK WON’T LOVE YOU BACK
“Work Won’t Love You Back brilliantly chronicles the transformation of work into a labor of love, demonstrating how this seemingly benign narrative is wreaking havoc on our lives, communities, and planet. By pulling apart the myth that work is love, Jaffe shows us that we can reimagine futures built on care, rather than exploitation. A tremendous contribution.”
—Naomi Klein, author of On Fire: The Burning Case for a Green New Deal
“Sarah Jaffe gives us engrossing stories of how ordinary people in familiar jobs navigate the precarious and all-consuming conditions of work and fight back against them. How did we come to this? Through sharp analyses of the recent history and social contours of each occupation, Jaffe helps us understand the contemporary landscape and provides tools to contest how we are put to work. The result is a marvelously lucid, thoroughly readable, and wonderfully engaging book.”
—Kathi Weeks, author of The Problem with Work: Feminism, Marxism, Antiwork Politics, and Postwork Imaginaries
“Sarah Jaffe’s months in the library have built the kind of analysis that you’d find in an institute of advanced study. Her years as a labor reporter have let her see frontlines where others have failed to look. And a lifetime of elegant writing has produced a prose style that pulls you through a book of rare importance. You’ll find it on the picket-lines of sports, non-profits, art, retail, teaching, domestic work, gaming and the academy. And once you’ve finished it, you’ll find it close to your heart, too.”
—Raj Patel, author of Stuffed and Starved: The Hidden Battle for the World Food System
Work Won’t Love You Back is a tremendous achievement. Jaffe’s committed, on-the-ground engagement, historical range, and ferocious gathering of revolutionary thought combines to create something genuine and profound. I cannot think of another book that ranges so widely, and yet so attentively, through the variegated landscape of our current condition, and the conflicts and struggles that have composed it. Without hyperbole, this book is a gift to its reader, and to a possible future. To put it in Marxish: Jaffe has achieved a prismatic and elusive goal, combining a generality of historical scope, the particularity of relation between different moments and movements, and the aching specificity of what it means to endure capitalism and dream of something better, more connected, more alive.”
—Jordy Rosenberg, author of Confessions of the Fox
“Many of us write books to make people think. Sarah Jaffe writes books to make you act. I can honestly say that Work Won’t Love You Back has caused me to rethink my entire relationship to how I work and live. Read it and it will change you too.”
—David Dayen, author of Chain of Title and Monopolized
“As she swaggers through history, theory, and journalism in her newest book, Sarah Jaffe has written a dazzling takedown of the myth of working for love, and a call to arms for workers to invest their love and solidarity not in their jobs but in each other. This is a big book, in terms of intellectual scope, ambition, and impact.”
—Molly Crabapple, artist and author of Drawing Blood and coauthor of Brothers of the Gun
“In Work Won’t Love You Back, our finest labor journalist raises her game. Sarah Jaffe charts a path through the most painful realities of working-class life in the twenty-first century, taking readers on an eye-opening journey through a remarkably varied number of industries. It’s an indispensable addition to labor journalism, labor history, and much more broadly, our understanding of what resistance looks like—and could look like—in these difficult times. It’s part Barbara Ehrenreich, part Studs Terkel, and all Sarah Jaffe, one of the most unique voices writing today. Remember, ‘the problem is not you, it’s work itself.’”
—Dave Zirin, author of A People’s History of Sports in the United States
“Sassy and big-hearted, learned and astute, this chronicle of late capitalism warns against the expropriation of bodies, minds, and spirits when we confuse work with love. Through vivid portraits of service and creative workers—including home aids, interns, teachers, gamers, adjuncts, and athletes—Sarah Jaffe more than indicts jobs that promise pleasure. She shows ordinary people fighting back for recognition, rights, and living wages. A stunning achievement!”
—Eileen Boris, Hull Professor of Feminist Studies, University of California, Santa Barbara
Sarah Jaffe’s Work Won’t Love You Back stages a much-needed intervention into a bad relation: our employment. The scope of Jaffe’s wonderful book is stunning, covering the gamut of our modern economy, from the field to what’s left of the factory, from the home to the Amazon distribution center and university. Jaffe’s analysis of how capitalism learned to use affective sentiment to organize labor relations is nuanced and profound. Neoliberalism, it turns out, is a vast gaslighting project, manipulating emotions, promising not better wages but self-fulfillment in exchange for ever greater rates of value extraction. That project is collapsing, and you’ll find no better guide to help sift through the wreckage than this book. Fusing critical theory and on-the-ground reporting, Jaffe reminds us that capitalism can’t love us back. But, if we force it, it can provide the material conditions that will help us love each other.”
—Greg Grandin, C. Vann Woodward Professor of History, Yale University
“Sarah Jaffe is asking, and helping to answer, fundamental questions at the exact right time. Read this book to help clarify the demands list for a far better society. Jaffe’s decades of shrewd and discerning journalism helped her produce this excellent book. It is a multiplex in still life; a stunning critique of capitalism, a collective conversation on the meaning of life and work, and a definite contribution to the we-won’t-settle-for-less demands of the future society everyone deserves.”
—Jane McAlevey, author of A Collective Bargain: Unions, Organizing, and the Fight for Democracy
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