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A Quiet Word


This isn’t a “business” book. It’s probably in the business book section of the website or shop because some works have no natural home.


It doesn’t belong because business books perpetuate the world of work to which we’ve become accustomed. They offer momentary hope and inspiration through theories and models, rinsed and repeated, methods born of reading too many other business books. “Don’t do that, do this!” But they don’t challenge the fundamental precepts that underly their pitch. They’re built on sand.


Like this.


We’ve been contacted about an opportunity. Our online profile is bang up to date, rich in detail. It effortlessly links to our website and blog. We’re then asked for our CV. Which contains all the same information as that online. What do we do? We send our CV. Because if we don’t, we won’t be considered, while others who send their CV will. Although it’s ridiculous, we’ll never change things alone. That’s how it works. We comply. Our present and future, our livelihood, our career; they’re all at stake.


That’s how it operates. At every level, at every scale.


So you picked up this book.


It’s not going to hold your hand and tell you everything’s going to be okay.


It’s not going to tell you that the author and collaborators found the secret and solved everything and therefore so can you.


It’s not going to offer top tips on achieving inner equilibrium – take a lunch break, you’ll feel better in the afternoon.


But that’s not why you picked up this book.


Here’s what awaits.



Twelve common statements are presented that characterize and reinforce the world of work we’ve come to know. That is, all work. Not just that which occurs in the easiest fat-arsed squatting duck of targets, the hapless office, with its rituals and theatrics. Because whatever we do, we hear them all the time. We probably repeat them, sometimes even without embarrassment. Each statement is dismantled to reveal its inherent absurdities.


Suggestions are made as to how we can begin to rebuild from the rubble of each – three for each statement, all summarized at the end. But it’s not a 36-point plan to cut out and keep, to pin on the wall. While not a business book, this isn’t a repair manual either. How we rebuild work is fundamentally up to us. Personally and together. Driven by our energy and desire. To create the world of work we want. It’ll never be a finished product. We don’t get to rest.


After reading, we may initially do nothing, it’s a natural response. But it’ll have taken root. We’ll be aware of each phrase when uttered, or worse, when we use one. Like a sleeper cell being activated. And then we’ll want to do something about it. No, we’ll have to do something about it.


As of today – this very moment – there’s no going back.








Chapter 1

“We are where we are”

Work is fucked. Universally. The overriding illusion is that it’s not. That there’s enough potential for resilience to counter stress, determination to carve through anxiety, and discoverable resource to provide the tools and approaches to navigate the present and cling on to just enough optimism for the future.

Yet to compound the issue, work is often not entirely fucked. There are shards of light, successes, achievements, inspiring interactions, signs that what may have been weighing heavily on us is lifting. We scroll through our labors, the small, unpredictable rewards feeding our indomitable spirit. We emerge from setbacks to push on again.

We instinctively flag our disquiet early. When we feel crushed, what we mean is we’re starting to feel crushed. When we say we can’t take anymore we’re saying we can take some more but probably not too much so please be careful with us. We don’t actually know where the edge of the abyss lies, as it’s shrouded in the fog that’s led us there. We don’t stare into the void because we’re not sure we’ve reached it or what defines it and even less sure what it looks like. We assume it’s down, that if we’re to be consumed by it then it’s by falling, that somehow, we’ll have reached an edge – but it may not be. It may just be the path we’re on. We may never get a chance to see it before we’re consumed by it because we just don’t know.

When confronted with what to do about it we’re simply Stockholm-syndrome contentedly stuck. We say we want more benevolent employers, more flexibility, more concern for our wellbeing. Yet when we’re given space, freedom and latitude, we manage to contrive to waste it or abuse it. This isn’t something being done to us. We’re helping out, too. Complicit.


The sedative is validation. We’re okay with being stuck in a shit world of work we don’t want to disrupt in case it reveals that we’re not as hard-working, accountable, creative, diligent, applied, considered, kind or inventive as we might say “they” stop us from being. The need for validation makes us nauseous. Ill, even. Conveniently excusing ourselves with “the company won’t allow me to…” means we don’t have to reveal whether we really are bereft of those attributes. We just keep on seeking validation. Am I good enough?

As humans we soldier on. It was Kurt Vonnegut’s character Kilgour Trout in Breakfast of Champions who’d been given “a life not worth living, but…an iron will to live.”1 Not just Kilgour, of course. The hope we carry is immense, and the spirit formidable. We trade fucked work for other fucked work. We wonder why it feels different but the same. We become progressively less aware of difference. The value we hold for one another elevates us above much of this habituation, a “shared higher thirst for an ideal above [us],” as Nietzsche rather beautifully described friendship. We crave it and it pays out. In this regard we often underestimate the power of the friendship, care and support we freely give. Together, we un-fuck just enough of work to be back tomorrow. And the day after.

Outside of that cordiality, sometimes within, somehow in our working lives it all comes back to other people. What they say and do, and what they don’t say and don’t do. As those versed in technical language would say “acts and omissions.” Most of the time it’s benign. But when it isn’t, the effect is entirely disproportionate. Very often they’re unintentional, or at least when intentional their consequences are often not anticipated. That’s because the effects are cumulative. We consider the acts or omissions for which we’re responsible in isolation. What seems minor or isolated to us rarely is to the recipient.

Except, of course, when it’s final. Termination. The end of work. A word almost deliberately sequestrated for its ugliness. It runs parallel to the end of life itself. Where the act is intentional and its consequences known, despite the bearer of the news being unable to offer any solace or solution. A decision has been made. It is what it is, we are where we are. There’s no understanding of it beyond rejection. On occasion, it may transpire to be a blessed relief, that a relationship has been finally called out as offensive and needs to end. The calling out is always far more difficult than the end itself.

That’s because very often the experience is one of an abusive relationship. Rarely physical – though that isn’t out of the question, by any means, even as a threat – more likely emotional and psychological. Characterized by irrationality, unpredictability, cruelty, jealously, unfairness and spite. It’s often propagated by one person, someone who circumstance appears powerless to remove. On occasions it feels institutional, the way of things, leaving nowhere to turn. Everyone we look to wears an identical mask. Such situations also have a way of turning the victim into the cause, of folding both the sense and reality of justice back on itself.

At the “exit interview,” a brief and final pause where honesty may at last find a glimmer of light, we wonder whether after all we’ve been through it’s actually worth it. We’ve rehearsed the blistering tirade to ourselves so many times. At 3am we’re incredible, destructively withering, irresistible. But when it arrives, we’re not. We teeter on the pathetic. We offer that it’s been a learning experience, the now familiar disguise for sheer, unabated and relentless torture. From the seduction of the entirely misleading advertisement to the handing back of the laptop, password on a sticky note. That is, we take no joy from it, just a warning that we’ll try not to get ourselves into anything like this again.

Meanwhile, back in the cave, while relationships interplay, we’re expected to get things done. We have a value statement to make each year to justify our continued inclusion, assessed by others with occasional reference to data, metrics, something tangible. We have sold, saved, processed, invented, connected or rejected enough. We missed the arbitrary “stretch” target, intentionally placed just out of reach. The agent of motivation worked. It’s always annual and always individual. Even though dates are bookends of convenience only and we daily work with, and are reliant upon, others. As they are on us. Luck, an everyday feature of the interconnectedness of our lives, has no identity or visibility at an annual appraisal. Shit happens but someone’s always accountable. It’s usually the person closest to the actual shit happening.

Which is why we constantly strive to be furthest away from the shit happening. We spread accountability like fertilizer. We sacrifice the accolades due for a spark of inspiration to the fear of it not working. Even when we’re confident it will. We gather co-conspirators for our idea such that we can be happy co-defendants at the inquest into why it failed. “They can’t fire us all.” Except they might. In some places they think nothing of it. So, we bury the idea along with all the others and say no more of it until it later emerges, surgically drawn like a needle out of time, to help us regret we once buried it. But we’re safe, for now. And safety always has a premium.

What of those doing what they love? The mantra has become the modern equivalent of the Athena2 poster. For a tiny minority, a genuine reality. Some consider their work as a “calling” and it becomes their identity. Those working in their communities. Those working with wildlife or in the forest. Musicians whose songs we sing in the shower. Surgeons, piecing our bodies back together. It’s rare because our reality is so often superficially imposed by the machinery of work and we may never know what we’re truly “here to do.” We become over-domesticated, written into tidy job descriptions in the name of efficiency by other over-domesticated beings. No place for the sentient.

Stress and tension are proportional. The sportsperson runs on limited time. The naturalist is at the mercy of the climate emergency. Very often passion exacts a price, a share of the rewards that ought to be due. Which adds its own pressure. The suntanned, super-fit swimming coach we see in summer is in perilous debt. They’re paid bugger all, their work is seasonal, and we think they’re over-officious nags until they save our life. Their joints ache from the relentless training but they can’t tell anyone. Just like we don’t tell anyone, we put our headphones on and lower our gaze, dissolving into the blue light.

Yet, who is to say that we can’t find our calling even in what appears to be the most menial work? A delivery driver who loses themselves in podcasts exploring the genius of classical composers, spending 6 hours a day believing the cabin of the van to be the orchestra pit, humming Holst as the package is hidden behind the plant pot by the front door as we sit beyond the hallway in silence tracing the error in a spreadsheet. We may believe their work is incidental to their passion, but they’ve grafted providing a vital service onto a love of something that co-exists with their paid labor. And when that role is automated, they become the host of an online education program on creating artful music, a sublime charm discernible in their colloquial appreciation of “high” (cost) art. And we still haven’t found the error in our sheet.

Everyone is talent. “Talent” isn’t a subset of us. Everyone deserves a world of work that’s fair, supportive, developmental, caring, honest and rich in opportunity. Absolutely everyone. The only deviants, reprobates, arseholes and egotists – regular collegiate terms of disaffection – are those suppressed by their environment, organization, manager or even coworkers. People labeled as misfits who really are trying their hardest to make good in an industrial compactor of politics, power and abuse. A machine that has ensured many a Hendrix has withered in the post room, a Tolkien stagnated as a staff writer, an Arden plateaued as a junior HR Manager.


All too often the solution to perceived deficits in ability, flagging energy, distracted morale, even changing social norms, is training. We train for obedience, method, rules, protocols and we call the acquired acquiescence and techniques “skills.” When our puppy learns it has to stick its paw in the air to get a treat, we don’t call it a skill. But it’s still prompt/action/reward. We put baristas through punishing bias training instead of providing resources and opening conversations to help them understand difference. Rather than stoking curiosity, which fuels further curiosity, we pile on competency. Which ends right there. Until the next time.

None of this was supposed to happen, of course. When organizations were assembled from the loose kit of catalog parts, they were well intentioned. They were going to right something, make something better, do something no-one had done before, make a difference and create wealth and better lives. They had clarity, desire, purpose. Even, on occasions, a destiny. They expressed a desire to gather the most able people, to give them a path, to treat them respectfully, to ensure they could actualize their own individual dream in the service of the collective. They meant it, too, in an honesty that was visible and tangible.

How did we get here? It’s all been a terrible accident. We believe no-one ever meant it. That may seem naive at first. But no-one ever set out to do this. What they have done, rather, is unknowingly and unwittingly woven their stories into what it is today. It’s marginal gains in reverse. Marginal drains, perhaps. A fatberg of planetary proportions. An accumulated mishap that has then become too much for anyone to even remotely begin to dismantle however many tracts they’ve sold or awards they’ve won. As collaborators on this book, we’ve added to it as well. We’d be horrified to see our own contribution, but it’ll be in there somewhere, meshed, entwined. It’s by no means just the “system” at fault. Many of us are inculcating, exploiting and hiding behind it. Occasionally or perpetually. We’re the system as well as victims of it. It doesn’t exist without us all. We’re not stuck in a traffic jam, we are traffic.

So, we’re here and we have to un-fuck work. This is where the profanity makes way – well, not entirely – for dismantling the structures, processes and myths that have led us to this point. Those we’re within. And breaking the structures, processes and myths of us. As intimated in the introduction, this isn’t a self-help book. It doesn’t offer you a 10-step plan or a methodology or a snappy acronym you can tattoo on your backside. Or someone else’s. Neither is it a trust-funded gap-year kick. The creators of this book have worked for decades in the fug, part-surviving it, always wanting to do something about it, doing what they can about it.

Rather, it’s a liberation. A step toward a bearable lightness of work. A tale of optimism and hope, beyond the soporific memes on which we’ve become reliant. Belief in us. We’ve been pacified for long enough. We’ll be left with fragments, shapes, ideas that we’ll be able to assemble as we need. The creation will be dynamic. Sometimes the pieces will fit, sometimes they’ll need to be re-assembled as our environment evolves. We can’t tell yet how to do this and we can’t assume the arrogance to believe we can. What can be fashioned is the understanding and energy to create work as we want it to be. Not in the way it’s unforgivingly pumped into us from the first pointless, diminishing 5-minute school-leaver’s conversation with a careers adviser. It’s not naive, though. Stuff has to get done. The proposition blends asks, chores and activities with learning, discovery, advancement, growth and diversification.

Freedom is, after all, terrifying. The inevitability we conveniently held accountable for all the things we didn’t think we could do has withered, leaving just us. In an empty room. With it all to build. But uncertainty – the core of innovation and creativity that organizations are designed to eradicate, to crush – is our opportunity. It’s terrifying too because it’s rare. So, when we taste it, it’s often fascinatingly unfamiliar.

Un-fucked working is an awakening. We might call it rewilding. Un-domestication. Like the husky that doesn’t know it can run with a pack unless it’s untethered. After feeling that sense of emancipation and self-determination, pulling a human and their sled and getting chained to a small kennel and fed on gristle just seems – well, fucked. It’s not just about us. As the Iroquois Nation is famously denoted for its “seven generations” decision-making, where that which we determine today should benefit those seven generations into the future, so should our endeavor address both our present and the future for others, freeing they and ourselves from mere financial viability.

Over the next couple of hours, it will begin to feel like the most natural thing we’ve ever encountered. At which point work will, too. We’ll want to do it. We’ll do it better. We’ll be better to be with and give more back. We’ll still make mistakes and do and say the wrong thing and make bad calls. That inevitable human quality of being a bit of an arse will never go away. Because if it did, no-one would believe it’s us.

We’re going to un-fuck work. Fix it for good. For all time.









Chapter 2

“Work is something we do, not a place we go”

But it’s not just that. Is it?

Humans have always worked. Even if, like the other creatures with which we shared the forests and plains for tens of thousands of years without much happening of note, to survive. When we fashioned spears from twigs and recorded our endeavors on cave walls with pre-Pantone squashed berries, we probably didn’t have much of a conceptual idea of work. We just got on with it because we fundamentally had to. Our paintings recorded the doing, rather than the reason why. Life’s got a shade more sophisticated since.

We’re not going to get stuck into the history of work – we all know the journey from caves to fields to workshops to factories to inadvertently being on mute. Safe to say, however, that we should remember for many centuries manual work was regarded as punishment, something performed by slaves. Hebrew texts depict work as a “curse devised by God explicitly to punish the disobedience and ingratitude of Adam and Eve.” Indeed, Rome wouldn’t have been the all-conquering empire without the degrading toil of those who were bought and sold for the purpose of doing stuff so their owners could spend their time chewing the philosophical cud with their fellow elite. The toga didn’t prove itself useful for manual labor.


What is work?

Answering this question is a little tricky, but necessary. We’ll skip the suspense, it’s three things: action, creation and location.


The opening statement, of unknown origin but now ubiquitous, misleadingly gives us a single meaning, action. So, we’ll start with it.

Work is something we do. It is the engagement in mental or physical activity to make something happen. Whether paid or not, meaningful or fulfilling or not, we do it.

At a point in our evolution, the reason we worked morphed from simply wanting to see tomorrow – eat or be eaten – into more considered drivers, as we sought not just to respond to our world but to shape and understand it. We still tend to regard work as employment – working for gain, such is the necessity for most – but it extends way beyond, taking in all our physical and mental engagement. Fetching water, cooking, singing a lullaby, it’s all work. It’s always been something we do. That part of the opening statement is entirely true, but it’s not enough.

Second, work is creation. It’s what we leave behind, the residue of our labor. It can be tangible or intangible, noticed or unnoticed. It can be active (something) or passive (the absence of something). It’s often considered to be simply our output, but it’s far more; it’s about the contribution we make, the outcome. While it can be rivets, it may just as likely be advice, mentoring, guidance, support, encouragement, care, or freely given assistance. When we’ve finished working, something is different. Whatever we do, it’s inherently creative.

Unfortunately, creation gets confused with productivity, defined as output per unit of input. We’re rather obsessed with the latter, locked as we still are in Industrial Age thinking, and nowhere near obsessed enough with the former. If I’m a security guard protecting a building at night, I’m creating confidence. There’s no output, but there’s an outcome.

That’s not to forget that post-WWII as processes elongated and became more complex and the product of individual labor became more difficult to quantify, the shift began toward judging performance on what could be most easily (for which, read lazily) ascertained – input. The extent to which we were present, seen and heard. We could be abysmal at our work, but we were visible and audible. The idea has a very long tail.

Third and finally, its location. It can either be a location of intent, as in, a place we specifically go for the action and creation that is work, or a place we happen to be where work is possible. It is the contention surrounding this aspect of work that fuels the opening statement of this chapter.

During the Industrial Revolution, where we first began to “go to work” in numbers, the scale of the machinery on which we toiled meant we had to visit the mountain, it wasn’t able to come to us. With the rise of “telecommuting,” a phrase first gifted us by Jack Nilles with his experiments in corporate home working and his 1976 book The Telecommunications-Transportation Tradeoff3, we’re now able to challenge the notion that work is a destination of necessity. By 1989, Peter Drucker was declaring in a Wall Street Journal article that “commuting to office work is obsolete.4” Which it wasn’t at the time, and for some time thereafter. We also now have the idea of “wirk” – work that’s sourced, performed and paid for online, such that those involved at either end of the transaction never actually get to know how tall the other is unless they specifically ask. Which feels intrusive.

Of course, we physically have to be somewhere to work, but while in our own physical space can connect with others virtually, using digital communication tools. The argument about the quality of such interaction, and long-term implications for humanity, rages softly on similarly ethereal social channels. Media Richness Theory (MRT)5 suggests that face-to-face communication is the most complete form of communication, yet we are led to wonder whether completeness is necessary when ranked against the breadth of access the digital workplace offers.


For many occupations, even attempting to separate work and place would create a logical absurdity. A bus driver needs a public service vehicle, a chef needs a kitchen, a shop assistant needs a retail outlet that hasn’t been forced into liquidation from the rapid rise of online consumerism. It’s not just a class divide, a collar color distinction. Take heftily-remunerated and well-educated surgeons, judges, restauranteurs – their roles are all as much defined by location as action and creation.

Class does come into it. The debate – or, rather, the self-reinforcing monologue – around placelessness is dominated by “ever-changing, dynamic, and autonomous” latte-sipping laptop-wielding “knowledge workers.” Like us, probably. This genre, originally identified in 1959 by (wait for it, roll on the drums) Peter Drucker in The Landmarks of Tomorrow6 as those whose labor would be mental rather than physical, represent a subset (office-ready workers) of a subset (those in paid employment) of the total working-age population (usually 16-64 years) which in the UK is just over 32 million7 people.

Establishing the number of knowledge workers is tricky as no national data collection exercises in the UK or US segregate roles in such a manner. We do know, however, from UK government data that 47 percent of those in employment are in managerial, professional and associate professional/technical jobs.8 As a further sub-set of this sub-set, around 10-11 million in the UK might be, within reason, a workable estimate. Roughly a third. A minority, but a vocal and powerful one that tends to believe that what applies to them applies to everyone. Not just collectively, but individually: “I like working from home” therefore we all like working from home.

The author of, and collaborators on, this book have had to face and accept their unfortunate contribution to this reality. We’ll consider shortly how this intellectual energy can be put to far more beneficial use than sustaining the echo chamber in which it’s locked.


Post the Covid-19 pandemic of 2020-21, with the scent of freedom and flexibility in the nostrils of those millions and the emergence from perceived eccentricity of location-agnostic organizations, we’re reminded of some earlier dramatic disappointments. Whether Marissa Meyer’s infamous edict to remote-working Yahoo staff in 20139 to return to the office for more “hallway and cafeteria discussions” or barely a week later Best Buy’s abandonment10 of its much-heralded “Results Only Work Environment” (ROWE) scheme that had been running since 2004, or IBM’s “time’s-up” klaxon for thousands of the 40 percent of its 386,000 employees in 173 countries11 working at home or locally. We witnessed tech-fired tech-creating organizations in the throes of the tech age, returning to analog-centric notions, practices and anxieties.

Alongside the physical and virtual, location has a further component that reinforces the necessity for it to be retained in defining work: community. The assertion will surface on a number of occasions throughout this book, but no-one works entirely alone. Community is the ever-shifting human landscape in which we operate, broad and deep, irrespective of physical place or mode of communication. It gives us the entire rich experience, complete with room for the surprising and unexpected. When we work, acting and creating, we enter this sphere as we might through a physical door, “a place of allure,” of the gravitational force of beauty and fascination as Charles Handy wrote while casting a slightly eccentric picture, ironically enough, of his ideal office.12 Perhaps because it is the presence of people that transforms space into place.

Without community we face the brutal prospect of social anemia. The ease and reach of the virtual, for those able to work anywhere, is beguiling. Yet with every flat interaction we’re reminded of the need to balance its easy charm with the physical – cologne, breath and glint – to ensure the health and vibrancy of community. For if not, it’s loss will only make itself apparent long after it’s dissolved. Through prolonged voluntary dispersal we’ll no longer carry oxygen to the organization’s tissue. It’ll weaken and tire, and this in turn will deplete and exhaust us. The investment is ours to make.




Meaning and purpose

Most work has a purpose, even if it’s ludicrous. A reason it’s done. Someone decided something needed doing and so did it or found someone to do it. There’s nothing fundamentally wrong with stating and understanding it, however. It helps us to connect dots. Its absence can be entirely disconcerting. We’re reminded of Smallcreep, the pulley operator who, as the protagonist of Peter Currell Brown’s acid-trippy novel13, decides to explore the extent of the factory in which he works to understand where his task fits into the schema. It’s an unfathomable, psychedelic world of surreal chaos. It has the same frustrating sense as Franz Kafka’s unfinished novel The Castle14 in which the closer we appear to be getting to an understanding of why the Land Surveyor was contracted, and to some actual work, the further away we actually get.

This is well beyond the condescending “common purpose” and “shared vision” myth – that to this day prompts spontaneous management consultant flagellation – of a janitor in 1962 at Cape Canaveral proudly informing the visiting President Kennedy that he was “helping put a man on the moon.” The story is ridiculous for a number of reasons and a glaring expression of white male privilege. But what happened to our mythical wage laborer? He kept sweeping the floors, being treated like the dirt in his scoop, until being laid off the moment the Apollo 11 command module Columbia broke the swell of the Atlantic in July 1969 to raptures across the globe. He didn’t watch the splashdown as he didn’t have a television, nor did anyone he knew. Nobody thanked him for helping.

Meaning goes a step further. It tells us something that’s not directly expressed. It doesn’t just say we need to bash a rivet into a panel so that the assembler can then install it in the machine. It helps us see our rivet as an essential component of the whole, without which the entirety wouldn’t be possible, and value or enjoyment wouldn’t be derived by the user. The organization could kindly point that out to us, in which case we’re informed, but when we find it out for ourselves the discovery is both enlightening and satisfying. Either way, meaning is derived. As a result, our work matters to us. Yet it’s not that easy.

Many of the consequential ills of the rapid, unstoppable and (in his view) inevitable rise of capitalism in the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries that we tangle with today were foremost in the thought and work of Karl Marx, informed by his ethnographer sidekick Friedrich Engels. Politically discredited today for all but the purist, his analytical frameworks remain highly useful.

Marx’s thinking in this regard centered on our alienation from our humanity, the cause of which was the capitalist means of production. Marx concluded in his Economic and Philosophic Manuscripts of 1844 that there were four strands (the bracketed text added for clarity).15 First, from our output (what we do). As we’re not making stuff directly, there’s nothing of “us” in it. Second, the process of producing stuff (how we do it). We have to do it rather than choose to. Third, from our colleagues (who we do it with), as it’s a perpetual and brutal scrap over higher pay. Finally, from ourselves (what it does to us), as we lose control of shaping our lives. It reads like a gentle Saturday late-morning scroll through LinkedIn.

Time has healed three of these strands. We’ve somewhat resolved our alienation from our output through reconciling ourselves to it. The knowledge economy has brought us closer once again to the product of our labor than the satanic mills allowed. The iron fist of coercion now wears a designer cashmere glove (velvet being a little too Napoleonic) and exudes the calm of a podcaster. As promising as that sounds, instead of merely shafting one another for an extra shilling a week, we manage to find new ways to disengage from our colleagues while celebrating the very freedom to do so. Some have even celebrated it. Julia Hobsbawm’s pamphlet for the think-tank Demos (and soon to be book) is entitled the Nowhere Office, as though despite the intended irony in the title, such a soulless dispersal may even be considered aspirational.16

Of the fourth, in the midst of this disconnection therefore we strive to relate to our work, in even some small way, in order to repair this divide between ourselves and our labor, to regain control. Whose responsibility is that? The organization, to create work to which we can relate – or our own, to ascribe meaning, even if as an artifice?

Even for those doing what they love or responding to a metaphysical calling, to which we referred in Chapter 1 and for whom the meaning in their work isn’t in question, their labor may not be without its pitfalls. A football reporter likely adores the beautiful game, even though they may curse their car breaking down just past midnight on a darkened stretch of motorway a hundred miles from home on a freezing December evening after struggling to find anything worth saying about a tedious mid-table nil-nil draw. Many more will grow to enjoy work they never thought they would find meaning in until trying it. The driver of the attending breakdown vehicle has come to appreciate the open road, variable hours, people interaction, the sense of performing a valued and necessary service and the library of stories they have to tell. His colleague, meanwhile, hates it and can’t wait to sack it off. She wants to be a football reporter.

Yet this is all paid work. The majority of the burden of unpaid work – childcare and household activities – falls on women. A whopping 60 percent of it according to the Office for National Statistics17 in the UK. In rural communities in the developing world this extends to farming, too, plowing a field of baked earth being a natural step from the washing up. Globally women spend 4.5 hours a day on unpaid work, more than double that of men according to OECD data.18 Yet while we’re straining to discern a shred of meaning in a routine accounts payable processing role, we don’t hear any call for it in the mire of daily chores, that’s just considered the shit we have to get done regardless.

Meaning in work can – and should be – universal. Wherever, whenever, whoever. Paid or unpaid. However distant from the eventual product or outcome. Adored or detested. As long as it needs doing, as a critical test, it can mean something to us. And it won’t need a click-bait feature article to give us the ten tips on how. We’ll get to the gender imbalance shortly – that’s not slipping through the fuckery dragnet.




Undefining work

The opening statement presents a problem to us in several additional respects. First, the privilege of the knowledge worker we identified earlier. We’re those freed from the drudgery of process tedium, individually portable enough to work wherever the regime or fancy leads us. It’s no coincidence that we’re the lifeblood of professional social networks. It’s a self-perpetuating indifference to the reality experienced by many. If we were to drill into the educational, gender and ethnic profiles of such a cohort, we’d be unlikely to find it even grazing an organization’s equality and inclusion targets.

Yet being a knowledge worker often hides a story. We’re not all born into the genre, Montblanc in our mouth. Many of us within the bracket have worked our way to a situation of comfort, traversing every chapter in this book. We’ve taken what we believe to be right from our experience and found soul in our work. We’ve guided others wherever we’ve been able and watched as those who haven’t found our ways to their


liking drift in other directions.

Second, in this regard it’s also a continuation of the atomization of work, a product of the re-emergence and political embrace of individualism in the late 1980s with the economic thought of Friedrich Hayek and his contemporaries. It played to the original tenet of liberalism that holds that as long as our free choices don’t harm others than they take precedence over the interests of the collective. It has a tricky history with multiple interwoven threads, yet Max Stirner stands out for offering the ultimate statement of unmitigated self-determination in his 1844 work The Ego and its Own.19 He paints the ego not just as the middle-aged white male in the double-aspect corner office but us all, driven by innate personal autonomy. The Covid-19 pandemic has, through our social isolation, inevitably once again turned our focus onto ourselves and our personal interests. Our “ownness,” as Stirner calls it, is an ever-present idea.

Of course, the workplace is littered daily with the detritus of ego conflict. Almost no-one works alone, however weak or occasional the ties. Even a lighthouse keeper needs supplies, the guiding light a program of preventive maintenance. Which means all work is in some way connected. Work is by its very nature a community, dysfunctional though it may appear. The centrifugal force of individual free choice pushes against our innate togetherness, but dependency prevents it from breaking away. We therefore have to consider the “place we go” to work in the abstract as well as the tangible, comprising all those with whom we’re associated in our work, whether we know them or not. Our choices – and our acts and omissions – have consequences for those with whom we work, as theirs do for us.

It may be hard to consider when we’re in the midst of a difficult annual appraisal where our contribution to a team effort is being ritually dissected, but it’s not all about us. We don’t say, “a drink is something you consume, not a place you go.” We can buy a take-home from an off license and guzzle it alone or with friends. But the act of “going for a drink” implies a venue, the company of others we value (or may grow to), a period of time and the potential for something unexpected. We picture an entire positive experience. The same is true of the workplace. Particularly regarding the unexpected when over half of people admit to having had a romantic relationship with a colleague.20 Perhaps for a fair percentage of the remainder, not for the want of imagining or trying.

Third and finally, it’s ridiculously and needlessly confusing. Humans are pattern-seeking creatures. We have to make around 35,000 decisions every day.21 If we can nail the most regular and rudimentary, it frees our mind for more interesting pursuits. Or endless scrolling on a smartphone. Of course, this is always highlighted in the habits of business founders (usually male) but that’s only due to their media profile. “Did you hear? Billy Bigballs only wears two outfits all week. All that money, too.”

Choice adds layers of decisions to an already oversold day. It’s glorification neglects to identify this in the terms and conditions. Establishing a regular physical place of work, wherever that may be, creates a pattern-forming convenience. All the other parallel facets of life operate to such patterns too, such as schools, shops and entertainment. Yet the opposite – free choice – is touted as a non-negotiable beneficial contributor to our wellbeing. Most occupants of what have been termed “agile” workplaces, which are, of course, offices, with lots of different shared settings for the different things we do all day (which aren’t actually that different), don’t care for or seek to understand the underlying philosophy of the space, they just want somewhere to sit. So, grappling with the freedom gifted by work no longer being a place we go is, for most, just another monumental pain in the backside. Which is why it suits the well-educated, middle-class knowledge worker and virtually no-one else.






Un-f✶cking the meaning of work


Our unrequited love of the binary is in this regard – work having to be either a place we go or something we do – misplaced, and generates a host of negative consequences. In order to mitigate or avoid such, our statement therefore becomes:

“Work is something we do, not a place we go”

“Work is something we do, something we create and a place we are”

We’re actively involved in something that has an effect, outcome or product – it yields something, for a reason. In doing so we’re somewhere – in a physical space, of whatever form, and a community, however transient: it’s not always a place we go, but somewhere in both respects we are at a point in time. This will change throughout a typical day and evolve at a broader level over time. We’re never nowhere.

There are three emergent keys to un-fucking this most frivolous of propositions, with all the chaos it brings to our work, and seeing it as re-stated.

First, we must always be aware of our privilege and learn to see working life as others might. The angle from which we observe the rest of working society will invariably be elevated. From here we’ll see everyone living and toiling as we see ourselves, imposing our reality on them. Yet what work means to us isn’t what it will mean to many. Further, behaving in a privileged way only serves to drive destructive division and resentment. Knowledge workers are, and will remain, a minority whatever all those economists laid end-to-end will conclude about post-technological pursuits. And robots. Our collective duty is to improve the lot of those who don’t have the luxury of our choices. It’s high time we understood and started to do so.

Second, rather than dismissing it as no longer relevant we must value “place” in its broadest sense as both a physical and collective experience, the energy of community, a vital counter to our historic struggle with alienation. The mistake we’ve always made with the idea is to consider it in purely tangible terms – the production line, the laboratory, the rows of white desks. If in our pursuit of self-determination we find ourselves distanced from what we do, how we do it, who we do it with and what it does to us, the community is our recourse, our reminder of why we do it at all. It’s where we begin and to where we return.
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