


[image: Cover: Post Work What It Is, Why It Matters and How We Get There, by Helen Hester and Will Strong, published by Bloomsbury.]




 

‘A devastatingly clear critique of what is wrong with the world of work, and a dizzyingly exciting, but never naive, guide to the possibilities that exist to create something much better.’

Andy Beckett, Guardian and London Review of Books, and author of The Searchers (2024) and When the Lights Went Out (2009)

‘A thorough and accessible guide to post-work thinking, and a powerful challenge to our work-obsessed politics and culture. This book illuminates a path to a world in which we can live and breathe more freely.’

Daniel Chandler, author of Free and Equal (2023)

‘Post-Work makes the case for a world in which work no longer dominates our lives. Hester and Stronge’s incisive book shows how moving beyond the work ethic could improve the lives of everyone, as well as tackle political issues from climate change to gender inequality and disability discrimination. A compelling argument for work reduction as a key aspect of liberation.’

Alva Gotby, author of They Call It Love: The Politics of Emotional Life (2023) and Feeling at Home: Transforming the Politics of Housing (2024)

‘Confident, lucid, and irresistible, Post-Work lifts all existing leftist policy discussions by the seat of the pants and gives them a tremendous shake. This book gave me the same excited feeling I experienced reading The Problem with Work by Kathi Weeks in 2011. Helen Hester and Will Stronge have given us a potent antidote to the anti-utopianism that hovers like a deathly miasma over our fearful, burnt-out and catastrophic times. A crystal-clear case for revaluing, redistributing and (above all) reducing work.’

Sophie Lewis, author of Full Surrogacy Now (2019) and Abolish the Family (2022)

‘Hester and Stronge guide their reader towards an understanding of what is at stake in our “negative freedom,” that is, our temporal freedom from the constraints of work. They care deeply about the ways labour changes our bodies, minds and ability to truly be with one another in meaningful and transformative ways. They want to rescue us from the work week. With clarity and precision, they show us precisely how what we will must be the driving force for any “post-work” future.’

Lola Olufemi, author of Feminism Interrupted (2020)

‘A remarkable synthesis of post-work thought and a hugely significant contribution to the debate around our shared future.’

Amelia Horgan, author of Lost in Work (2021)

‘Since the 19th century, nothing has signalled the victory of capitalism over those it exploits more forcefully than the recurring notion that work is something to be fought for, rather than against. In this landmark intervention, Hester and Stronge remind us that the fight for freedom can only be a struggle against work, while comprehensively surveying the field of contemporary post-work politics and making the case for its urgent indispensability.’

Jeremy Gilbert, Professor of Cultural and Political Theory, University of East London and co-author of Hegemony Now (2022)

‘Post-work is the movement of our time. This is a super smart, accessible and comprehensive account of how to think about, implement and thrive in a society that is moving away from an outmoded work ethic to a new, more humane way of being. If you don't have time to read the many books being produced on this subject, just read this one. Essential reading for anyone worried about where we are going. Ideal for classes at all levels. And a must-have on the bookshelf. It's going straight onto my class reading list.’

Juliet Schor, Professor of Sociology at Boston College and author of The Overworked American (1992)

‘I have waited a decade for a book like this to come along. With wide-eyed clarity, Hester and Stronge give the field of “post-work” the extended treatment and advancement it deserves. Bridging philosophy, labour history and policy debates, the book becomes more than a resource: it is a call for fresh forms of political intervention in a world where work is not working.’

David Frayne, author of The Refusal of Work (2015)

‘Helen Hester and Will Stronge’s excellent introduction to post-work thinking and politics is essential reading for anyone interested in the critique of work and in the possibilities of a life beyond work as we known it.’

Kathi Weeks, Author of The Problem with Work (2011)
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Introduction: What we will

This book is a variety of things: it is a critique of how we organize work in our society, it is an introduction to a radical but perhaps lesser-known field of theory and politics, and it is an intervention into that field itself. Ultimately this is a book about the possibility of freedom from the burdens of work and the design of a world in which the role of work is minimized – a vision that many have had, and which we are yet to achieve. Throughout the chapters that follow, we hope to paint a picture of what ‘post-work’ is via the theories of some of its major proponents and advocates, but also to lend our own critical voices to this conversation. In this regard, the book seeks to serve not only as a resource for readers but as a provocation for people to reflect on, challenge and engage with. After all, doesn’t everyone have an opinion about work?


Troubling time(s)

‘Eight hours for work, eight hours for rest, eight hours for what we will!’ So goes the famous slogan, taken from a popular nineteenth-century labour song. Time has long been a frontier of struggle for workers’ movements, with demands for a shorter working day emerging alongside attempts to impose capitalist work discipline. In the pre-industrial era, boundaries between ‘on the job’ and ‘off the job’ were often blurry and hard to pin down. The division between working time and other sorts of time was less stark than we might imagine today, as specific tasks were often interrupted by unscheduled breaks, extended lunch hours and impromptu conversations. Indeed, from the seventeenth century onwards, the custom of skiving off at the beginning of the week was sufficiently well-established as to warrant its own nickname – ‘Saint Monday’. Although still considerably constrained by social, religious and environmental forces, pre-capitalist workers had a significant degree of agency in terms of how they spent their hours and days, and how they met their needs; punctuality and productivity were evidently not the top priorities. This kind of laissez-faire approach to time, as we will learn in Chapter 1 of this book, was hardly ideal from the perspective of emerging industrialists, who often found themselves battling against the customs, traditions and ingrained expectations of the earliest factory workers.

As a demand ‘eight hours for work, eight hours for rest, eight hours for what we will!’ is remarkable effective, as punchy as it is commonsensical. Equal hours for work, rest and play – equal weight given to all human activities and needs. There is clarity and fairness in that. And yet, when we dig into these categories from a twenty-first-century perspective, we find that they raise as many questions as they answer – for while the imposition of work discipline on our daily routines is supposed to demarcate different forms of time, to split ‘off the job’ from ‘on’, the boundaries remain somewhat slipperier than one might suppose. Hours for work would appear to refer to time engaged in gainful employment; rest, to the necessary activities of regeneration and personal maintenance (most obviously, sleep); and ‘what we will’, to leisure – the free time necessary for human flourishing. But there are various activities that we would struggle to slot into this seemingly all-encompassing schema.

Where would we situate the exertions of caring for elderly relatives, for example? This is not (always) remunerated work, but it’s clearly neither rest nor leisure. If our elders do not have access to other forms of support, then there is inevitably a degree of compulsion or obligation underpinning the care we offer (no matter how much we may value the person or people involved). If it is not a freely chosen pursuit, can we really consider it to fall beneath the banner of ‘time for what we will’? There are other activities of this kind to consider, too, from changing nappies, to unblocking drains, to laundering bedsheets. What work is visible? Whose labour counts? And how do struggles against the dominion of work deal with these kinds of pursuits?

These may seem like marginal concerns, but their implications for how we think about work and (or as) life may be significant, not least from a feminist perspective. As the sociologist Wally Seccombe notes, at its ‘inaugural congress in 1866, the International Workingmen’s Association (the First International) took up the struggle for the eight-hour day. Their slogan was “les trois huits”: eight hours of work, eight hours of leisure, and eight hours of sleep. In their eight hours of leisure, working men, even their socialist vanguard, were not thinking of doing much work at home’.1 Without unpicking these dynamics, it is unlikely that people will ever enjoy temporal justice – equal access for all to time for what we will. Without careful attention, the famous slogan risks leaving many people out in the cold.



What do we will?

Perhaps some of this categorical confusion stems from the ambiguity of a demand framed around ‘what we will’. From a certain perspective, this can be interpreted as a straightforward call for unstructured time reserved for unspecified (but freely chosen) activities. People must have time left over in their lives to do whatever suits their purposes or takes their fancy – a daily eight hours of one’s own. What is at stake here is a negative freedom – temporal freedom from the constraints of work and personal maintenance.

In this light, time for what one wills is largely a demand for a protected remainder of time – a third of one’s total daily hours, set aside from providing for one’s most basic needs (be they economic or biological). It fails to take into account time spent providing for other’s basic needs, perhaps in part because it draws upon and assumes a clear demarcation in terms of hours on and off the job (the conditions which facilitated the emergence of the three eights framework). One is either at work or not at work, living or labouring – when, in fact, for those with caring responsibilities or for whom the home is an unwaged workplace (or, indeed, for those who have recently been working from home during the pandemic or who otherwise find working life bleeding into their unwaged hours), there can be no such clear-cut demarcation. Clock time doesn’t hold.

And there are various other categorical anomalies thrown up by the ‘three eights’ framework. How should one categorize commuting, for example? This is another activity we are compelled to perform, for which we receive no remuneration, and which certainly cannot be described as restful (no matter how many times we might accidentally nod off on the bus)! Do the hours we spend zoning out in front of the television after an arduous shift count as leisure, or are they rest? How should we think about time spent cooking a meal, updating our LinkedIn profiles or queueing at the benefits office? Of course, one can hardly blame the First International or the early short-time movement for failing to foresee these twenty-first-century mundanities, but how we classify work rest, and play – and whether or not we choose to use these categories at all – will nevertheless have a substantial impact in terms of our understanding of contemporary social organization and lived experience. This book will attempt to navigate some of this terrain, in the aim of putting forth a more inclusive conception of work and a more ambitious vision of its future.

While the task of increasing our free time is not as simple as ‘les trois huits’ would



Rejecting the traditional work ethic


What characterised the Protestant ethos in particular was the ethical sanction for and the psychological impetus to work; ascetic Protestantism preached the moral import of constant and methodical productive effort on the part of self-disciplined individual subjects.3




Where [today] the fulfilment of the calling cannot directly be related to the highest spiritual and cultural values, or when, on the other hand, it need not be felt simply as economic compulsion, the individual generally abandons to justify it at all.6




Whereas Fordism demanded from its core workers a lifetime of compliance with work discipline, post-Fordism also demands of many of its workers flexibility, adaptability, and continual reinvention. If originally the work ethic was the means by which already disciplined workers were delivered to their exploitation, it serves a more directly productive function today: where attitudes themselves are productive, a strong work ethic guarantees the necessary level of willing commitment and subjective investment.9






what was true for Churchill is basically true for all of us: that to a very large extent we ‘derive our self-esteem from what we do’. It is often from our jobs … that we get that all-important sense of satisfaction … as soon as someone leaves their job, and forsakes that selfdefining sense of purpose, they are at risk of entering a downward spiral of depression.18







Post-work ethics
























Post-work variations






The structure and scope of the book
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