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PREFACE





Tell me, what is it you plan to do


with your one wild and precious life?


—Mary Oliver, “The Summer Day”




IMAGINE THAT YOUR WORK IS SO WORTHY THAT YOU will keep doing it—of your own accord—until the very end of “your one wild and precious life.” What would that work be? Is it what you’re doing right now? What you are planning to do one day? How easy is it to imagine?


When David Robert Jones suffered a heart attack at the height of his long and productive career, he slowed down at work. He reduced the number of projects he committed to, traveled less, and broke his habit of working late nights so he could spend more evenings with his family.


A few years later, he received a prestigious award from his industry peers for lifetime achievement. He was pushing sixty years old, and money was not an issue—most people would say this was probably a good time to start thinking about retirement.


However, Jones was not most people. He once said, “If you feel safe in the area that you’re working in, you’re not working in the right area. Always go a little further into the water than you feel you’re capable of being in. Go a little bit out of your depth, and when you don’t feel that your feet are quite touching the bottom, you’re just about in the right place to do something exciting.”


During his career, the shape-shifting artist, who felt less anxious when he adopted a character, had played the role of an interstellar traveler who crash-lands on Earth. He had acted like “a lad insane” during a promiscuous and drug-addled period of his career. And he had personified a benevolent, alien rock star who succumbs to celebrity. And at age sixty-six, the number-one bestselling vinyl artist of the twenty-first century released a new record. The title on the album cover intentionally obscured a youthful photo of him from a previous album. Subsequently, he crossed off a bucket list item by writing a musical, based on the character of a man brought back to life so that—in the words of the actor who played him—“he may ready himself to die.”


As a younger man, the creator of a metaphorical astronaut, who, it was speculated, was on a drug high, had intermingled his penchant for going on psychedelic benders with his professional artistry, as though the risks were part of the job. By the time he had matured, the prescription drugs he took were to fight cancer.


Still breaking new creative ground as he kept his diagnosis a secret from all but his closest friends and family, “pop’s original chameleon” embarked on a jazz collaboration while undergoing treatment. The music video for the song “Lazarus” was shot in a film studio in what appears to be a hospital bed during the same week he learned his illness was terminal. He was determined to work until the very end.


Three months later, on his sixty-ninth birthday, David Bowie released Blackstar, the album on which “Lazarus” appears, to widespread critical acclaim. Only two days after that, the world would learn that the rock icon, epitome of cool, and antithesis of the working stiff had given up his place in this world, prompting an appreciation of his life and work and a shocking new reading of the opening lines of the song, “Look up here, I’m in heaven.”


For the man who was not “content to be just a rock and roll star all my life,” work was never a choice; it was a necessity. His work was who he was. As he once said, “Always remember that the reason that you initially started working was that there was something inside yourself that you felt that if you could manifest it in some way you would understand more about yourself and how you coexist with the rest of society.”













INTRODUCTION



IS YOUR WORK WORTH IT?




Life changes fast.


Life changes in an instant.


You sit down to dinner and life as you know it ends.


—Joan Didion, The Year of Magical Thinking




A WORLD CHANGED


IT WAS A TUESDAY MORNING. A MAN, WEARING A WORSTED wool suit that was too warm for the weather, checked out of his downtown Washington hotel on a multicity business trip. At the same time, a woman with long red hair and still wearing her pajamas was waking up in her Upper East Side apartment after an all-nighter at the office. We didn’t know each other yet. But we were both management consultants based in the New York City offices of competing firms, and both of us were wondering to ourselves: Is my work worth it?


We went through the motions, nurturing our careers, which we believed would take us on a general upward trajectory toward a vaguely outlined partner track.


We were privileged to have secure positions and promotions to aim for, so there was no urgency in our question. We treated it as if it was a luxury to ask rather than a necessity to answer. What if we did something else? There was no real harm in pondering the question, just as there was no genuine risk in not responding to it. We both figured we had time on our sides, that if we didn’t figure it out today, there would always be tomorrow to consider whether our work gave back as much as it took away.


Everything changed that morning as we learned of the 9/11 terrorist attacks that claimed the lives of 2,977 innocent victims, most of them in the city where we lived. The New York Times published a series, “Portraits of Grief,” that chronicled the victims’ legacies in the months that followed. Along with many New Yorkers—and the world—we read them every week. Many of those who were lost that day had arrived early to their jobs with the same fundamental concerns about work and worth as ours. They too had careers to cultivate and lives outside of work to look after.


They included workers who had made calculated choices about their work lives and daily lives, such as Patricia A. Cody, a risk management executive who commuted from her home all the way from the Jersey shore because “she felt it was worth it to be near the water”; Angelo Amaranto, a security guard who when he began working nights at one of the twin towers said “it was worth it because it was a better building”; and Susan Bochino, who was so happy in her new job as an insurance client specialist that it was “well worth the sacrifice” of the disorienting feeling of the building swaying slightly from her 92nd floor office on a windy day.


Some of them had chosen jobs that they knew might be dangerous but worth the risk. For example, Peter Brennan was one of more than four hundred first responders, some of whom were still climbing up the building stairs to rescue others when the towers came crashing down. He had aspired to be a firefighter since childhood, volunteering from age sixteen and joining the Fire Department of New York as an adult. Even on the final day of his life, he was there by choice, leaving a vacation to take a shift for a colleague. After Brennan died, his wife suggested that his passion for his work was worth the sacrifice he made, imagining that he “died doing what he loved at probably the greatest fire he’d ever been to. I can see him on the truck being excited on the way.”


However, most of them worked at jobs that ordinarily would not put their practitioners in considerable jeopardy. Michael H. Waye was a data center manager who was climbing the career ladder at Marsh & McLennan Companies, an insurance giant that lost more than three hundred employees and contractors that day. After his death, Waye’s surviving spouse also reflected on whether the worthiness of his achievements and aspirations—he was moonlighting in an MBA program, working toward his dream of being a CEO someday—justified the long hours away from his wife and young son that they would never get back. She wondered, “All the success, he did all these things—for what? After all this, he’s gone.”


In the wake of the tragedy, working professionals reported being prompted by 9/11 to seek lower-stress positions, retire early to travel the world, or search for more meaningful work. Around the first anniversary of the attacks, there was a documented exodus of people leaving mundane jobs for work that they viewed as their calling or that contributed to society.


The events of 9/11 led many workers, including us, to ask whether work was worth it. Few had the means to switch jobs or stop working, but they may have wondered anyway what it would be like to be able to make a change or even to have the freedom to ask the question. What we didn’t know then was that, nearly twenty years later, we would again be in a position to ask this question, perhaps with more empathy, intention, and urgency than before.


Within a year of 9/11, we were both pursuing different work. Christopher, who had earned his PhD in philosophy before his consulting career, took his first full-time faculty position. He taught corporate responsibility at the Wharton School of the University of Pennsylvania, keeping a foot one day a week at his consulting firm for the real-world experience, for the better pay, and in case professorship didn’t pan out. Jen, who had gotten her bachelor’s degree at Wharton, was applying to PhD programs in organizational behavior, where she would go on to specialize in research on meaningful work and work as a calling. Our paths would converge a few years after 9/11 at a gathering of scholars who study meaning and purpose. We first became friends during a break in sessions on a group hike through the mountains near the conference venue, at which point we realized we had similar experience and dissimilar expertise, which led a few years later to our first research collaboration.


We have a combined forty years of experience in two different communities of what management scholar Laura Empson calls “insecure overachievers”: occupations composed of highly educated, competitive, and ambitious professionals who are constantly working to prove themselves worthy of their organizational position and social status. One of those professions is management consulting, where we observed high-potential colleagues toiling and traveling incessantly to climb the ladder to partner, the most coveted reward of which was, ironically, early retirement. The other profession of insecure overachievers is the one we are in now, academia, where we have both successfully traveled the tenure track but still face the stereotypical pressure to “publish or perish.”


Although we may have worked and studied at elite—and sometimes elitist—institutions, our perspectives on work are also the products of our modest origins and experiences. As a grad student, Christopher parlayed his unusually fast typing skills into temporary jobs around New York City—emulating his mother, who had learned from her father to cultivate useful clerical skills before he sent her from Brazil at age fourteen to the United States, where she studied to become a language teacher. Christopher’s paternal grandfather was the night switchman at the telephone company, where he worried his entire working life that he would be fired for lying about his eighth-grade education. His last paycheck was less than his son’s first paycheck as an attorney.


As a child growing up outside Scranton, Pennsylvania—which would infamously become the setting for the hit television series about worthless work, The Office—Jen couldn’t hear enough about the jobs of the adults around her and the value of hard work. Her parents and grandparents held jobs ranging from blueberry sorter to department store clerk, from pharmacist to coal miner, and from teacher to artist. Jen’s own initial forays into the world of paid employment involved working as a librarian, summer camp counselor, waitress, delivery person, and file clerk and phone answerer. We are aware of the irony that we have enjoyed the privilege of asking whether our work is worth it because our parents and their parents worked without ever questioning why. And we hope that our children and their children after us are inspired to pursue work worth doing that makes not only their own but also others’ lives worth living.


A WORLD CHANGED, AGAIN


On March 12, 2020—the day after the World Health Organization (WHO) declared COVID-19 a pandemic and three days before the United States locked down—Christopher sent Jen an email outlining some recent thoughts about something he was working on that would eventually become part of this book. It was the type of email we send each other several times a week in normal times.


But these were not normal times. As the number of COVID-19 casualties reached unimaginable proportions, a new class of “essential workers” was designated on the front lines of health care. They included Celia Marcos, a Los Angeles nurse who contracted a fatal case of COVID-19 after giving emergency chest compressions to an infected patient, and Lorna Breen, a New York doctor who took her own life when she became overwhelmed by the conflicting challenges of caring for infected patients and protecting the providers she supervised. Health-care professionals were hailed as heroes during the first wave of infections, but after the nightly applause waned, they continued to work unheralded through subsequent surges to the point of exhaustion.


Other uncelebrated essential workers—such as bank tellers, delivery drivers, and meat-packers—were often coerced into showing up to work or risk losing their jobs. Agustin Rodriguez Martinez was “mopping the floors with a fever” before he became the first person to die in connection with a COVID-19 outbreak at a Sioux Falls pork processing plant, where employees were offered a “responsibility bonus” to finish their shifts even as the virus spread. In the end, those who fell ill missed more shifts—or worse—than the $500 was worth. Many of them were recent immigrants who were not fluent in English and could hardly afford not to work. One of the unfair ironies of work during the pandemic was that the amount of peril associated with one’s work was often inversely proportional to one’s pay. White-collar work was typically more amenable to remote working arrangements than manual labor.


Many people who were used to the humdrum of office life found themselves isolated at home, teleconferencing into meetings wearing collared shirts paired with pajama bottoms. Compared to those of frontline workers, the risks they took were modest. Zoom video-conferencing gaffes became a new category of reality humor, from the journalist who inadvertently exposed himself to colleagues to the lawyer who appeared in video court with a cat filter covering his face that he could not figure out how to turn off.


Though convenient, this new working normal came with inconveniences as well. Some started new jobs without ever having met a single coworker in person. As work life bled into home life, people found their initial appreciation for no commutes and lunch at home replaced by the realization that leisure had vanished as all available hours became potential work time, while children continued “school from home” seemingly indefinitely, and even the once-annoying office pop-in from a colleague seemed a treasured relic of the past.


Both 9/11 and COVID-19 irreversibly changed everything for victims and their close relations. Moreover, they reawakened us to the potential worthiness of life-saving work and of underappreciated work that we also cannot do without. Although both catastrophes led us existentially to consider whether and why our work is worth doing, COVID-19 led us also to wonder about how and whether we work. In 2001, 9/11 was a workplace tragedy because at that time it was still typical for many of us to commute to work in urban skyscrapers and to fly to business meetings where we could see others face-to-face. After COVID-19, we were forced to question the necessity of those workplace norms—and even the necessity of work itself.


LIFE WORTH LIVING


In an 1895 speech entitled “Is Life Worth Living?” philosopher and psychologist William James had argued that the answer to this question depends upon whether you are an optimist or a pessimist. Around a century later, the Conference Board and Gallup began surveying American workers about whether their work was worth doing, perennially finding during the prepandemic decades that roughly half of respondents were satisfied with their work and one-third were engaged at work. Even if you were a glass-half-full optimist, it was at best a lukewarm endorsement of the working life. Either way, the data confirmed a widespread problem: that work was perceived by many to not be worth the sacrifices it demanded and that it didn’t offer purpose, much less a positive contribution to a life worth living.


The problem of work and worth was reinforced in the findings of an economic study that suggested many people were wasting what would be the most productive time of their lives doing work that was not worth living for. In markets around the world, happiness peaked before people started working, in their late teens and early twenties, and again in their sixties, after they retired. Contentment bottomed out in their forties, usually when workers were making the most money. This phenomenon was known as the U-bend for its shape on a graph. Google “U-bend” and you will be rewarded with plumbing imagery, the pipe that funnels wastewater—an appropriate metaphor for the working years—which too often disappears down the drain.


As children of parents whose generation stereotypically considered work to be the sacrifice they made for their families, and as working parents of children whose generation is said to seek meaning and purpose through work, we both have experience wondering about the worthiness of our own work, which we have, at turns, loved and loathed. When the pandemic hit, Jen’s kids were in first and third grade, while Christopher’s kids were already in middle school, high school, and college. Jen’s husband’s work in research and development at a government-contracted laboratory, much of which can only happen in-person and in a highly controlled environment, was quickly deemed essential. Christopher’s wife was managing a nonprofit program that introduced senior citizens to high school students who taught them how to use technology, work that became more essential than ever but which she had to do from home.


Many of the stories in this book originated in timeless works of literature where, as Christopher’s research at the intersection of the humanities and business explores, our unusual access into the minds of others reveals their beliefs and motivations about why they do what they do. Other stories emerged from the timely forces that, during the pandemic and after, were changing the world of work while we were writing. Still others came from interviews we conducted with real working professionals as part of our research plan. However, the original impetus for this book emerged well before the pandemic, from the epochal crisis of 9/11, which led us and many others to wonder whether work was worth it. According to the illusion of history, human beings always think we are living in singular times, and ironically, these times were no more singular than any others. As we lived and worked through 9/11 and COVID-19, we all thought the world had changed and was asking us to reassess the worthiness of our lives and to reconsider whether our work was worth it. Rather, the world of work was, is, and always will be asking us to ask this question. Sometimes, though, it takes a catastrophe for us to pay more attention.


WORK WORTH DOING


In the absence of a federal strategy to combat COVID-19, Governor Andrew Cuomo of New York coached a country from the pandemic’s epicenter through its early days, only later to ruin his legacy, ironically, in a workplace sexual harassment scandal. Almost two decades before, a documentary about 9/11 aired in which Mario Cuomo—Andrew’s father who had served three terms as governor of New York between the rise and fall of the twin towers—was asked what he had learned from that tragedy. Paraphrasing the philosopher Pierre Teilhard de Chardin, he said, “9/11 is not going to tell you what to do with your life. But it is going to tell you to do with your life.”


Similarly, this book is not going to tell you what to do with your work. But it is going to tell you to do work that is worth it, whatever that may be. It is about the priority of work worth doing in a life worth living. As Studs Terkel once wrote, “Work is about a search for daily meaning as well as daily bread,” but it has the possibility to become the legacy that we leave. The prospect that there might be such a thing as work that’s worthy is ultimately hopeful. At the same time, unrealized hope for a better job, professional recognition, or a purposeful calling can also lead to heartbreak. Few lives are more heartbreaking than those that go to waste because they were spent working too much, being worked literally to death, working for the wrong reasons, or doing the wrong work because we never adequately considered what work was worth in relation to other priorities and aspirations in our lives.


Work can contribute to our self-worth, our net worth, and the worth we bring to the people around us. As long as we work, we will continue to wonder about whether it is worth it, to think that we deserve to be paid fairly for what our work is worth, to dream that there is more to a life worth living than the sacrifices that work demands of us, and to search for work that makes a worthwhile contribution to solving the problems of our age.


This book shares the stories of people—past, present, and future, real and fictional—grappling with the practical necessities of whether their work is worth it. These include a burned-out public interest lawyer who is “slowly becoming OK with” not knowing where her career is going, an army veteran living on a converted school bus that he plans to drive down the Pan-American Highway toward a life without work, and a graduating college student who confessed to being “utterly terrified thinking about how this is the first time in my life where I didn’t really have a concrete knowledge of the next step I was going to take.”


The book is also a series of questions that we might ask and evidence that may help you to answer whether your work is worth it. The questions are posed by starving artists who risk it all to perform; former heroes forced into a tedious workaday existence; and retired workaholics who advise us to “think hard about time” with our children and families that will never be recaptured. And this book applies the evidence and insights of classic and contemporary sages who have studied these phenomena. They include ancient thinkers who never had to lift a finger because they had servants and slaves working for them; the moral philosopher widely regarded to be the founder of modern capitalism; and contemporary social scientists and scholars who study work, artwork, overwork, and work as a calling.


We believe that this book is for anyone who works, regardless of age, occupation, or career ambition. It is also for those whose work holds the potential to affect scores of other workers, like those in positions of leadership, influence, and policymaking. We recognize the evident luxury of being able to ask the question of whether work is worth it and the privilege of being able to ask it ourselves. Too many people don’t have the freedom to dream of work that might be worthy. We believe, however, that anyone should have the right to ask whether their work is worth it, and that anyone who is in the position to employ others has the responsibility to ask whether those jobs are worth it and, when those they employ call for worthier work, to provide it. Anyone who will work in the future, who is working now, or who has already retired from work can ask the question of whether their work will be, is, or was worth it.


If you are about to graduate from college, you may be asking, “Will it all be worth it?” You are on the prework precipice of the U-bend and may have been counseled to pursue your passions in a labor market that pays more for productivity than passion. You may feel torn between the romance of worthy work and the real need for net worth as you face the first momentous decisions about your career and possibly very real debt as well. If you are in early-to-mid career, you may be asking, “Is it worth it?” You may be sliding down the slippery slope of the U-bend or stuck trying to climb back up in jobs that sometimes feel—or make you feel—worthless. You may be searching for something more than the daily grind you already have. In a world in which employment changes frequently and some workers are preparing for planned obsolescence, your career decisions and transitions are constantly at the fore. If you are retired or preparing to retire, you may be wondering, “Was it all worth it—and what can I still do to make it all worth it?” You may be reflecting from the postwork peak at the end of the U-bend. You may be seeking to understand and assess your own life and legacy while deciding whether you are headed for retirement or an “encore career” in which there is still time to do something more worthwhile than you have already done.


The book is timely in the present moment, in which there is often too much work to do and a glorified “hustle culture” that makes people unsure what they would do if work went away due to automation, artificial intelligence, or retirement. Yet, its questions and stories are timeless. The questions the book explores are about universally important human experiences pertaining to the centrality of work to life—both literally, in terms of hours spent performing work and the various sacrifices work often entails, and mentally, especially in a world in which our work selves are inseparable from our self-worth.


This is the book we have been wanting to write our entire careers, the one we looked for during our own career transitions, that we wished our graduating students could read when they were looking for work, that we hoped to give to friends going through career crises, and that we wanted our parents to read when they retired. The question of whether work is worth it is not original to us, nor is it unique to our time, tragedies, or stages of technological advancement: it was asked by the first human beings to work. We have asked it our entire working lives, as likely you have too, and people will continue to ask this question long after the so-called end of work, when technology will supposedly do all the work for us—although we will, in all likelihood, continue working.


Thankfully, the early days of the pandemic eventually subsided: the kids went back to school, our in-person classes slowly resumed, and we were able to write again. This book contains what we—a philosopher and a psychologist—have learned from our own and others’ research and experience about the reality, value, and meaning of work that’s worthy, work that can make life worth living or consume us in the process.















PART I


Work













CHAPTER 1



WHAT IS WORK?




You know what work is—if you’re


old enough to read this you know what


work is, although you may not do it.


Forget you.


—Philip Levine, “What Work Is”




THE HUMBLEST AND HIGHEST WORK


IN 1968, WONG JUN-CHOW TRAVELED FROM HIS ADOPTED home in São Paulo to Minneapolis, where he stopped to visit his daughter and posed for a photograph with his ten-day-old grandson. He was en route to Los Angeles to sell a few semiprecious stones—aquamarine, tourmaline, and topaz—which he had acquired inexpensively in Brazil. The business purpose of his trip turned out not to be worth the trouble: he would return home weeks later with less money than his plane ticket had cost and his suitcases still heavy with unsold inventory. But as Wong held his grandson proudly for the camera, he told his daughter exactly what all stereotypical Chinese grandfathers say about their stereotypical grandsons, that this boy was smart and might someday become a doctor.


Although the trip would be one of Wong’s last failures as a businessman, that photo would be framed and hung on his grandson’s bedroom wall and served as an inspiration for Christopher’s career as a philosopher seeking to discover what work is worth doing in a life worth living. Wong had always insisted his children and grandchildren work hard at respectable careers, regaling them with stories from his past. It wasn’t until after “Gong-Gong,” his grandfather, had died that Christopher, as an adult, learned the truth behind his trip, that his grandfather had not traveled to America just to see him. Only then did Christopher reflect upon his grandfather’s work—that his work life consisted of survival and successes followed by failures and that the man who more than anyone else had taught Christopher about finding work that was worth it was technically retired from what society considered to be work for most of Christopher’s life. To the extent that what we consider to be work informs how much economic value it has, whether it is socially recognized, and how we feel about doing it, determining what is work is inseparable from what work is worth.


Born in 1907 to subsistence farmers in the Hunan countryside in central China, Wong walked away from home at age fifteen after his mother died and his father remarried, leaving his family one less mouth to feed. He went to Changsha, the provincial capital, to catch up on school so he could pursue a career in the military, the only path to social mobility for a peasant. While climbing to the rank of general in the Nationalist Army, he married the daughter of a senator and became wealthy while never finding permanent stability in a war-torn society. During those years, he fought four enemies—warlords, Japanese invaders, backstabbing colleagues, and the People’s Liberation Army—before fleeing his homeland in 1949 when the communists declared victory. Only forty-two years old, he had reached the pinnacle of his career, but in the course of his professional journey, he also suffered personal tragedies. He lost his first two children to illness in infancy and his first wife during a failed medical procedure before his army lost the war, which led him also to lose his country, his work, his wealth, and his sense of self-worth.


After he remarried, he, his new wife, and six of their surviving children escaped to Hong Kong with a few trunks of possessions and plotted their next move. Taiwan was too risky; Australia was also deemed too close; and the wait for the United States was too long. They emigrated to the shores of Rio de Janeiro by sea and by plane, some of them arriving during Carnival with woolen knit formal clothing while the locals danced practically naked in the streets. As Wong ran out of valuables that he had taken with him from China to sell in his new country, he followed a friend’s advice and moved his family to the more industrious city of São Paulo, where he misfired in business several times—as a laundry owner, a food cart operator, an importer of so-called Oriental decorative items, a silk farmer, and, of course, a gemstone broker.


Wong instilled in his children the Confucian value that the worthiest work is that which helps others. Although being in the army demanded from him, as a defender of the government, personal effort and sacrifice and long periods of separation from his family, it also conferred recognition and status. Medicine (two of his sons became physicians) and education (three of his daughters became teachers) were also high in the Confucian hierarchy. In contrast, selling semiprecious stones, which he considered a useless endeavor, humbled him. He was the consummate middleman with no real purpose other than to line his own pockets. In general, he considered business to be self-interested and placed it at the bottom of the hierarchy—although at least three of his children found considerable net worth in business, going on to enjoy far more economic success than he ever had. After his final humiliation as a businessman, his children promised to support him and his wife.


He did not earn another paycheck for the rest of his ninety-eight years, but he did not stop working. He was the patriarch of a large family. He stayed informed, watching and reading about current events and forming opinions, which he communicated with authority to his family and friends. He advised his children and grandchildren about their education, work, and relationships. He carried the young ones to the park on his shoulders. He wrote letters, in which he shared his wisdom. He exercised. He perfected his Chinese calligraphy. He cataloged for posterity the letters and photographs he had exchanged with his wives when he was away at war. He worried about the work ethic of the younger generations and what would become of them after he died. And he shared with his children and grandchildren the essential wisdom of his education and experience, exhorting them to work hard at the humblest work if you must, but aspire to the highest work if you can.


WORK AS PURPOSEFUL, EFFORTFUL, AND RECOGNIZED


When Marcel Duchamp submitted a tipped-over urinal to a Society of Independent Artists exhibit in 1917, he set off more than a century of debate among art aficionados. “Is that art?” they asked indignantly, the very question implying that it was not. One criterion historically associated with artwork was that it ought to be beautiful, which certainly did not apply to the practical porcelain receptacle, impractically positioned on its back. Another was that artwork ought to require skill to produce, but the only evidence of an artist’s touch on the piece was the pseudonym “R. Mutt,” scrawled carelessly next to the year in which it was presented for consideration. Furthermore, it was associated with human waste, not what the art world recognized as the highest art. Yet, there it was, a candidate for inclusion in a prestigious show that the organizers had agreed would be jury-free, leaving it to the artists themselves to decide what was art. Their covenant notwithstanding, Duchamp’s peers narrowly voted to exclude the urinal from the Grand Central Palace exhibition, prompting him tempestuously to resign from the board of the organization.


Perhaps it had been his intent all along to invite controversy. It even remains unsettled whether Duchamp was the original creator or if he stole the credit from his fellow artist, Baroness Elsa von Freytag-Loringhoven. Whatever the provenance, it sealed its professed provocateur’s reputation as a working artist who earned fame and fortune for placing “readymade” objects—which also included a hat rack, a snow shovel, and a vial of Parisian air that he brought with him to present in New York—in unconventional settings and claiming they were art. The original Fountain, as Duchamp playfully called the urinal, has been lost, but replicas are now on display—away from the washrooms—in some of the world’s most revered art museums. Fountain has come to be recognized as one of the most influential works in the history of modern art, not for the beauty or the skill required to produce it but for the debate it incited about the essential characteristics necessary for something to achieve recognition as a work of art. Even while Duchamp’s gallery of readymades often went unnoticed as art by museum visitors, it did its work, arousing debate about how far the term art could be stretched before it snapped.


Art and work have more in common than that they share the word artwork. Art remains a contested term among scholars. It encompasses a wide variety of modes—calligraphy, sculpture, performance art—and engages a variety of senses—visual, auditory, tactile. Works of art can be small, large, or unmeasurable. Art can defy easy categorization.


The range of possibilities included in the term work is even more diverse but harder to define. How could one word possibly do the work of characterizing a range of occupations that includes farmer, funeral home manager, financial analyst, social media influencer, surgeon, and silversmith? When we classify something as work, we imply it is worth doing, so to write about what makes work worthy, it helps to have a sense of what work is and is not.


Folk wisdom about work assumes we know what work is. All-time great 400-meter hurdler Edwin Moses attributes his success to the doctrine of “work before play,” implying that the difference is self-evident and that work has a purpose that the play does not. Cosmetics magnate Estée Lauder famously counseled her sales staff that “I didn’t get there by wishing for it or hoping for it, but by working for it,” urging them to recognize that her success did not come without effort. Technology evangelist and author Guy Kawasaki argues, “It’s called work for a reason,” suggesting that work by its nature is not supposed to be enjoyable or desirable. These sentiments are echoed in the famous whitewashing scene from The Adventures of Tom Sawyer, in which the title character tricks the other neighborhood children into painting his aunt’s fence for him by pretending the chore is so fun that he is doing it by choice. The narrator wryly concludes: “Work consists of whatever a body is obliged to do, and… play consists of whatever a body is not obliged to do.”


While this fanciful conclusion can be taken to suggest that making your work worth it is just a matter of mind over matter, it mirrors a reality in which work that is primarily performed by our bodies is often undervalued in relation to work that is primarily performed by our minds. When work is about matter, it pertains to the physical exertion of manual labor. The etymology of the word labor has roots in the fourteenth century and refers to a burden. The laborers of early capitalism worked in factories that were dark, dangerous, and dull, focusing their attention on, as Adam Smith describes in The Wealth of Nations, “some one simple operation, and… making this operation the sole employment of his life.” In Charles Dickens’s novel Hard Times, the laborers worked in an “ugly citadel, where Nature was as strongly bricked out as killing airs and gases were bricked in.” Similarly, in a meatpacking plant during the COVID-19 pandemic, laborers were sheltered from news of an outbreak in the tightly packed spaces where they slaughtered and cut meat and the virus spread like wildfire.


By contrast, ancient thinkers from Confucius to Aristotle who had the privilege to write about work left the dirty work to their servants and slaves while they extolled the work of the mind. The ancient Greek term for everyday toil was a-scolia, or the opposite of leisure, the word for which was skole, the root word for school. The purpose of labor was to make leisure possible, and the purpose of leisure was enlightenment. In this way, labor and leisure are different forms of work.


The Greek concept of a-scolia, which was held largely by intellectual elitists, suggests a hierarchy that holds mindful activity above manual labor, a viewpoint that continues to this day in conventional attitudes toward work. Labor is seen as subordinate to management. Laborers work with their hands while managers manipulate spreadsheets with their minds. We see this in what we now call knowledge work—which is usually done by people with advanced degrees or experience that qualifies them for management and is highly paid. This is separate from manual labor—which typically involves lower compensation and less control on the part of workers over their hours, methods, and employment security.


Of course, not everybody agrees that the life of the mind is better than manual labor. Throughout history, exceptions to this prioritization of head over hands have involved populist uprisings requiring all hands on deck. During communist revolutions in both China and the Soviet Union, for example, propaganda posters glorified industrial production, while elites and intellectuals were persecuted and “reeducated” in the countryside. In Shop Class as Soul Craft, a motorcycle mechanic with a PhD in political philosophy describes the triumphal satisfaction of getting a dormant engine to growl.


Aristotle says work is whatever needs to get done. Bengali poet Rabindranath Tagore counsels that work can be hard, becoming “easy only when desire has learned to discipline itself.” Beloved singer-songwriter Dolly Parton recognizes in her song “9 to 5” that work is what happens between those hours, what society conventionally considers to be the workday. Social anthropologist James Suzman defines work as anything that involves purposefully expending energy or effort on a task to achieve a goal or end. His sweeping historical account begins with the “work” required of the first single-celled organisms to inhabit Earth to survive and reproduce, and it ends speculatively about how the first artificially intelligent robots will disrupt our world of work. Focusing his account of work on that which can be performed by human beings, economic sociologist Paul Ransome offers more contemporary criteria for work. He says work is “purposeful expedient activity; requires mental and/or physical exertion; is carried out in exchange for wages or salary; is a public activity; [and] is recognized as work for ‘official purposes’ such as taxation and insurance.”


So, we take the collective wisdom of the ages and sages to coalesce around a few essentials about work, starting with the sentiment that whether or not we like to do it, someone has determined that it is worth doing. Moreover, we all have an idea of what work is even though our ideas may not all agree. Work may be a mindful privilege or a manual burden, or even a mindful burden and a manual privilege. Work is not the same as leisure or play. And though it may not always be clear what work is and is not, a worthwhile working definition (if you will) for our conversations about work is that it generally shares three formal characteristics: it is purposeful, effortful, and recognized by society as work—which often, though not always, means it is worth getting paid for. Our definition of work, however, doesn’t always match up with the work opportunities presented to us.


WORK THAT IS PURPOSEFUL—OR PURPOSELESS


Purposeful activity is a means to an end. It has an end goal and a point, a use. So, purposeful work is full of justification for why it matters, why the world is a better place because of that work and would be worse off without it. Purposeful work doesn’t just involve the intrinsic satisfaction of the work itself; it also involves the sense that the work is making a difference in the world.


Modern capitalism is full of work that is unlovable but serves a purpose. Vacationers in certain parts of the Caribbean and Mexico have noticed the rise of ripply, red, fetid sargassum seaweed, proliferating as the waters warm due to climate change. The seaweed clogs the coastal waters, making them almost unswimmable, and litters the beaches. Needless to say, spendy beach resorts don’t look kindly on having their pristine sandy beaches tarnished by ripply, red, fetid seaweed. So they employ people, typically male groundskeepers, to rake and shovel the seaweed out of sight. This work continues—from dawn to dusk, day after day, one batch of seaweed removed only to have more pour in by the waveful—to maintain an illusion. This work is as close to Sisyphean as one can imagine; yet the resorts clearly justify the existence of this job and the expense to maintain it, subsidized by vacationers glad not to have to look at the seaweed mess. In other words, this work has a purpose. We might think, “What’s the point of that?” But every potentially maligned job—from telemarketer to evangelist to reality television star—has a purpose. We might quibble over whether every job has an equally worthwhile purpose, but that will come later in this book.


On the other hand, anthropologist David Graeber put a fine point on the issue of purposelessness by coining the term bullshit jobs: “a form of paid employment that is so completely pointless, unnecessary, or pernicious that even the employee cannot justify its existence even though, as part of the conditions of employment, the employee feels obliged to pretend that this is not the case.” In other words, working a bullshit job compels the worker to act as if their work serves a larger purpose. Bullshit jobs have existed since the beginning of work, in the form of ministerial roles that pump up the egos of superiors whose primary function is to perpetuate the bureaucracy. In The Pale King, David Foster Wallace’s novel about the ultimate bureaucracy, the US Internal Revenue Service, one examiner attributes his ability to survive in such a workplace to his “unusually high tolerance for pain.”


Bullshit jobs are different from shit jobs, which “typically involve work that needs to be done and is clearly of benefit to society; it’s just that the workers who do them are paid and treated badly.” Whereas shit jobs are typically blue collar and paid by the hour, bullshit jobs are typically white collar and salaried, and yet the world is no better off with them than it would be without them. These jobs give the illusion of respectable worthiness, but an illusion all the same.


Just so it doesn’t appear that we are staring down from our ivory towers in judgment on other people’s purposeless work, we will admit that our own work can sometimes seem purposeless. When Jen was in graduate school, she happened upon an episode of the television series 30 Rock in which the Alec Baldwin character sheepishly admits, “We may not be the best people.” Tina Fey rationalizes in response, “But we’re not the worst,” after which they say in unison, “Graduate students are the worst.” This seemed to speak to the universal truth of Jen’s existence at the time. Her doctoral stipend was not enough to meet basic needs in most locations, let alone in New York City, and her work mostly consisted of trying in vain to finish a two-hundred-plus-page doctoral dissertation that maybe five people would read. The financial strain and existential malaise of many graduate programs have contributed to a recent epidemic of doctoral students leaving their programs without finishing. During her time at NYU, Jen’s fellow graduate students started a push to unionize, a difficult effort that eventually succeeded—though not until after Jen was long gone.


And then there is Christopher’s own career as a philosopher. He still remembers when as a graduate student he was at the head—or was it rather the foot?—of a tableful of intimidating academics who had gathered to decide whether the proposal he had submitted to them was sufficient for him to move forward with his doctoral dissertation. They were steeped in an ancient tradition of philosophical dialogue that originated on Athenian street corners, where wise Socrates would hold court debating the essential nature of knowledge and justice—work that was worthless to his wife and children, who practically starved. When Christopher irreverently proclaimed to the group of professional philosophers that he wanted his work to be more useful than that of, umm, professional philosophers, they were unbowed. Rhapsodizing to her colleagues over their shared profession, one of his advisers proudly proclaimed that it was “quite useless,” as Oscar Wilde once said of art. “I can’t believe I get paid to do this!” she went on, with Christopher’s ironic agreement. After all, there has never been an emergency in which someone called out, “Quick, get a philosopher!” In his final dissertation, Christopher declared philosophy to be, at the same time, the most and least important work in the world.


These stories speak to some elements that might make work seem to the individual worker to be purposeless. Sometimes work seems anachronistic, useful in a previous time, perhaps, but not in this time, such as the work of philosophers or human toll booth collectors. Sometimes work seems purposeless because it does not enable survival at even a basic level, such as the work of graduate students or retail workers earning less than a living wage. And sometimes work seems to serve no purpose to anyone other than oneself, like the navel-gazing of intellectuals or social media personalities. If you have ever wondered, “They actually pay someone to do that?” you are probably thinking of a job whose holder has at one point asked the very same question. Work that feels purposeless to the individual worker may still be purposeful work, even if that purpose is solely determined by forces more powerful than we are. But even if it serves a purpose, how sustainable is work that even the person performing it cannot honestly justify?


WORK THAT IS EFFORTFUL—OR EFFORTLESS


Effortful work demands physical and/or mental exertion to get done. In “To Be of Use,” poet Marge Piercy expresses admiration for those who are willing to expend the effort to “strain in the mud and muck to do… what has to be done, again and again.” While it is possible to engage in effortful activity that is not work—as anyone who “works out” as a hobby can tell you—it is not possible for work to be effortless.


That said, work can be immensely effortful without having an obvious use or purpose. Competitive eater Joey (“Jaws”) Chestnut, the sixteen-time—and counting—winner of Nathan’s Fourth of July Hot Dog Eating Contest, “never imagined it’d be my full-time gig.” But to keep his place at the top of his field, he travels around the world while maintaining a rigorous and potentially dangerous training regimen to enable his body to set several records, including 28 pounds of poutine in ten minutes, 390 shrimp wontons in eight minutes, 121 Twinkies in six minutes, and 76 hot dogs in ten minutes, once winning the Nathan’s contest while fending off an animal rights protester. Asked how he feels after a contest, he waxes philosophical about work: “I do feel like garbage afterwards, but so what? Most people feel like garbage after a long day of work.”


The prospect of effortless work is often idealized. Society simultaneously embraces and bemoans reality TV stars like the Kardashians who get paid vast sums of money to be trailed by cameras, seemingly famous for no reason. As Dire Straits famously sang: “Money for nothin’ and your chicks for free.” The British royal family, perhaps the most famous heirs of a longstanding family business, is a stark reminder of how simply being born propels some people into a work role, complete with expectations and guidelines for behavior, as well as a corresponding salary and perks. This is not to suggest that it does not take a lot of effort to be famous, royal, or famously royal—as Harry and Meghan can attest—but from the outside, we might wonder if the level of effort justifies the associated rewards.


Of course, sometimes the people who are the most skilled at their jobs only appear to outsiders to perform their work effortlessly. The stress involved in having one’s every move and mistake documented by cameras is difficult to imagine. Effort, particularly on creative endeavors, can be hard to quantify or discern. Many museum-goers have looked at a Jackson Pollock drip painting or one of Duchamp’s Fountain replicas and thought, “If that’s art, then I can do that.” In response to critics who claimed that anyone could have suspended a shark in formaldehyde like he did, Damien Hirst, who reportedly sold The Physical Impossibility of Death in the Mind of Someone Living for somewhere between $8 and $12 million, replied, “But you didn’t, did you?” Malcolm Gladwell wrote about the ten thousand hours required to gain mastery of a skill, effort that may be invisible to audiences when a musician or athlete seems to perform effortlessly. Work might appear effortless when the investment of resources—time, money, blood, sweat, and tears—required to do it does not appear to justify, or is vastly outpaced by, the rewards from doing the work.


Many a “get rich quick” scheme promises maximum payoff for minimum effort. Yet, as anyone who has fallen for such a scheme well knows, there is always a catch, always some sacrifice that makes things less quick and easy than they were purported to be. In search of effortless work, people have sold something of themselves for money—sperm, eggs, a kidney—in an attempt to monetize something their body has more of than they need. Although each of these goods often may be donated for humanitarian reasons, the fact that they can be sold opens up the potential for exploitation. Being an anonymous biological parent, whether sperm donor or surrogate mother, can impose unanticipated emotional labor on donor, parent, and child. Meanwhile, unregulated markets in organ trafficking can exploit donors desperate for money into suffering that is often not worth the financial rewards.


Further complicating the picture of work effort are changes in how, when, and where we work. The kind of work we do and the way we do it are evolving. Collectively, modern workers in the United States do less heavy lifting—literally, not metaphorically—than any other time in the last century. But while work that is done both indoors and while sitting down was once considered a luxury, new perils have arisen. As the dominant place of work has moved from farm to factory to office, work has gone from backbreaking in terms of actual physical labor to backbreaking as in injuries due to poor ergonomics. The maladies of cubicle-bound office workers include eye strain, carpal tunnel syndrome, and neck and shoulder stiffness. Repetitive stress injuries in the United States alone cost companies $20 billion per year in workers’ compensation and $100 billion in lost productivity.


In recent decades, many of us have been more mobile in our careers than the so-called company men of the past. By choice or by necessity, gig workers in recent years have taken mobility to an extreme, sometimes moving between multiple gigs within the course of a single workday. During and after the 2020 coronavirus pandemic, many professions that did not require interaction with physical objects discovered the potential for remote work to be more productive than work in the office had been. The boundaries between work, play, leisure, and life are evermore blurring. Being untethered to a company as a gig worker may seem like a desirable life of being your own boss, making your own hours, and ultimately working less. But most research supports the opposite conclusion: that being a freelancer is often more effortful, as people now need to handle their own benefits, training and development, and marketing and sales—things that were once provided by their employer. Still, the pandemic brought about a reckoning in terms of flexible work hours and location for those who have the luxury to make these kinds of choices, which may result in work being more varied than standardized.


WORK THAT IS RECOGNIZED—OR UNRECOGNIZED


Some gig work is still fighting for legitimacy—whether it’s informal recognition as work worthy of societal respect, or more formal recognition that would allow for employment benefits, like health care, social security, and paid time off. Purposefulness and effortfulness tend to be easier to identify and agree on in a way that recognition is not. Recognition seems to be in the eye of the beholder. What is recognized as work depends on individual judgment and is socially constructed.


The simple and sad truth is that much work that is necessary, difficult, and even demeaning goes unrecognized in our society. The people doing this work toil away at unrewarding endeavors for which there is unrelenting demand but which are not formally considered by society to be work. It is a recursive cycle of devaluation: an activity is not paid because it is not perceived as work, and it is not perceived as work because it is not paid.


Perhaps the most glaring example of unrecognized work is housework—the daily, deleterious, and endless tasks that need to be carried out to keep a home running and other human beings happy. Economic sociologist Ransome distinguishes between work, which is public, and housework, which is no less necessary but only privately worthwhile. The former is carried out in exchange for financial compensation, whereas the latter, though valuable, is neither paid nor taxed.


Although the term has fallen out of favor, homemaker used to be a common way for women to describe their occupation if they did not work for pay outside the home, as depicted in Maya Angelou’s poem “Woman Work,” which begins: “I’ve got the children to tend / The clothes to mend.” Today, people speak about being stay-at-home parents. They populate online profiles with cheeky titles like, “CEO of the [Family Surname] Corporation.” The purpose and effort involved with running a household can’t be denied. Sociologist Arlie Hochschild coined the term the second shift to describe how, once women entered the workforce, they would often spend an eight-hour day at their paid jobs, only to have a second eight-hour day begin when they returned home to perform childcare and household chores. While Hochschild’s book was originally published in 1989, housework remains largely the domain of women. Men today do more housework than in previous decades; yet women still spend over twice as many hours on housework, on average, even when they make as much or more money than a male partner. In some places, like Scandinavia, the balance is more even than in the United States, and in others, like India, less so. In same-sex couples, where the balance of household work among partners is generally more equal than among straight couples, once kids enter the picture, the parent who does more childcare also does disproportionately more housework. Part of the reason society does not tend to recognize tasks like housework and childcare as work is precisely because they are feminized.


While housework is a type of unrecognized work that is unpaid, there is another that is paid under the table. Just under 5 percent of the US workforce consists of undocumented workers who perform services from work on factory floors and in restaurant kitchens to domestic labor. This work is essential to the functioning of society but lacks the protections and stability of recognized work. Of course, there is also work that, while recognized as work in general, is nevertheless underrecognized by society. Workers can be literally invisible, such as the delivery drivers who are only seen by security cameras leaving packages on the steps when homeowners are away; figuratively invisible, like the bathroom attendants who endure the most intimate smells and sounds of people who will not deign to look them in the eye; or conveniently invisible, such as sex workers whose work is hidden. How can the people who do invisible work experience the rewards of work when what they do is never recorded or acknowledged?


All of this means that what work gets counted as work depends greatly on who exactly is doing the counting. Those in positions of power often are in the role of decider, while those in the most vulnerable positions must simply forge ahead regardless. At least three important forces—historical, cultural, and economic—determine what work is recognized in a given time and place and with a certain set of shared values. How do these forces guide your employer’s attitude toward your work and how much they are willing to reward you? If you are privileged enough to occupy a position of power, how do these forces affect what you consider to be work worth doing and what you are willing to pay others for their work?


HISTORY AND WHAT WE RECOGNIZE AS WORK


A world in which people called bullshit on their jobs, in which they could get rich and famous for being rich and famous, and in which men participated equally in household chores would have been unrecognizable to Wong Jun-Chow. Because recognition is largely subjective and socially constructed, it is not surprising that what we recognize as work today looks quite different from what people in centuries and even decades past would have considered work.


Typically, these shifts over time have to do with technological advancements or changes in how we understand the world. We read news online instead of relying on the town crier. We no longer need a person to reset the bowling pins after each frame because a machine can do the work. Street lamps are lit by electricity, not by a lamplighter’s hand. More recently, offshoring has moved much of America’s manufacturing capacity overseas, taking countless jobs with it. People no longer work at a Blockbuster video rental store, except at the one surviving location for nostalgia seekers in Bend, Oregon. As we look to the future, we wonder what work will look like and what current jobs might someday be automated—from truck drivers to baristas to radiologists, as we discuss in a later chapter.


Western scholars of work have tended to describe the evolution of attitudes toward work as a historical progression from, in the words of philosopher Joanne Ciulla, “curse to calling.” In her book The Working Life, Ciulla traces the view of work as a curse to ancient Greece, where the gods made humans “toil out of spite.” Athenian democracy was only democratic for landowning men, who perceived manual labor to be beneath their business of governing and contemplation. Over time, as political democracy advanced and citizenship enlarged, more people had to rely on their own effort to earn a living. Centuries later, political economist Max Weber observed a shift in production toward Protestant countries that embraced the principles of capitalism. In particular, he credited Calvinism with connecting honest work both with the worldly necessity of fulfilling material needs and the spiritual purpose of becoming better human beings, using our occupational skills to make a worthwhile contribution.


Of course, the point in history when we work does not alone determine whether our purposeful and effortful activity is recognized as work or whether it is a curse or a calling. It does, however, influence the cultural attitudes toward work and the economic system that determines the rewards of work. The good news is that, unlike ancient laborers, we may be fortunate to live in a period in history when more of us are empowered by technology and democracy to pursue work as something more than a curse. The bad news is that some of the same historical curses that afflicted workers in the past continue to be all too present today. The fear, of course, is that our failure to learn from the past may doom us to repeat it.


CULTURE AND WHAT WE RECOGNIZE AS WORK


The cultural traditions that Wong inherited prescribed that women worked within the home while men worked outside, but his lived reality was quite a bit more complicated than that. When he fell in love in Shanghai with his first wife, she was—against the norms of the time and place—in school, preparing for a career in telegraphy, before renouncing it to raise their children. His second wife was also in school planning to work when they met but went on to take charge of a growing household of her stepchildren and her own children. Unable to afford to school their eight surviving children, Wong and his second wife sent some of them away for high school and college, where they all—five girls and three boys—trained for careers outside the home. The girls opted for education and business, while the boys went into medicine and business. As in most families, work in the Wong family was a product of its cultural inheritance, time in history, and economic opportunity.


Culture—which may take the form of national, regional, ethnic, and religious differences in norms and attitudes—can profoundly influence what society recognizes as work. In subsistence societies, work involved performing whatever tasks most needed doing on any particular day by whoever was available and capable of doing them. Typically, as markets advance economically, work is increasingly accompanied by job titles, clearly set roles and responsibilities, and necessary credentials, like the level of education needed to perform the work. And often, the rewards are dictated upfront, like payment and benefits.


A quick world tour of these advanced markets reveals sometimes arbitrary differences in what national governments recognize as work. In the United States and India, skincare specialists are a recognized occupation and have a bright outlook in terms of their occupational forecast. Meanwhile, “skincare specialist,” or the equivalent, does not even appear on the European Union’s International Standard Classification of Occupations. Comparing the US, EU, and Indian classifications reveals additional disparities. India recognizes beekeepers and basket weavers as occupations; the EU only recognizes beekeepers, and neither are recognized by the United States. The EU includes watchmaker and fellmonger—we had to look that one up; they remove hair from hide in the process of making leather—neither of which is recognized by the United States. For its part, India lists “pelt dressers, tanners, and fellmongers” as a main occupational category, under which subspecialties like “flayer” and “flesher, hand” reside.


Norms around whether it is acceptable for women to work outside the home, at what age people pursue full-time work versus full-time education, and when and whether to take retirement are all culturally dictated. For example, China currently mandates retirement at age fifty for women working in blue-collar occupations, fifty-five for women in white-collar jobs, and sixty for all men. Contrast China with the United States, where, although the voluntary retirement age is between age sixty-six and sixty-seven depending on year of birth, financial concerns prevent many people from retiring when they would like to, and a culture of overwork pervades to the point where people may not ever retire, by choice or necessity.


So much of what we expect for our work—including when, where, how much, and ultimately what work is—is culturally determined. Yet, work is not wholly determined by culture. This means that, while in general Americans are unlikely to consider a career as a fellmonger, undoubtedly artisanal leather crafters perform the work of one. Cultures can shift rapidly, whether in the face of a global pandemic that necessitated remote work and flexible hours or via longer-term societal shifts, resulting in family leave rather than maternity leave. We both shape and are shaped by our cultures, which means there is an opportunity for individuals to influence their cultures, however slowly.



ECONOMIC FORCES AND WHAT WE RECOGNIZE AS WORK


After he retired, many sunny mornings Wong would walk to Parque Ibirapuera for taijiquan exercises—an ancient Chinese martial art—and stop on the way back at the market for bread and oranges. Following a nap, he would spend afternoons performing the ancient art of calligraphy—one of the three perfections of the elite Chinese ranks to which he had spent years earning and later losing admission. For him, demonstrating the discipline to make the last character as uniform as the first was work worth doing. His calligraphy now hangs on the walls of the homes of his eight children and twenty grandchildren—a signifier of perhaps his greatest success, raising a family of eight immigrant children to flourish where he had not. But was it work?


It was a purposeful endeavor to copy the characters in the Great Harmony, a Confucian depiction of the utopian society that he espoused. It was effortful, demanding intense concentration and patience and requiring him to start over for an errant splash of ink or water. It was recognized by the few people who were in a position to appreciate it. He thought it was worthy. Did it matter that calligraphy was not counted by the Brazilian tax authorities as work? There are people who are designated to decide what art is: those who appraise, evaluate, and consume objects of art. But who is on the jury that decides what work is?


The economic market determines not only whether an activity is recognized as work, but also how much it is worth. The relationship between the economic worth and societal worth of work is fraught with complexity: Is a job’s salary indicative of its worth to society? As we explore further in a later chapter, it is often the opposite. The buying power of well-compensated occupations like investment banking makes them endlessly attractive to business school graduates, regardless of the persistent questions about the value they add. After the Great Recession, which led millions of average homeowners into foreclosure and bankruptcy, Lloyd Blankfein, then CEO of one of the world’s wealthiest investment banks, had the audacity to half-joke that Goldman Sachs—which profited handsomely off the failures of some financial institutions—was “doing God’s work.”


The conventional association of pay with work can lead to some other gray areas: the amateur musician who spends thirty hours a week writing and recording music but also has a so-called real job; the difference between college student research and teaching assistants who are not recognized as workers and graduate students who are recognized, but with a stipend nowhere near a living wage; the stay-at-home parent gauging how much part-time work tips them into working parent territory; and of course the realization that cleaning our own toilets and painting our own walls is not considered work but paying someone to do it for us is.


So the mighty economic system, along with history and culture, determines what society recognizes as work. What is perceived as purposeful, effortful, and worthy of recognition is typically decided by pay. Which means, ironically, that arguably the most purposeful, effortful, and worthy of recognition work of all—raising the next generation—often goes unrecognized.


WORK IS WHAT?


Wong Jun-Chow did not live lavishly in his old age. His children split the bill for the rent on his tenth-floor apartment on Rua Marcos Lopes in a nondescript neighborhood in São Paulo, where he lived for decades. His unit had two small bedrooms and two small bathrooms, plus the maid’s quarters behind the kitchen. That may seem luxurious by some standards but was a reminder of how history, culture, and economics influenced work: having a maid was a conventional middle-class privilege at one time in Brazil, the last country in the Western Hemisphere to outlaw slavery.


The office space in the back of the apartment with a round window like a porthole was too dark for him to work, so he usually spread out his brushes, ink, and rice paper or silk—depending upon the importance of the project—on his circular kitchen table after lunch. It had been decided for him by his children that he deserved to retire from work. After all, he had worked hard since he was a boy to build the military career that he lost. The fact that he failed to take any money away from his business ventures did not diminish the amount of effort he put into them. After a few decades of disharmony and distress, Wong Jun-Chow could return his full attention to his life’s work of his growing familial utopia.


The first time Wong and his grandson, Christopher, met, the grandfather had traveled to the United States for work. The last time they saw each other, Christopher had traveled to Brazil for work and spent an afternoon with his grandfather. By then, the older man was widowed again. He had trouble seeing and no longer did calligraphy. Although his body appeared strong and his mind was still sharp enough to command his grandson to keep working hard and to commend him on being a new father, he retreated to the couch after lunch and sat silently with his eyes closed, a position he assumed for most of his final three years. He said much less than he used to say about his own work or the work of others, but in those long silences, was he wondering about what made it all worth it? What purpose would all the effort that he put into raising the next generation in the final fifty-odd years of his life add up to, and was it worth the recognition he had received for all the work he had done in the first forty-two? Might his greatest work have been fulfilling a purpose that is often not recognized as work at all, the effort of raising his family?


Even if we cannot agree on an answer to what work is, we need to ask the question. What we classify as work is inherently laden with our historical, cultural, and economic values, potentially leading us toward work that is worth doing or to challenge received notions of work and worth. What will be your life’s greatest work? At its most worthy, work gives us a reason to wake up, to exercise our unique talents, to contribute to something that is bigger than ourselves. The effort we put into the virtue of hard work can be satisfying, build stamina, and prepare us for greater work ahead. In a perfect market, the recognition we get would equal the contribution we made, but even in our imperfect market, the rewards we receive can stoke our egos or build our bank accounts. However, just as the conventional characteristics of art can be thrown into chaos by a urinal, the specter of useless, effortless, and unrecognized work gives us reason to question what work really is and whether it is worth pursuing it when a few others seem to get away without working and many more others seem to work so hard for so little in return.
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