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Preface



None of us can live well without good work. Good work is at the heart of good lives, strong communities and nations that have a shared dignity and sense of destiny. And yet work too often fails to engage our hearts and minds; it gobbles up scarce resources; it takes the time we need to live well and to take care of one another; and, most egregiously, for many millions it fails to provide a basic income. Something has gone wrong – something that traditional economics is powerless to fix.


But we live in revolutionary times. Technology, an ecological crisis and the challenges of deep injustice are upending our world. These forces are changing how we work. They are also prompting us to ask big questions about how we want to live. Could this be a moment to rethink how we work and therefore how we live?


Perhaps such a question sounds idealistic, almost absurd, when so many of us are struggling. But history tells us that it is in the dark times, in the moments of upheaval, that we can – if we are ready – think again.


Five years ago, I set out on a journey seeking the insights of everyday experts: those of us who work. I travelled across Britain and the United States, spending time with people of all ages and from all walks of life; those working long hours for immiserating wages and those whose work offers good pay and interesting prospects. I also spent time with business leaders, academic experts and policymakers.


I asked a simple question: How could we redesign our working lives?


What I have heard in response are rich stories about possible futures. I have heard imaginings which are widely shared and largely hidden. I have learnt that we are exhausted by tips for work–life balance, conversations about whether we should return to the office, or whether the magical promises made about AI will be good or bad for workers. We are yearning for a collective redesign of the values and assumptions that underpin work.


This is a book about ideas that are within our grasp: they are ‘do-able’, would be good for us, for business, for the natural world and the places where we live. This is a book about hope.


It’s also a warning. Silenced or unheard, these ideas can and do wither. Or – as is increasingly happening – they find alternative and sometimes violent outlets: a desire to burn the house down, to make any change, no matter how potentially destructive, in order to break open the social and economic systems that stifle us.


Our challenges are tangled and real, but so are our imaginative answers. This book shows how we can listen and design anew.










Part I




Opening











Who Wants to Reimagine Work?



‘Why can’t we just rethink it top to bottom?’ Heads bowed over a table, a small team of municipal workers – grave-diggers, park gardeners and drivers of gritter lorries sat together. Grabbing the pens in front of them, they started to draw, designing a new and different working life.


‘Thing is,’ Jonny, one of the grave-diggers, explained, ‘I don’t want to work until I’m broken. I don’t want to take the same weeks of holiday every year, without a chance to travel or really learn. I don’t want to try and care for my family in the gaps in between. Aye, why can’t we just rethink it top to bottom?’


I had asked what a good working life might look like, and Jonny drew a complex web: an imagined life which does not simply progress from school to work, to retirement and death. Jonny left school at fifteen. Now just turned fifty-five, in a hi-vis jacket and with a pair of horn-rimmed reading glasses perched on his nose, he has the air of someone experienced and happy in his skin. He knows he’s lucky to have decent work in Kilmarnock, a town where that’s hard to find. But he and his colleagues can also imagine something much bigger: a radically altered life in which patterns of work, life and learning intersect in new ways. Jonny’s dream life includes his work, and a chance to do quite different work at various stages; an opportunity to teach others – he particularly cares about young people in the town; and the time for a ‘curiosity’ project.


On he and his colleagues draw.


Can we reimagine our working lives? That’s the question at the heart of this book. Redesigning the way we work would allow us to live differently, to organise our days, our communities and our economies in ways which might suit us very much better, ways that might enable us and the wider systems we are part of to grow and flourish.


This might sound idealistic, but the reality is that millions of us find our working lives no longer seem to fit. For those at the sharp end, work doesn’t pay. Most families living in poverty in Britain and the United States have work, but their pay cheque is not enough to cover basic monthly bills. At the other end of an increasingly unequal work spectrum, where salaries are high, conditions are also harsh. Here, the phenomenon of ‘greedy jobs’ is widespread. Greedy jobs pay large salaries in return for long and inflexible hours. In any work where there is intense competition to make partner, get tenure or gain a significant promotion, success is predicated on putting all other areas of life on hold.


Work draws us too far from the rest of life, but few dare complain. A place at the top of the modern corporation feels precarious; a job in the arts is precious and hard-won: there is the ever-present fear you might fail, fall or be pushed. Wealth brings its own psychological pressures to keep up with peers, with earnings, with looking good.


The intense and competitive cultures of senior positions often cause stress to women in particular. While increasing numbers of men are keen to take on care-giving roles, it is still predominantly women who find themselves the primary care-givers, juggling the demands of work and home to the point of near-madness or, for some, making risky decisions to put off having the children they badly want. Those working at the most senior levels have more options – including incomes that allow them to outsource the work of care and household chores to others – but they suffer from burnout and the wretched guilt of feeling no job is adequately done, and that they are missing out, both at home and at work.


Of course, many of us are fortunate to have work we enjoy, and which offers decent material rewards. This is important because these examples of work offer us clues as to what a good working life can look like.


But the scratchy sense of discomfort that fuels the billion-dollar industry of books on work-life balance, work-coaching and work-based ‘wellness’ programmes reveal the truth for most of us. We are disenchanted with work, and we are seeking change. It’s this disenchantment that lies behind many of the demands to work from home or the subtle protest movements; the so-called quiet quitting, through which young people reputedly find ways to do the least work possible. The Great Resignation made headlines following the Covid-19 pandemic, with workers on both sides of the Atlantic leaving their jobs as they searched for a new rhythm of life. In China the ‘lying flat’ movement, a protest about overwork and the stress of modern life, became a viral phenomenon through global exposure on TikTok. Young Chinese people posted pictures of themselves horizontal on park benches, in bed or on the office floor as a symbol of their desire to put work second and to step aside from long working hours and broader cultural expectations to compete and exceed at all costs.


We protest, we exchange coping tips with friends and colleagues, and we make small individual adjustments where we can, but we long for changes that are much, much bigger and go much further, for something shared.


I believe this longing is not idle fantasy. Redesigning our working lives is possible. Work has been successively and radically reorganised many times across the centuries as the norms of the good life have shifted according to the ways we have harnessed nature, the possibilities of technology and changing cultural expectations around work. And all the signs are that we are on the cusp of a very big work revolution indeed.


In this century we sit at the confluence of three deep currents which will inevitably change work: a digital technology revolution and the disruptive possibilities of artificial intelligence and quantum computing; an ecological crisis which demands that we alter all our patterns of life, including our work; and a growing disquiet about many of the deeper forces of injustice, the effects of which show up in inequalities of pay, opportunity and working conditions.


What if the dramatic changes required – to direct the technological revolution, to live in a new relationship with our natural ecosystems, to restore balance and justice within communities – offered us the biggest promise imaginable: a chance to rethink who we are, a chance to redesign our working lives? What if, instead of fearing these deep currents, these seismic shifts and the impending changes they bring, we embraced the possibility within them? This possibility – this promise – is what this book is about.


My questions stem, in part, from my own experience. For many decades, my work has focused on the welfare state and on how our social systems might be better organised.


Working with communities, I have re-examined the designs for a social revolution, brought into being by William Beveridge, the man widely regarded as the architect of British postwar welfare systems. A man whose reach extends beyond British shores, since he travelled widely, working with Roosevelt on the design of the US New Deal and meeting with social reformers of all political colours from Spain to Scandinavia.


Beveridge was a labour economist with ideas that challenged prevailing orthodoxies. At the start of the twentieth century there was widespread concern among labour economists and policymakers about problems of unemployment and underemployment. Beveridge’s peers – in a consensus that is not that different from much of today’s prevailing political wisdom – thought the challenges were wages (too high or inelastic), migration (too many people moving from the countryside to the cities), and weak personal character (too many shirkers).


Beveridge disagreed. He had an alternative thesis: unemployment, he argued, was a result of industrial transition. In a 1909 pamphlet, Unemployment: A Problem of Industry, Beveridge argued that a technology revolution in the form of mass production was rapidly changing the structure of work. New social and economic institutions were needed to smooth workers’ paths between one work system and another. Beveridge believed the moment required new designs for learning, for health, and for incomes, to support this transition. These ideas were the start of decades of collaborative civic experimentation and invention which would eventually lead to the birth of the welfare state and a social transformation – a revolution – which underpinned the growth of good work and economic productivity in the twentieth century.


Today we live in dramatically different times and Beveridge’s blueprint no longer fits our world. In Britain and the United States, as in many other parts of the globe, we have cities, towns and rural areas without work – and, crucially, without good work. I have collaborated with communities in many of these places to create new forms of healthcare, support for families, for young people and for ageing. I’m immensely proud of this work which I believe provides a framework for a twenty-first-century welfare state; the story of my first book, Radical Help. But I increasingly realised something was missing: good work. There is no good welfare system which does not have good work at its heart. Without this foundation, everything else is a sticking plaster.


So what happens when this work is in short supply, cannot be accessed by local people or no longer exists? The disappearance of work takes multiple forms, most obvious of which is the disappearance of work which pays well. Today the welfare state spends much more on propping up wages than it spends on unemployment benefits. In a development that would surely shock Beveridge and most twentieth-century social campaigners, the welfare state now provides in-work benefits to eighteen million workers. These benefits are absolutely necessary for family survival. They are a transfer from the state to businesses, who are effectively refusing to adequately compensate their workers.


Work has also taken on new and onerous forms: uncertain contracts, for example, or expectations that we will work ever longer hours, making it impossible to care for one another or fit in basic household tasks. Once again, the welfare state acknowledges the problem, arguing that we need expanded mental health services to deal with the stress and promising more hours of childcare, while all the time trying to force us to take any work available. What is missing is a focus on the root cause of so many of our social and economic problems: the nature of the work on offer.


Observing these shifts in work and the ways in which they are determining individual lives, places and wider happiness has prompted me to ask a set of new questions. I started to ask the politicians who represent places without good work, the labour economists who design regional investment strategies and the policy experts who design national programmes such as Levelling Up what we should do. How should we design work? I found few answers and much despair.


I realised that my work also had to change course, and that something else was needed: new perspectives and new imaginings. I decided to start by talking with workers. I define workers as all of us who, in one way or another, live on wages as opposed to inheritance. I set out to ask people from all walks of life what we should do.*


I had two questions. What would a good working life look like in this century? What new forms of organisation are needed to make that a reality?


Pilgrimage as method


I’d arrived in Kilmarnock, a town towards the western edge of Scotland, where I met Jonny and the team, as a storm closed in. ‘Chankin’, the locals call it. The sort of weather that bites your bones. That day, we didn’t know that the Covid-19 pandemic was about to engulf us. Huddled in a municipal meeting room, we’d been mainly worried about keeping warm.


Kilmarnock was once home to good work: mining, cotton mills and thriving industries of lace making and carpet weaving. The town is also the birthplace of the world-famous Johnnie Walker whisky, founded in 1820, when the eponymous Johnnie was fifteen years old. But in 2012, Diageo, the global corporation who today own the brand, closed the remaining local bottling plant with the loss of the last seven hundred (well paid) jobs. Brutally, bulldozers were used to demolish the plant and the street in which it was located. Work histories and cherished memories alike were erased.


It’s a familiar story. Technology changes, work moves. Global corporations and their investors play a role, shifting jobs to places where wages can be lowered and protections quietly ignored. Too often the fabric of a place then crumbles and communities hollow out. The loss of mines and factories in a place like Kilmarnock means not only the loss of income within families and local places. It is a loss of belonging, a loss of a place in the world. In the vacuum where industrial work used to be, new forms of shady and illegal activity can grow. Suicide rates in Ayrshire, the county in which Kilmarnock is located, are high and cause particular anguish for Jonny and his colleagues.


These are times when stories can start to turn inwards, to double back on themselves. But there’s another story that is entwined with this one. Kilmarnock is a place of strong communities and a place of civic invention. It’s surrounded by extraordinary natural beauty. There’s a nationally successful football team that everyone supports with rowdy enthusiasm, and there’s an everyday kindness that comes from shared history and knowing your neighbours. ‘Nobody is coming over the hill to rescue us,’ I was told with realistic candour in many places. It’s an attitude that in Kilmarnock has created new forms of local farming, good municipal work and more. This is the compost in which rich ideas about our future working lives are lying, dormant but ready to come to life.


Kilmarnock was my first destination. I’ve travelled to Barrow-in-Furness, where Britain’s nuclear submarines are built in the famous ‘yards’; to Grimsby, once the home of Britain’s fishing industry and now a potential home of green energy; to Barnsley, also a former mining town and now a digital hub and the heart of Britain’s warehouse distribution network. I have also worked in my own neighbourhood in Peckham, south London, in Barking in the east and also in the centre of the city, home to finance and the headquarters of global corporations. Later I was invited to work in the United States, and I journeyed east to west, from Baltimore to Detroit, then to the cradle of our current technology revolution: the San Francisco Bay Area. Every place I have been to shares a little of Kilmarnock’s story of profound change while also being embroidered with its own unique twists and flourishes.


In asking my questions about work, I wanted to start with those who have already experienced a dramatic transition: with people living in places where good work has moved or morphed in shape. I was particularly interested in voices that are rarely heard. But not exclusively. I also travelled to the boardrooms of London and the tech headquarters of the San Francisco Bay Area because I wanted to find people doing new and different work in places where power is concentrated in Britain and the United States today.


I think of the journeys I made as a sort of pilgrimage – I was seeking stories; I was curious, I wanted to learn and, just as the pilgrim detaches themselves from their everyday world, I was unattached to any institution, wider project or theory.


My only role was to listen.


Pilgrimages rely on the kindness of strangers. I received this in abundance. I was offered places to stay, often in someone’s home, and made connections with people and workers – all of whom shared their time with warm and open generosity. And I was taken into people’s hearts, in the sharing of stories with deep personal meaning.


I had to ‘toss aside’ my previous convictions. The Black civil rights activist and author Malcolm X famously wrote of his own pilgrimage to Mecca, describing how he was changed by rubbing shoulders with those he would not usually meet and how the experience led to him ‘re-arranging’ his thought patterns and expanding his ideas of ‘brotherhood’. This is part of the joy of the pilgrimage: we travel with an open intent, unsure of what we will find, and, on some days, unsure even of the point of the journey.


Without the usual moorings, we can absorb different things and think new thoughts in community with those around us.


Anthropologists have long held a fascination with the idea of pilgrimage as a research method precisely because it disrupts both thought patterns and structures of power. The pilgrim does not arrive with a business card or a lengthy introduction about their importance or their work. The pilgrim hears both official stories, as told by those with formal authority, and the unofficial stories which bring alternative, sometimes previously hidden, perspectives on everyday realities. Pilgrimage allows those who are usually the objects of study – and presented as marginal – to be the critical thinkers, offering insight and agency to shape the research and its findings: how, in this case, good working lives should be designed.


I was drawn to this method knowing that research questions about work are usually posed by experts: by labour economists or policymakers who ask questions shaped to test or prove a thesis developed elsewhere. But we are almost all of us workers – we ourselves are therefore experts in the field of work. And so, in my journeys and in this book, I worked in the opposite direction. I started with the creativity and experience of workers, allowing those I met to set the agenda and determine which ideas matter. The six principles of a good working life that form the core of this book were shaped by these encounters. Later, with my journeys completed, I took these ideas into the archives and to meetings with experts, testing the principles and asking how we might form new theories and policy frameworks in order to transition into this good life, reimagined with all the potential this century has to offer.


A collective imagining


I travelled with a small set of tools in my rucksack; props I had designed to provoke imagining and I had my two questions: what could a good working life look like in this century, and what new forms of organisation might be needed to make this good life a reality here and now?


In each place I invited small groups to consider these questions. We met in boardrooms, municipal halls, warehouses, cafés and community centres. Those who joined me and whose stories I tell come from all walks of life: carers, nurses, truck drivers, janitors, craft makers, university professors, digital entrepreneurs, mechanics, weapon makers, gig workers, artists, consultants, bankers, those just starting again after life in prison, after addiction or an escape from domestic violence. I called these gatherings Imaginings. At each Imagining I was attentive to hierarchies and power, for example asking carers to one session and their managers to another. Usually participants were sitting alongside others doing similar work, but whom they did not know.


The Imaginings started by offering everyone a life chart. This was a long piece of paper with an age range printed on the horizontal axis – 1 to 100 – and on the vertical axis a smiling emoji face at the top and a frowning face at the bottom. I asked each participant to draw their life to date, plotting work, relationships and learning. It was an opening exercise. We are all accomplished on the subject of our own life, and I wanted to draw people in, to make them feel comfortable.


At first there was just the sound of pens scratching on paper, but slowly those who came started to talk to one another, to share stories from their charts, to laugh and to commiserate. Critical life points were plotted and then joined together with great swoops of the pen. For everyone the story is the same: life has steep ups and downs. Lines float up with the birth of a child, down with the pain of a divorce, up again with a new home, a promotion, down with the loss of a job. There’s an interesting relationship between our personal lives and what happens at school and work. A crisis at home very often provokes a crisis elsewhere. There’s a clear pattern of early struggles and poverty setting a trajectory that is hard to escape. There are second chances – hard to come by, but pivotal moments where we can turn our lives around. Those who have navigated a transition frequently spoke of a serendipitous connection, an encounter with someone who has been a bridge to the new. These participants also rated their lives at the upper end of the positive axis.


The reality is that none of us live our lives in a steady state.


I marvelled each time at the breadth of life experience and the openness with which participants shared their lives.


Everyone enjoys the exercise and the chance to reflect. The ice is broken, and we can move towards the heart of the Imagining. I offer each group seated around a table a pack of seventy-two cards. Every card has an image and a word. Some clearly relate to work, with words such as reputation, progression, colleagues and pride. Others relate to material need, with cards for rent, food, childcare and holidays; to relationships, with cards for friendship, pets, nature; and others to wider life concerns; there are cards for play, hobbies and thinking space. There are blank cards too so that participants can write in any aspect I might have forgotten and which they consider to be important.


Participants shuffle through the cards together, expressing curiosity, surprise, sometimes puzzlement, and they start to talk about what elements make for a good working life. Each small group must decide together which cards to choose. They are then placed on a specially designed chart. Placing cards towards the outer edge of the chart denotes that the chosen element is very important; closer to the centre signifies that the chosen element is part of a good life, but perhaps not the be all and end all. Participants can choose as many or as few cards as they like, and they have just over an hour to decide.
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The need to make decisions as a group provoked debate and deep conversation. This was a making process in which ideas were created, remembered, re-formed, perhaps discarded or expanded. It was not an interview process or a focus group in which I was seeking or mining already existing opinions. The collaboration generated new thinking, and the thoughtful development of this thinking.


In the third part of the Imagining I cleared the tables, replacing the cards with a plain paper tablecloth, pens, glue and magazines, and I asked each group to design an organisation or institution that they thought could make their imagined good working life a reality. It was a request that usually provoked nervous laughter. Very few of those who came to the Imaginings had been part of such an exercise before and there was always a moment of doubt. But every time, participants got stuck in and detailed designs emerged on the paper tablecloths.


Dreams: shared, common and rich


I was not prepared for the enthusiasm participants would show for the process. In fact, to begin with I would worry that they might disappear in the tea break. The opposite happened. At the end of three hours together people invariably hung around, enthused and hungry for more. ‘We are never asked these questions’, ‘We have never thought like this before’, ‘Could we go further?’ were some of the common responses.


I knew that there would be an abundance of good ideas, but the extent to which a set of common dreams are shared among us frankly amazed me. When Jonny, for example, started to talk about designing a ‘non-linear life’, that cold day in Kilmarnock, I was transfixed. His idea of a time revolution was, like many other ideas, echoed and repeated over and over again by participants from all walks of life. Three years, a pandemic and hundreds of conversations later, when I was in the boardroom of a globally renowned consultancy business with a group of mid-career professionals, I heard the challenge once again. ‘What does work take away from us that we want back?’ ‘Our time!’ a young woman called Charlotte announced with immense feeling before getting to her feet and starting to draw. ‘Our directors and partners have none. Our trajectory is pointing the same way. I’d never want to be a partner because time is so important to me – they have no time. The remuneration is not enough for that. We have to re-value and reinvent time.’


As the journeys progressed, and later as I listened to hundreds of hours of recorded conversations, and pored over life charts, the selected cards and drawings, I heard these repeating strains, like melodies which sang out over the pitch and rhythm of the talking: the hubbub of humour, personal stories, laments and explanations that formed the background hum to every Imagining.


These melodies weave together six elements which emerged from the Imaginings, everywhere and from everyone, as the shared and foundational principles that people want, and I believe make for a good working life in this century. These are the six principles of a good working life, which I summarise as: basics, meaning, time, care, play and place.


The good working life starts with securing a set of material basics, without which no one can live a life. Decent pay, predictable working hours, safe working conditions and freedom from surveillance cannot be assumed, but they are necessary. Necessary but not sufficient. For a good working life, the work itself must have meaning: it must offer us a sense of purpose, allowing us to shape our lives and to grow. Work with meaning gives us a place in the world. Work with meaning is not always easy to find. (One thing is clear: personal meaning cannot be confused with company values.) Everyone wants to reimagine time – this is not simply a desire to work less or to work a four-day week (although both would be welcome), it is a desire to reimagine the pattern of our lives and the place of work within our days. Reimagining time would allow us to care and to play. Care is a rich concept that encompasses people and place, combining ideas of nurture, service and repair. Play is not simply time off work but the space to live some hours in another dimension, according to different rules and values.


The sixth principle is place. Work happens somewhere and the work available in the places we live shapes us and the place itself. Everywhere I went, I found there is good work, but it frequently cannot be accessed by local people. Those who came to the Imaginings talked about ways to make these connections; they created new thinking about social relationships and education. They also talked extensively about how to create new forms of work and local economy.


Each of the principles of the good working life is connected and on a par. They cannot be separated and ranked in order of importance. Although money is qualitatively different to time, each has value for a good life and we cannot make simple trade-offs. In other words, we can’t offer flexibility on time but ignore the basics; or make promises about care that are not connected to place. Each principle must be accorded equal status.


The principles touch on concerns that are already in the public domain – in the burgeoning literature and research on work. But each is taken in a new direction. Like a deft turn of the kaleidoscope, we can see familiar pieces, but they are now rearranged to create something different. New alignments and spaces between familiar elements allow us to see a different shape entirely.


In the chapters that follow, looking at each of these principles in turn, I will suggest how we could make this shared dream of a new working life happen. The answer lies partly in the institutional designs produced on every tablecloth in the third part of the Imaginings in response to the question how to make this new vision a reality now. Designs that offered the creative, collective paths to new ways of working and new ways of growing good work. The answer also lies in the collective thinking that characterised the Imaginings, a conviction that we all have a role to play. In looking at ‘place’, I look closely at the role of local business leaders, and in the closing chapters I look more widely at how workers, business leaders, intellectuals and those who work for the state (such as politicians and civil servants) can be called on to collaborate in new ways.


I am convinced that we can create new working lives because I have seen in the course of my journeys that two big and important things are happening, and their connections matter. First, because we are growing shared common dreams, we can act in new and concerted ways together. As I will show, the changes we want are broadly desired and will benefit everyone. Second, these changes go with the weft of possibility that the combined effects of a technology revolution, an ecological crisis and the hunger for justice create. The opening and the opportunity for the imagined change is already there.


We are living in fast-changing and dramatic times, and the future is ours to shape. If we can understand the ruptures and the opportunities that lie within the bigger paradigm shifts then we can act on our dreams.


In considering why now is the moment to redesign work, and why these paradigm shifts provide the opportunity to make change happen, I also examine what is currently not working in this century, and the demise of twentieth-century work. Today, many of us are suffering. It’s not always easy to think about these lived realities, but it is in these complex beginnings that the promise of this book evolves. If you are familiar with the possibilities and realities of the current paradigm shift, you might turn straight to the Imagined Principles. If not, or if you are curious to know more about the context in which both modern and future work sits, you can join me in considering why now?





 


* A worker, in this book and in my enquiry, is anyone who lives on an income paid in exchange for their work activity or while seeking work. It’s a category that encompasses those who might be taking a break from this activity, such as to look after children or because they are unwell. It excludes those who live from inheritance or rental income from assets.










Why Now? Imagining in Times of Rupture and Opportunity



We are slowly leaving one era – that of twentieth-century industrial work – and entering another, the contours of which are not yet clear. In this fluid moment there is excitement and a growing curiosity. But there is also fear: will work become harder? Might it disappear altogether? Almost everyone at the Imaginings talked about standing on uncertain ground.


Uncertainty can make us long for the things we have left behind: the work we knew. But while we can learn from the past, we cannot nor should not seek to return to it. We should instead pour our energies and imaginations into the very much bigger opportunities ahead.


A technology revolution, an ecological crisis and our shared and growing urge to live in a more just world create radical openings to re-shape work. Each of these connected and deep currents has profoundly altered the pattern of what is possible, sometimes causing impacts which are wretched and difficult, but simultaneously offering immense promise of what could be.


Understanding this can feel both messy and uncomfortable. But if we are seeking to bring about real change, we have to start with raw reality. Understand things as they truly are – not as you wish they were, not as they were written about ten years ago, not as they are presented in ‘sacred texts’ urged the cultural theorist Stuart Hall. Delving deep into how things truly are can feel difficult and dark but it is the necessary preparation for growing tall, for the possibilities of hope which follows in subsequent chapters; hope we can trust, because it is based on authenticity.


Twentieth-century work: narrow, inflexible and rooted in over-production


‘Working nine to five, what a way to make a living,’ sang the legendary Dolly Parton. ‘It’s all takin’ and no givin’ . . . ’ she intoned, her nail extensions tapping on an imaginary typewriter. The song, on which Parton is credited for ‘lead vocals and nails’, was the theme tune for the movie 9 to 5. Parton topped the charts in Britain and the United States, striking a chord with millions. The film drew large audiences who laughed with empathy at the story of three women who wanted to escape the strictures of their office work, its deathly routines and often pointless tasks, most of which were designed to help ‘the boss man’ climb his ladder.


It was 1980 and this portrayal of nine-to-five work resonated wherever you worked. The women had left behind the drudgery of housework for the office. Twentieth-century work had improved their lives – but now they wanted more. This is our story too. We can celebrate what improved while also recognising who was left behind and what was left out.


Notions of good work in the twentieth century were narrow. Ideas were predominantly shaped by white Western men for whom the nine to five worked well, as their cares and wider needs were attended to at home by a wife or mother who put her own dreams and ambitions in second place. It was a design rooted in an analogue world of industrial (over-)production. A world in which we were unaware – or uninterested – in the finite nature of our planet’s resources, but instead saw everything around us as grist for the mill of progress and modernity. It was a world fascinated by machines, in which we were increasingly encouraged to think of ourselves as simply a part of a necessary industrial system. It was an unbalanced world: economies in the global north grew through the exploitation of people, resources and services provided by the global south.


This design worked very well for some, but for many more it was always onerous: the women left at home; men and women in work that was never unionised or regulated; people who for reasons of class, colour or geography were never able to get their foot on the ladder, let alone rise up it. There was something deeper too – the takin’ that Dolly Parton sang about. Twentieth-century work was above all extractive: it took from the worker and from the environments we live in. We were offered something in return: our wages and the support of the postwar social contract but this was a contract already showing signs of fracture.


Today, when for millions the contract has ruptured, we can be tempted to look with nostalgia at a lost world and ask how we can get back those regulated hours, perhaps even the boredom which would come as sweet relief in a world where work in every context seems to carry with it the need to endlessly hustle. This is what much of the current thinking about work does. But it’s a mistake to forget the deep flaws in this type of work: we can do so much better. We must understand the bigger shifts which are creating change and shape them in ways that could enable everyone to flourish.



Technology: the end of work as we know it?


Technology revolutions change the course of working lives as successive waves of automation replace and create work. Most of us do work that was unimaginable in 1971, the year the microchip was first commercially produced and the date seen as the start of the digital revolution.


It is not just that new work has been created, most obviously the work of coding and programming, it is that old work can be done in new ways: at home, in the garage or simultaneously with colleagues in different time zones around the globe. Digital automation has changed the way we make everything, from food to cars, music to words. It has changed how we can sell our time and skills, with the explosion of platform-based work driven by algorithms that enable us to share a ride, shop from home or stream culture on demand.


In every technology revolution there are new divisions between good and bad work and emergent fears that technology might end work altogether. One of those currently predicting a dystopian future – a world without work – is the economist Daniel Susskind. The threat he and others see is multiple. It is not only that jobs will disappear but, more importantly, the residual work that is left will deteriorate as tasks are disaggregated and machines (the exponential rise of AI) will encroach on both our capacity as thinkers and on our emotional capabilities.


Others argue that such fears are largely driven by skewed data. David Autor, a leading labour economist, points out that it is much easier to count the demise of work (for example, boxes that are no longer ticked in research surveys) than it is to count the emergence of new work which, in the early decades of a technology revolution, is hard to define and categorise. Autor also argues that new technology largely creates better work: jobs are enhanced and often better paid. At Ikea, for example, eight thousand call centre workers have been trained as interior design advisors: they work with AI tools which enhance their basic design skills, while Billy, a new bot, answers the 50 per cent of customer calls which are routine and less interesting for the workers.


It is hard not to be fascinated by these competing theories which pit human against machine. I’m also struck – as someone who is not a labour economist – at what I would call the ‘tools first’ nature of these stories which focus on the stuff of technology revolutions: the laptop and the iPhone, the algorithms and the astonishing invention of large language models like ChatGPT, which are one day unheard of and seven months later used by over a hundred million workers. These stories position technological tools as an unstoppable force. In the Susskind version of events, this will be to the detriment of workers; in the Autor version, to the benefit of workers.


I think something very important is missing in these ‘tools first’ stories, something that hides the opportunities in front of us. Technology revolutions are only partly about tools. Who can remember the names of the inventors of the microchip? They have been forgotten for a reason. The shape of technology revolutions (and work) is not ultimately determined by the invention of the hardware and the software but by the evolving and very malleable potential that lies between this stuff and the wider cultural forces that shape what is possible, acceptable and, most importantly, desirable.


It is dreams that determine the direction of technology revolutions and the work that emerges. This is why it matters who does the imagining, and this is where I think the opportunities lie.


In the twentieth century, the revolution in mass production was shaped by a new vision of the good life. We know it as the American Dream: the desire for a car in the drive, a barbecue, a refrigerator (the bigger the better), a washing machine, a television, perhaps a weekend trip to the out-of-town mall. As the century progressed, this idyll of American suburbia grew to define the ideal life across the globe.


The American Dream patterned not only our homes and our domestic lives; it created our work. Mass production is driven by oil, but relatively few people worked in the oil industry. Instead, the work of the twentieth century was in the designing, making, marketing, selling, servicing and cleaning of new consumer goods. It was not simply that we dreamt of new things; we prized constant renewal. New jobs came in design agencies, advertising agencies, in retail, and through an explosion in the administrative work required for the smooth operating of the new corporations.


We can expect a similar pattern in the digital revolution. Our own dreams are still emerging. Some of us are yearning for green lifestyles or to share rather than own. Others are putting a premium on experience or wellbeing, prioritising healthy living. Each of these lifestyles are already generating new work, from the exponential rise in the support economy – personal training, coaching and yoga teachers – to businesses that upcycle clothing, organise the sharing of cars and bicycles or create forms of eco-tourism, and local and organic food production. Some of these early innovations will prove to be fads, but others will be longer lasting and create significant sectors of work. In the early stages the old also continues to jostle alongside the new: we may want a new and large car as well as an electric bike.


Each vision of the good life generates demand for new things and for new work. It also stimulates thinking about what matters, shifting our values and changing what we consider to be good work. In technology revolutions, work can shift in status, becoming more or less highly regarded and better (or worse) paid, something I look at in more detail in Principle Three, when considering the work of care. Previous revolutions have led us to reconsider practices such as slavery, child labour and the prohibition of women from certain sectors of the economy.


This idea, that technology will not only change but will be used and shaped by us to improve our working lives, might sound idealistic or just plain wrong. After all, the immediate and visible impact of digital technology on work has so far often been negative.


Many at the Imaginings had lived through dramatic changes. Former miners and industrial workers rued the loss of work which had carried status and a good salary. Workers experiencing the new divisions of labour that separate the immense wealth that accrues to the owners of work platforms from the misery of those chasing the next delivery and customer rating, told me plainly that they doubted I could fully imagine the stress and awfulness of their work.


The algorithms that drive platform work have led to declining wages and increasingly precarious conditions for millions of workers, in particular those in service, delivery and fulfilment jobs. Growing numbers of skilled workers – train drivers, teachers, accountants – rightly fear the application of the same digital rules and apps, in particular the introduction of on-demand work scheduling, which is starting to erode their hard-won working rights. The extraordinary investments in ‘little tech’, the surveillance apps that now police work and workers – from the home to the warehouse and the office – have further dehumanised and intensified many forms of work. These are real forces, and they fuel the pessimism and uncertainty with which many regard the current technology revolution. But they are only part of the story.


Taking a longer view of history suggests that we should not assume what will happen based on the experience of these early decades alone. Technology revolutions always have early painful impacts, but, in ensuing decades, each substantive technology innovation has augmented and greatly improved working lives. This is the argument made by Carlota Perez, an economic historian, respected by academics and investors alike, who studies technology revolutions and takes a 250-year view.


Now a British resident in her eighties, Carlota is Venezuelan by birth and had a ringside seat as the oil economy boomed in the middle of the twentieth century. Venezuela was one of the founding members of OPEC, the cartel which controls the price of oil and the number of barrels produced. Carlota watched as complex social, political, spatial and technical currents shaped the oil-based technology revolution. She was left with a set of big questions as to what determines the shape of technology revolutions – it was already clear to her that the direction of travel was not pre-determined, neither was it solely in the hands of the market or those who controlled the primary resource.


Carlota identified five technology revolutions. The first started in the 1770s, with water-powered technology. This is the era most commonly referred to as the Industrial Revolution. Next came the railways in the 1820s (the second technology revolution), followed by steel and heavy engineering in the 1870s (the third); oil and mass production in the first half of the twentieth century (the fourth revolution), followed by the current fifth technology revolution (the digital revolution born in the 1970s).


Each of these revolutions followed a pattern. They start with a period of almost unhinged excitement. There was a mania for canals in the 1770s, a railway boom in the 1840s, and another boom in the 1920s as mass production started to take off. In this digital revolution, the dot-com boom of the 1990s was followed more recently by the hysteria around blockchain technologies including cryptocurrencies and non-fungible tokens.


This excitement creates an investment bubble that is followed by a crash, in which large investments vanish without the promised returns. In the last revolution the roaring 1920s were followed by the desperation, unemployment and hunger of the 1930s. This period of downturn is characterised by growing inequality, poor or no work, recession, political instability and, historically, the rise of populism. This is the period where we sit currently in the fifth revolution, our technology revolution: the divisive, difficult middle period.


In the 1930s, deep poverty and extreme politics went hand in hand. In our own era we have seen the upheavals that led to Brexit and the rise of far-right politics in the United States, in Britain and across Europe.


We are in the doldrums. Difficult times are rooted in a collapse of the twentieth-century work contract and the still-stuttering propagation of the current technology revolution. Alternative futures are growing, but in the turmoil stories of dystopia seem louder, their proponents more visible.


But in every cycle, turbulence has given way. Change comes at what Carlota Perez describes as a ‘turning point’; a pivot during which ideas realign, new alliances are formed among workers and between workers and business owners, while a re-making of critical institutions provides the tools required to develop the new technology. This turning point leads to new forms of productivity and widespread flourishing. It creates a golden age, characterised by new forms of shared prosperity and, importantly, a new deal for workers.


The conditions which lead to and enable this turning point are complex and unpredictable. New imaginings about the future and exhaustion with the divisions and devastation caused by extremism both have a role to play. New forms of work organisation, enlightened business leaders and what I will call organic intellectuals – creative thinkers who are rooted in everyday realities – all play a critical role. There can be no turning point without an active state. State actors and institutions alone cannot create the turning point, but at the same time they have within their power the ability to signal a future trajectory. A turning point requires new institutions, new rules that will guide investment and new forms of economic and social development.


In our own story it is not clear what will happen next. And it’s important to emphasise – as Carlota Perez does repeatedly – this is not a story of techno-determinism. Each time the future is resolved in a different way, shaped by the ideas, values and imaginations of those who dream of something better. A 250-year view of history shows us that the turbulence will not endure; that we can re-shape our institutions and our economies for a new form of prosperity. We can take hope from the knowledge that in all previous technology revolutions, the conditions of work were changed and dramatically improved. We can also see that positive change is not preordained and that it is down to us: we have urgent work to do.


Ecology: the impulse towards the new?


Nature and work have always been conjoined. From the beginning, work revolved around the harvesting, harnessing and re-fashioning of the natural world, aided by the technology to hand. Since then, from agriculture to mining, the manufacturing of plastics to fashion, we have first used – often with great care – what immediately surrounded us, and then turned to the resources of others, creating systems of colonial plunder to harvest the wood, the minerals, the oil, water and more that successive technology revolutions required.


Today we stand on the brink, entangled in systems of production, still-persistent modernist dreams of more and new things, and the related forms of work that devour natural resources at a rate which threatens our human survival.


The science has long been clear. We are depleting our resources, driving species to extinction, polluting our waters, air and soil. Scientists agree that we have already breached six of the nine planetary boundaries that keep humanity safe on earth.


The impacts of these breaches can be seen in the storms, floods and heatwaves, the so-called once in a hundred years events, which now happen frequently. The impact is also visible in the escalating and increasingly desperate patterns of human migration, one of the biggest social challenges of our century. Families risk their lives to get to the United States or Europe, because they can no longer survive in places they call home. They may not want to leave, but patterns of work and consumption in one part of the globe cause other geographies to become unliveable: sea levels rise, rains make agriculture too precarious and insufferable temperatures close schools, curtailing education for months on end. It is inevitable that millions more will move in search of better work and the good lives that each of us wish for our children, unless we can design new forms of work and living that benefit everyone in all places.


Sustaining our own species now depends on ways of living and working that can restore balance, repairing the planetary boundaries that will keep us from hunger and worse. There is an immediate and urgent need to reduce our consumption of natural resources and our carbon emissions to the globally agreed levels that would limit global heating as closely as possible to 1.5 degrees Celsius. Beyond this point, scientists predict that complex feedback loops will further accelerate change – the melting of ice, warming of seas, release of methane and increase in the sun’s reflection – in ways that will rapidly make human life on earth impossible. So far, actions have not been sufficient.


Some put their hopes in technology. But it is increasingly clear that the digital revolution is not helping in its current form. It is insatiably reliant on new materials, modern mining and energy. The carbon cost of the footballer Ronaldo posting a photograph to his 199.2 million Instagram followers is thirty megawatt hours, equivalent to the energy used by three US households over an entire year. Artificial intelligence and the necessary computing power also drive an exponential demand for energy, creating ‘algorithmic pollution’ on a scale never seen before. ‘Green’ products have their own intensive requirements. The proposed switch to electric vehicles, for example, will require sixty times more lithium by 2050, but lithium mining is some of the most difficult, exploitative work in the world and is already associated with ecosystem devastation.


Faced with diminishing time horizons and a growing sense of urgency, this temptation to exchange one form of extraction for another is understandable. The material might change – lithium instead of oil or coal, for example – but the systems of work – the extractive bargain – remain the same.


The reality is that we are unlikely to solve our complex current predicaments within these old and narrow ways of thinking. Narrow because the focus is on one metric – carbon – as opposed to the wider ways in which our planetary systems are out of balance. Narrow because this thinking fails to understand how work and ecology are entangled; swapping the extraction of one material for another will simply move the location of unjust and exploitative forms of work. Narrow because this old paradigm keeps out of view the much more complicated and richer ways in which we are connected to one another and to nature, suppressing the emergent dreams of new forms of abundance and flourishing.


Everywhere on my journeys I met people whose work must either cease or be radically redesigned if we are to restore ecological balance and meet our climate goals: from those who pack energy-intensive frozen food in Grimsby to those in London-based consulting firms whose work requires weekly flights. Many of these high carbon workers are well paid, but strikingly few of them like their work: the conditions on the packing line, the increasing sense of ennui and purposelessness endemic in much global consulting, once again the takin’ and no givin’ trouble almost everyone.


Our ecological crisis offers a chance to rethink what work matters and how we work. It could be our turning point – our pivot – because to meet climate goals, 70 per cent of us need to change where and how we work within a decade. But this is good: a planned transition to new forms of generative work, to differently imagined forms of abundance that would include time with each other, play and care – the principles that form a good working life – would be liberation. We could use the current crisis to galvanise a just transition.


System failure, however painful, invariably reveals possibility. Cataclysms in nature generate renewal just as storms create destruction, opening up spaces of air and light, spaces that are required for growth. This is not to minimise or downplay the devastating effects of extreme weather events, but it is to recognise that dark times create possibility. Rebecca Solnit writes elegiacally about the ways in which communities continually reinvent with the biggest of hearts, when disaster – from earthquakes to hurricanes – strikes. Each time, something beautiful but hidden is revealed – often the simple human urge to bond despite our differences and make change. The way in which so many communities responded during the Covid-19 pandemic, mobilising to support neighbours, is a recent example.


Both our imaginings of nature and the ecological crisis are already providing us with stories, metaphors and wisdom that can dance us to a different work future.


Think like a forest, urges the novelist and anthropologist Amitav Ghosh in another lyrical meditation on climate crisis. Scientists have discovered that trees ‘talk’ to each other, sharing nutrients and information to ward off pests, through an immense mycelium fungal network. In the forest, each individual tree stands tall and proud because its roots are entwined with those of others. Humans too, Ghosh is suggesting, need to entwine more deeply with each other and with nature in order to confront the current crisis. At the Imaginings I found again and again that conversations turned to nature, to the balm it provides and to the much-needed new work of maintenance and repair of local places.


Over the course of my journeys, I met those designing new forms of health, farming and food production. In each case they have drawn on ancient traditions and understandings of nature, which they combine with modern technological possibility to grow new and good forms of work for themselves and often thousands of others. They have created new forms of abundance, seeding farms, companies and collaborations that are sustaining and generative for workers, for nature and the local economy alike. These pioneers show us how our ecological emergency can be seized to transform work.


It’s no coincidence that these stories of nature and a rich understanding of the way we are entangled with one another and the places we live also animate the justice movements that have grown in strength and energy in the early decades of the twenty-first century. An increasingly widespread desire to address the social and economic chasms between us is the third force urging us and enabling us to think again about work.


(In)justice: the hidden seam


Much work, as it is currently designed, is killing us, the workers. This is the conclusion of the World Health Organization and its sister institution, the International Labour Organization. These are sober, some might say staid, global organisations. They are not known for fiery rhetoric or for ideas which shake the status quo. But in 2021, both identified something deeply shocking: work is the cause of our modern ailments. Work is causing new forms of sickness, disease and death.


Death from work is indiscriminate. Long working hours and the work-related stress that causes many illnesses, from depression to heart attacks, affects workers both in the boardroom and on the factory floor. But while the CEO who, newly enlightened by their own health diagnosis, takes time with their family and urges their employees to work less, is an important figure, they are not the norm (nor are their concessions a legal right for all). It is the steady thrum of poverty and stress endemic to low-paid work that is driving the epidemics of physical and mental illness, and, in the most desperate cases, early death.


Too much modern work is characterised by tenuous contracts, wages that have fallen precipitously in value, workplaces that are pitiless and often unsafe, and work cultures that deny us our dignity. This is unjust work with effects that are profoundly affecting our social lives.


In Britain today, most families that fall below the poverty line have at least one adult in full-time work. Millions of households do not earn enough to feed their families or heat their homes. In the US, the statistics are yet more shocking: millions who are in work are below the poverty line and cannot afford basics such as health insurance or housing. The homeless worker is a new and terrible phenomenon; in Britain, one in every two hundred families is homeless. In both Britain and the US this financial poverty is compounded by the withdrawal of welfare services and shared infrastructure. Those in low-paid work and poverty are concentrated in places where public transport is limited, schools are underfunded, health services are overwhelmed and childcare is scarce and too often unaffordable.


Insecure work takes a physical toll: we don’t have the time or money to eat well; we can’t sleep; our immune systems and often our limbs are exhausted; our lives are shortened. Manual workers and the low paid live on average ten years less than their better paid office-working peers; it’s one reason why Jonny, the grave-digger I met in Kilmarnock, has thought so hard about redesigning his life. The anxieties creep home – how to afford school shoes, a birthday present, a bus fare or fuel for the car that gets us to work – and these worries make us mentally unwell. In Britain, 17 per cent of working age adults take antidepressants to cope with troubles that often start at work.


Work injustice can take the form of prejudice against those who are differently abled, LGBTQ+, or simply seen as the wrong age. ‘Please don’t invite anyone over forty to the interviews’ is the continual request made to one managing partner in a senior British headhunting firm. Another had a candidate rejected by a client who explained that while the applicant was perfect in every other way, ‘fifty-three is just too old’. Research from Europe and the United States reveals that prejudice against older workers is remarkably prevalent. In the US, businesses used the Covid-19 pandemic to push out 3.8 million workers aged between fifty-five and seventy-four. In Britain, politicians urge older people to go back to work, apparently unaware that many would love to do so, if only someone would employ them. More than a quarter of a million workers over fifty who left the workforce during the Covid-19 pandemic to care for another family member have not been able to find work. Astonishingly, only one in three workers are still working at the current state pension age of sixty-six.


Young workers have a different set of barriers and concerns. Often loaded with student debt, they report that they find work unbearably stressful, living pay cheque to pay cheque, struggling to find work-life balance while nurturing deep-seated fears that a generational injustice in housing costs means that, no matter how hard they work, their job will never bring security or a home of their own. Younger generations are also more concerned with issues of justice in general, unwilling to take work that conflicts with their values and their concern about climate change in particular.


It is the injustices of gender, race, place and class that run deepest and are knotted most closely together. In Britain, where we live determines our income above all other factors, with an enduring impact on every aspect of life. Most low paid, insecure work is found in the post-industrial north of the country. In the United States, the depths of despair found in post-industrial places, where a lack of work or poor work creates ill health, addiction and deep hopelessness, have been graphically documented by the economists Anne Case and Angus Deaton. Within and beyond these geographies, work injustice falls disproportionately on women and on Black and brown people, who are over-represented in low-paid sectors of care, and in service work. In Britain, twice as many Black families as white families cannot feed their children, a result of being trapped in low-paid, bad work. The effects are not only economic: stigma spreads its tentacles through cultural mockery of certain places and classes, while Black workers are forced in subtle ways to prove again and again that they are competent.
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