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Why should I let the toad work 

Squat on my life?

Can’t I use my wit as a pitchfork

And drive the brute off?

Philip Larkin, ‘Toads’
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Introduction

THE ECONOMIC PROBLEM

The first industrial revolution was coughed out of the soot-blackened chimneys of coal-fired steam engines; the second leapt from electric wall sockets; and the third took the form of the electronic micro-processor. Now we are in the midst of a fourth industrial revolution, born of the union of a host of new digital, biological and physical technologies, and we are told that it will be exponentially more transformative than its predecessors. Even so, no one is yet quite sure how it will play out, beyond the fact that ever more tasks in our factories, businesses and homes will be undertaken by automated cyber-physical systems animated by machine-learning algorithms.

For some, the prospect of an automated future heralds an era of robotic convenience. For others, it is another fateful step on the journey towards a cybernetic dystopia. But for many, the prospect of an automated future raises only one immediate question: what will happen if a robot takes my job?

For those in professions that have up to now been immune from technological redundancy, the rise of the job-eating robots manifests in the mundane: the choruses of robotic greetings and reprimands that emanate from the ranks of automated tellers in supermarkets or the clumsy algorithms that both guide and frustrate our adventures in the digital universe.

For the hundreds of millions of unemployed people scraping a living in the corrugated-iron margins of developing countries, where economic growth is driven ever more by the marriage of cutting-edge technology and capital and so generates few new jobs, automation is an altogether more immediate concern. It is also an immediate concern for ranks of semi-skilled workers in industrialised economies whose only option is to strike to save their jobs from automata whose principal virtue is that they never go on strike. And, even if it doesn’t feel like it just yet, the writing is on the wall for some in highly skilled professions too. With artificial intelligence now designing better artificial intelligence than people can, it looks like we have been tricked by our own ingenuity into turning our factories, offices and workplaces into devil’s workshops that will leave our hands idle and rob our lives of purpose.

If so, then we are right to worry. After all we work to live and live to work and are capable of finding meaning, satisfaction and pride in almost any job: from the rhythmic monotony of mopping floors to gaming tax loopholes. The work we do also defines who we are; determines our future prospects, dictates where and with whom we spend most of our time; mediates our sense of self-worth; moulds many of our values and orients our political loyalties. So much so that we sing the praises of strivers, decry the laziness of shirkers and the goal of universal employment remains a mantra for politicians of all stripes.

Beneath this lies the conviction that we are genetically hard-wired to work and that our species’ destiny has been shaped by a unique convergence of purposefulness, intelligence and industriousness that has enabled us to build societies that are so much more than the sum of their parts.

Our anxieties about an automated future contrast with the optimism of many thinkers and dreamers who, ever since the first stirrings of the Industrial Revolution, believed that automation was the key that would unlock an economic utopia. People like Adam Smith, the founding father of economics, who in 1776 sung the praises of the ‘very pretty machines’ that he believed would in time ‘facilitate and abridge labour’,1 or Oscar Wilde who a century later fantasised about a future ‘in which machinery will be doing all the necessary and unpleasant work’.2 But none made the case as comprehensively as the twentieth century’s most influential economist, John Maynard Keynes. He predicted in 1930 that by the early twenty-first century capital growth, improving productivity and technological advances should have brought us to the foothills of an economic ‘promised land’ in which everybody’s basic needs were easily satisfied and where, as a result, nobody worked more than fifteen hours in a week.

We passed the productivity and capital growth thresholds Keynes calculated would need to be met to get there some decades ago. Most of us still work just as hard as our grandparents and great-grandparents did, and our governments remain as fixated on economic growth and employment creation as at any point in our recent history. More than this, with private and state pension funds groaning under the weight of their obligations to increasingly aged populations, many of us are expected to work almost a decade longer than we did half a century ago; and despite unprecedented advances in technology and productivity in some of the world’s most advanced economies like Japan and South Korea, hundreds of avoidable deaths every year are now officially accredited to people logging eye-watering levels of overtime.

Humankind, it seems, is not yet ready to claim its collective pension. Understanding why requires recognising that our relationship with work is far more interesting and involved than most traditional economists would have us believe.
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Keynes believed that reaching his economic promised land would be our species’ most singular achievement because we will have done nothing less than solve what he described as ‘the most pressing problem of the human race . . . from the beginnings of life in its most primitive form’.

The ‘pressing problem’ Keynes had in mind was what classical economists refer to as the ‘economic problem’ and sometimes also as the ‘problem of scarcity’. It holds that we are rational creatures cursed with insatiable appetites and that because there are simply not enough resources to satisfy everybody’s wants everything is scarce. The idea that we have infinite wants but that all resources are limited sits at the beating heart of the definition of economics as the study of how people allocate scarce resources to meet their needs and desires. It also anchors our markets, financial, employment and monetary systems. To economists, then, scarcity is what drives us to work, for it is only by working – by making, producing and trading scarce resources – that we can ever begin to bridge the gap between our apparently infinite desires and our limited means.

But the problem of scarcity offers a bleak assessment of our species. It insists that evolution has moulded us into selfish creatures, cursed to be forever burdened by desires that we can never satisfy. And as much as this assumption about human nature may seem obvious and self-evident to many in the industrialised world, to many others, like the Ju/’hoansi ‘Bushmen’ of southern Africa’s Kalahari, who still lived as hunter-gatherers through to the late twentieth century, it does not ring true.

I have been documenting their often traumatic encounter with a relentlessly expanding global economy since the early 1990s. It is an often brutal story, set in a frontier between two profoundly different ways of life, each grounded in very different social and economic philosophies based on very different assumptions about the nature of scarcity. For the Ju/’hoansi, the market economy and the assumptions about human nature that underwrite it are as bewildering as they are frustrating. They are not alone in this. Other societies who continued to hunt and gather into the twentieth century, from the Hadzabe of East Africa to the Inuit in the Arctic, have similarly struggled to make sense of and adapt to norms of an economic system predicated on eternal scarcity.

When Keynes first described his economic utopia, the study of hunter-gatherer societies was barely more than a sideshow in the newly emerging discipline of social anthropology. Even if he had wished to know more about hunter-gatherers, he would not have found much to challenge the prevailing view at the time that life in primitive societies was a constant battle against starvation. Nor would he have found anything to persuade him that, despite the occasional setback, the human journey was, above all, a story of progress and that the engine of progress was our urge to work, to produce, to build and to exchange, spurred by our innate urge to solve the economic problem.

But we now know that hunter-gatherers like the Ju/’hoansi did not live constantly on the edge of starvation. Rather, they were usually well nourished; lived longer than people in most farming societies; rarely worked more than fifteen hours a week, and spent the bulk of their time at rest and leisure. We also know that they could do this because they did not routinely store food, cared little for accumulating wealth or status, and worked almost exclusively to meet only their short-term material needs. Where the economic problem insists that we are all cursed to live in the purgatory between our infinite desires and limited means, hunter-gatherers had few material desires, which could be satisfied with a few hours of effort. Their economic life was organised around the presumption of abundance rather than a preoccupation with scarcity. And this being so, there is good reason to believe that because our ancestors hunted and gathered for well over 95 per cent of Homo sapiens’ 300,000-year-old history, the assumptions about human nature in the problem of scarcity and our attitudes to work have their roots in farming.
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Acknowledging that for most of human history our ancestors were not as preoccupied with scarcity as we are now reminds us that there is far more to work than our efforts to solve the economic problem. This is something we all recognise: we routinely describe all sorts of purposeful activities beyond our jobs as work. We can work, for instance, at our relationships, on our bodies and even at our leisure.

When economists define work as the time and effort we spend meeting our needs and wants they dodge two obvious problems. The first is that often the only thing that differentiates work from leisure is context and whether we are being paid to do something or are paying to do it. To an ancient forager, hunting an elk is work, but to many First World hunters it is an exhilarating and often very expensive leisure activity; to a commercial artist, drawing is work, but to millions of amateur artists it is a relaxing pleasure; and to a lobbyist, cultivating relationships with movers and shakers is work, but for most of the rest of us making friends is a joy. The second problem is that beyond the energy we expend to secure our most basic needs – food, water, air, warmth, companionship and safety – there is very little that is universal about what constitutes a necessity. More than this, necessity often merges so imperceptibly with desire that it can be impossible to separate them. Thus some will insist that a breakfast of a croissant served alongside good coffee is a necessity while for others it is a luxury.

The closest thing to a universal definition of ‘work’ – one that hunter-gatherers, pinstriped derivatives traders, calloused subsistence farmers and anyone else would agree on – is that it involves purposefully expending energy or effort on a task to achieve a goal or end. Ever since ancient humans first began to divide up the world around them and organise their experiences of it in terms of concepts, words and ideas, they have almost certainly had some concept of work. Like love, parenthood, music and mourning, work is one of the few concepts that anthropologists and travellers alike have been able to cling to when cast adrift in alien lands. For where spoken language or bewildering customs are an obstruction, the simple act of helping someone perform a job will often break down barriers far quicker than any clumsy utterances. It expresses goodwill and, like a dance or a song, it creates a communion of purpose and a harmony of experience.

Abandoning the idea that the economic problem is the eternal condition of the human race does more than extend the definition of work beyond how we make a living. It provides us with a new lens through which to view our deep historical relationship with work from the very beginnings of life through to our busy present. It also raises a series of new questions. Why do we now afford work so much more importance than our hunting and gathering ancestors did? Why, in an era of unprecedented abundance, do we remain so preoccupied with scarcity?

Answering these questions requires venturing far beyond the bounds of traditional economics and into the world of physics, evolutionary biology and zoology. But perhaps most importantly it requires bringing a social anthropological perspective to bear on them. It is only through social anthropological studies of societies who continued to hunt and gather into the twentieth century that we are able to animate the flaked stones, rock art and broken bones that are the only abundant material clues to how our foraging ancestors lived and worked. It is also only through taking a social anthropological approach that we can begin to make sense of how our experiences of the world are moulded by the different kinds of work we do. Taking this broader approach offers us some surprising insights into the ancient roots of what are often considered to be uniquely modern challenges. It reveals, for instance, how our relationships with working machines are resonant of the relationship between early farmers and the cart-horses, oxen and other beasts of burden that aided them in their work, and how our anxieties about automation are remarkably reminiscent of those that kept people in slave-owning societies awake at night, and why.

[image: ]

When it comes to charting the history of our relationship with work, there are two intersecting pathways that are the most obvious to follow.

The first maps the story of our relationship with energy. At its most fundamental, work is always an energy transaction and the capacity to do certain kinds of work is what distinguishes living organisms from dead, inanimate matter. For only living things actively seek out and capture energy specifically to live, to grow and to reproduce. The journey down this pathway reveals that we are not the only species who are routinely profligate with energy; or who become listless, depressed and demoralised when they are deprived of purpose and there is no work to do. This in turn raises a whole series of other questions about the nature of work and our relationship with it. Do, for example, organisms like bacteria, plants and carthorses also work? If so, in what ways does the work they do differ from the work that humans and the machines that we build do? And what does this tell us about the way we work?

This pathway begins at the moment an energy source first somehow bound together a chaos of different molecules to form living organisms. It is also a path that widens steadily and ever more rapidly as life progressively expanded across the earth’s surface and evolved to capture new sources of energy, among them sunlight, oxygen, flesh, fire and eventually fossil fuels with which to do work.

The second pathway follows the human evolutionary and cultural journey. Its early physical milestones take the form of rough stone tools, ancient hearths and broken beads. Later milestones take the form of powerful engines, giant cities, stock exchanges, industrial-scale farms, nation states and vast networks of energy-hungry machines. But this is a pathway also littered with many invisible milestones. These take the form of ideas, concepts, ambitions, hopes, habits, rituals, practices, institutions and stories – the building blocks of culture and history. The journey down this pathway reveals how, as our ancestors developed the capacity to master many new different skills, our remarkable purposefulness was honed to the point that we are now capable of finding meaning, joy and deep satisfaction in activities like building pyramids, digging holes and doodling. It also shows how the work they did and the skills they acquired progressively shaped their experience of, and interactions with, the world around them.

But it is the points where these two pathways converge that are most important in terms of making sense of our contemporary relationship with work. The first of these points of convergence comes when humans mastered fire possibly as long as a million years ago. In learning how to outsource some of their energy needs to flames, they acquired the gift of more time free from the food-quest, the means to stay warm in the cold and the ability to vastly extend their diets, so fuelling the growth of ever more energy-hungry, harder-working brains.

The second crucial point of convergence was far more recent, and arguably far more transformative. It began some 12,000 years ago when some of our ancestors began to routinely store foods and experiment with cultivation, transforming their relationships with their environments, with each other, with scarcity and with work. Exploring this point of convergence also reveals how much of the formal economic architecture around which we organise our working lives today had its origins in farming and how intimately our ideas about equality and status are bound into our attitudes to work.

A third point of convergence occurs when people began to gather in cities and towns. This was around 8,000 years ago, when some agricultural societies started to generate big enough food surpluses to sustain large urban populations. And it too represents a major new chapter in the history of work – one defined not by the need to capture energy by working in the fields, but rather by the demands of spending it. The birth of the first cities seeded the genesis of a whole new range of skills, professions, jobs and trades that were unimaginable in subsistence farming or foraging societies.

The emergence of large villages, then towns and finally cities also played a vital role in reshaping the dynamics of the economic problem and scarcity. Because most urban people’s material needs were met by farmers who produced food in the countryside, they focused their restless energy in pursuit of status, wealth, pleasure, leisure and power. Cities quickly became crucibles of inequality, a process that was accelerated by the fact that within cities people were not bound together by the same intimate kinship and social ties that were characteristic of small rural communities. As a result people living in cities increasingly began to bind their social identity ever more tightly to the work they did and find community among others who pursued the same trade as them.

The fourth point of convergence is marked by the appearance of factories and mills belching smoke from great chimneys as populations in Western Europe learned to unlock ancient stores of energy from fossil fuels and transform them into hitherto unimaginable material prosperity. At this point, which begins early in the eighteenth century, both pathways expand abruptly. They become more crowded, accommodating the rapid growth in the number and size of cities, a surge in the population of both humans and the animal and plant species our ancestors domesticated. They also become far busier as a result of the turbo-charging of our collective preoccupation with scarcity and work – paradoxically as a result of there being more stuff than ever before. And while it is still too early tell, it is hard to avoid the suspicion that future historians will not distinguish between the first, second, third and fourth industrial revolutions, but will instead consider this extended moment as critical as any other in our species’ relationship with work.
 



PART ONE

IN THE BEGINNING




1

To Live is to Work

On this particular afternoon in the spring of 1994, it was so hot that even the children with their rawhide feet winced as they darted across the sand from one patch of shade to the next. There was no breeze and the dust clouds kicked up by the missionary’s Land Cruiser as it thundered up the rough sand track towards the Skoonheid Resettlement Camp in Namibia’s Kalahari Desert hung in the air long after the vehicle had come to a halt.

For the nearly 200 Ju/’hoansi Bushmen sheltering from the sun, occasional visits from missionaries were a welcome break from the monotony of waiting for government food handouts. They were also far more entertaining than traipsing across the desert from one vast cattle ranch to the next in the hope of persuading a white farmer to give them some work. Over the preceding half-century of living under the whip of the ranchers who had robbed them of their land, even the most sceptical among this community – the remnants of the most enduring hunter-gatherer society on earth – had come to believe it was common sense to pay attention to the ordained emissaries of the farmers’ God. Some even found comfort in their words.

As the sun dropped towards the western horizon, the missionary climbed out of his Land Cruiser, set up an improvised pulpit at the base of the trunk, and summoned the congregation. It was still meltingly hot, and they sluggishly convened in the
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