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Praise for Non-Stop Inertia


Ivor Southwood has incisively tapped into the emotional landscape of the always-available, always-looking-for-work world of precarious labour – and passionately found a way to navigate around and beyond the incessant stupefaction. Writing, from the inside, about the monotonous unpredictability of intermittent work, the privatisation of welfare and its often absurdly punishing routines, an intimately managed emotional labour that is as exhausting as it is pointless, and covering theories of the spread of contingent work in an accessible way, Southwood has accomplished something extraordinary. Non-Stop Inertia registers the tragedy and the farce, elicits anger and laughter, and finally shows that while it might not always be possible to withdraw one’s labour by going on strike, it might be necessary to withhold the emotional connection that is demanded in the exchange. Non-Stop Inertia’s witty riposte, in short, is to behave as the robot we are expected to be, as a way beyond being treated as if one is. A beautiful book.


Angela Mitropoulos, Queen Mary, University of London, author of Precari-Us?


One of the pithiest and most powerful descriptions of the political economy of inertia. Southwood really anatomises the new culture of the workplace that ties the precarity of finding work and keeping work to this culture of enforced positive thinking and action. That’s what he’s describing as ‘non-stop inertia,’ because you feel like you’re never really getting anywhere.


Josh Cohen, psychoanalyst, professor of modern literary theory at Goldsmiths, University of London, and author of Not Working: Why We Have to Stop
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Foreword


by Owen Hatherley


Think Job!


Work, Non-Work, and Ivor Southwood’s Non-Stop Inertia by Owen Hatherley


It’s inevitable that every era becomes the subject of nostalgia, eventually — even eras that felt at the time like they were defined more by nostalgia for other eras rather than any positive qualities of their own. Even so, I find myself surprised to encounter nostalgia for the first decade of the twenty-first century among young people. It is mostly not a political nostalgia, aside from among a handful of appalling nerds who think servility to a repugnant political project might give them that rare and implausible thing — a secure, well-paid, professional job. Joining the New Labour re-enactment society led by Keir Starmer and Rachel Reeves, in which opponents of the genocide in Gaza or of freezing pensioners to death are covered in obloquy while the friends of Jeffrey Epstein and private healthcare lobbyists are given plum jobs, is a peculiar cultural revival. It can be seen in the return of very low-slung jeans, in the strange cult of “Indie Sleaze” (that is, for Britpop-reviving bands like The Libertines: a nostalgia for a nostalgia for a nostalgia) and in Vaporwave’s mining of the aesthetics and soundtracks of 32-bit video games. It is a longing for a period in which, it seemed, nothing much happened, an age before the apparently permanent state of dread, advancing far-right politics, and livestreamed chaos and disaster in the 2020s. It is held, in this nostalgia, that the 2000s were in some way different. But, you’ll find by reading Non-Stop Inertia — one of the only really enduring works of social theory written in that decade in Britain — that this depended on where you were standing.


If you were rotating between precarious work and unemployment in Britain in the 2000s, you had a preview of what was coming next for everyone. Your time was monitored, and the divide between work and non-work was eliminated. You were force-fed constant managerial bullshit that you had to constantly affirm, and you performed absolutely meaningless tasks that everyone knew to be meaningless. You had no money, no prospects, no hope, but unlike earlier generations of the unemployed, you also had no time. In 2008, if you had a full-time job in media or academia (they still existed then), you were still, to a degree, in the twentieth century. But if you were in a “JobCentrePlus” or an employment agency, you could see into the future.


In the five years in which the socialist left appeared to have control over at least the leadership of the Labour Party, it was bad manners to look too closely at the 1997–2010 governments. Partly, this was in order not to get expelled; partly, it was out of feeling the genuine loss of a handful of decent but abolished policies (Sure Start children’s centres, the Education Maintenance Allowance that put many working-class teenagers, the author included, through further education); partly, it was because of something more uncomfortable. Disgust with the Blair governments was, for many middle-class people, limited to their — to be sure, disgusting — foreign policy and the enthusiastic participation in the cataclysmic US invasion of Iraq against mass public opposition. But for many Guardian readers, let’s be honest, the 2000s was a good time, given that Tory governments (especially those of May, Johnson, Truss and Sunak) went on to launch direct attacks on both the values and the living standards of liberal professionals, workers in the arts, local authority professionals, social workers, teachers and lecturers.


The fire of the 1997–2010 governments was mostly directed elsewhere. It was aimed at the young, in measures like the Anti-Social Behaviour Orders that, without specifying an actual crime, criminalised young people hanging around in public space. It was aimed at asylum seekers, who were not allowed to work, and increasingly interned in places such as Yarl’s Wood; it was aimed at low-paid workers, whose rights were decimated to create a ‘flexible labour market’; and it was aimed at the unemployed (the disabled included) who faced a ‘welfare-to-work’ regime of harsh sanctions and absurd hoops to jump through, all designed to ensure that unemployment was as much as possible like work, but without the money. One of the now-forgotten drones of that political project once summed it up: ‘Labour — the clue’s in the name’. Many of the measures that would be identified with the ostentatiously sadistic persona of Iain Duncan Smith — who appears here, glancingly, as the book was completed in the first weeks of the Tory-Whig coalition — were actually already being trailed by the Labour government in its last years. Work Capability Assessments, outsourced to Atos, were being rolled out in 2008. The author of this introduction can attest to this, because he was given such an assessment when claiming Incapacity Benefit during an acute episode of Crohn’s disease (the assessment found that I could walk up the stairs and wasn’t depressed, so I immediately lost my benefits). That it would all get worse — and it did — has made it easier to hide the roots of all this in that Labour government.


The fact that this was so little registered at the time by the media was very straightforwardly a consequence of the fact that it spoke to, and represented, people who were simply not affected by this. Before the coalition government, before I, Daniel Blake, perhaps the only cultural depiction of this world was the JobCentre in The League of Gentlemen; fans of that series will remember that the most eloquent of the ‘JobSeekers’ sitting through nonsensical restart courses and performing ridiculous rituals turned out to be working for the government. Of course, Non-Stop Inertia wasn’t totally alone — a handful of Italian Workerist philosophers, continuing their charting of ‘class composition’ after the destruction of their own political project at the end of the ’70s, did notice these new forms of work, and their writing is lightly cited and referenced in this book. But they wrote about it from the outside. Non-Stop Inertia is, like a less kitsch, more clipped, more theoretical non-fictional Ragged Trousered Philanthropists, ‘the story of twelve months in hell, told by one of the damned’.


A “JobCentrePlus”, an employment agency, and the short-term jobs gained through these, in and around 2008, are the major settings for Non-Stop Inertia, but the medium that brought it into being was the internet, or rather, the internet at a very particular time. And here, perhaps, we can find something that really is different. Non-Stop Inertia is not just a product of work and non-work in the 2000s but also a product of what used to be called “Web 2.0”, the evanescent period between the primitive dial-up World Wide Web and the privatisation of the internet by smartphones, social media and streaming subscription services during the 2010s. That is, it’s the product of a blog, and an excellent one, called Screened Out, published anonymously on LiveJournal. For sure, the hosting services of blogs were private companies, and they would place a little advertising on them, here and there, but today, these blogs seem a model of patience and clarity (though not necessarily of civility — I remember blog comments-box wars as horrendous as anything on Twitter). There was the space, the freedom, on a blog to explore an idea. Because they were free, both to set up and to read, they held up one of those lost punk promises — anyone can do it.


When I first found Screened Out — I can’t remember how, possibly through the now unbelievably clunky online referencing tool Technorati, which would tell you who had cited or linked to your own blog — I was amazed to read someone putting an experience I had, that family members and friends had, into words with such eloquence and clarity. I was also impressed by how difficult it was to ascertain anything much about the author. Although it was clear from the density of the descriptions of employment and unemployment that the blogger knew what they were talking about, I couldn’t tell how old they were, if they were male or female (usually it was very easy to tell, and they were usually male), where they were in the country; the only clues were the blogger’s love of a particular kind of ice-cold synthpop, from Billie Ray Martin to Client, whose sly satires of corporate culture enliven Non-Stop Inertia. ‘Work hard — why should I?’


I certainly had no idea it was written by a man called Ivor.


Zer0 Books, when it was being devised in 2008 and 2009 by Mark Fisher and Tariq Goddard, was all about taking writing like the Screened Out blog and putting it between the covers of printed books. There were a few reasons for doing this — it would stop good writing from disappearing (Screened Out is still online, but many blogs of the time are not); it would encourage writers to develop their ideas into a more coherent, deliberate form, and also, importantly, it would force people to notice it. So there’s a dialectic at work in this book and in how it came into being. It emerged from the aspects of the previous era that are most like our own, revealing the roots of some of the nastiest, cruellest elements of contemporary rightwing politics in the boom years governed by the neoliberal centre-left; but it also speaks from a media future that didn’t quite come to pass, when genuinely marginalised voices, genuinely ignored ideas, could find the people they wanted to communicate with, and did so.


I would rather forget about most of the first decade of the twenty-first century, but if there is anything worth salvaging, it might just be this: a media ecosystem that meant that a dispatch from purgatory like this book could be written and published. Look at writers on the left today, and you will still find far too much in the way of expensive Russell Group and public school educations, grants, favours: somewhat woker old boy networks than the old, but serving much the same purpose, however Workerist the rhetoric. Non-Stop Inertia is the antithesis of all that. It speaks, calmly but vehemently, across the decades. I hope one day it will read like a museum piece, an artefact from an era that really has passed.









Introduction to the New Edition


This book should never have existed. It is an anomaly, some would say an aberration; I think of it as a fluke. When the first Zero titles emerged, I was keen to see how these blogs I followed translated onto paper. Although I wrote a blog myself, and in 2008 had posted a rant about temporary work to which I had given the title Non-Stop Inertia1 (making use of a phrase which had come into my head eight years earlier), my journal wasn’t in the same theoretical sphere, and I was primarily a reader. Telling my partner about these upcoming serious-sounding books, I said as a joke, ‘I’m a bit disappointed they haven’t asked me to write one.’ So imagine my surprise when a few weeks later one of those proper writers, Owen Hatherley, suggested I submit a proposal for a book of my own.


It is worth reflecting for a moment on how odd this opportunity was. For a publisher to offer a book contract to an unknown writer, leave them to get on with it for a year and then put out the result was, to me, unbelievable. My general line now is that if it wasn’t for Owen, the book would never have been written, if it wasn’t for Tariq (Goddard, Zero publisher) it wouldn’t have been published, and if it wasn’t for Mark (Fisher, k-punk) citing it in articles and interviews, no one would have read it. I am eternally grateful to all of them. Mark’s writing in particular was a huge influence, and his presence is greatly missed.


Obviously, this oddness was not just about the book itself but also about its subject matter: a meditation on temporary work and ‘jobseeking’, while undoubtedly addressing something that impinged on the lives of many people, was surely not a sensible product to bring to the marketplace of ideas. I had sent a revised version of the blog post to a couple of magazines which predictably rejected or ignored it, but would never have dreamed of bothering a book publisher with an unsolicited manuscript, or even an outline of one. Zero opened a portal through which this sort of material could reach the wider public without being blocked by traditional publishing and academic institutions. Since then, of course, culture has moved on, and just as this book couldn’t have existed before the arrival of blogs, neither could I imagine it being assembled in the current era of podcasts which, while undoubtedly offering alternative perspectives, require a certain sociability and confidence in public speaking, and rely on real-name career connections.


In my case, the joke was that writing under my real name made no real difference. To my knowledge, none of my employers have read the book. Those who became aware of it regarded it as an eccentric and harmless hobby. Needless to say, it didn’t open any professional doors. It may have closed a few, but more likely, they were already closed to the likes of me (there were occasional job applications where the book went on the CV, and many more where it definitely didn’t; only the latter were ever successful). Just as I appreciate those co-workers in various jobs who covered for my ineptitude and showed me where the CCTV cameras were, I am also thankful for the efforts of those in higher education who arranged occasional expeditions behind academic lines by way of talks or articles. At one university talk, someone asked what my bosses made of my intellectual activities. I replied that they didn’t care as long as I still turned up to work on time.


In terms of errors and omissions, there are probably dozens. The one that most frequently springs to mind is neglecting to mention architect of the welfare state William Beveridge’s penchant for eugenics. It’s disconcerting to think now, when I feel I have to read every source on a subject before writing about it, that I was then often learning of concepts and writing about them almost simultaneously; but there was a sense, given the limited time available and the sheer amount of material to draw on, of now or never, which resulted in a tone of what I choose to think of as punk-ish urgency rather than sloppy amateurism.


There is, however, one important issue missing from the book, because it was not a factor in my life at the time — the toddler in the room, as it were. It cannot be overstated how much childcare upends one’s relation to work, especially if parenting becomes one’s main job. When my partner finished her maternity leave in 2017, my contracted hours of employment dropped from 40 per week to eight, then five (nowadays, during term time, I can sometimes do 15 hours a week in my cleaning job; what a treat). It was the rewarding, exhausting and unpaid work of looking after our daughter that finally, of necessity, put an end to the cycle of low-wage drudgery. Luckily, my partner has been supportive, and we have not (yet) had to face any sudden income-related shocks. For those parents caught between unreasonable employers and an indifferent welfare system, the pressure must be overwhelming.


As Kathi Weeks points out in The Problem with Work, beyond the well-trodden Marxist terrain of the factory (or warehouse or call centre), the home is the real “hidden abode” of capitalist (re)production.2 Far from coming to acknowledge childcare and housework as work, of course, the neoliberal approach has been to see it as an obstacle to work, to be removed by way of commercial ‘wraparaound’ solutions which will make people available for more wage labour. Industrialised nursery care is apparently the key to economic and personal growth, whereas looking after your own kids is seen as an eccentric way of avoiding employment (and the practicalities of shift work remain an enigma to the 8–6 childcare proselytizers).


This new introduction also enables me to address the main criticism of the book (comments such as ‘get a better job’, as amusing as they are, don’t require any reply), which is that the final chapter doesn’t offer a vision of revolutionary change but instead focuses on small-scale micro-resistance. Such criticism leads me to wonder whether the preceding sections could have laid out the barriers to any such transformative action any more clearly. So, to reiterate: this is not a matter of willpower or awareness-raising, but a case of monumental political and economic powers — which, incidentally, have grown even more overarching and intrusive in the intervening fourteen years — deliberately isolating people, engineering financial servitude and eliminating outlets for collective resistance. Anyone who has been on the receiving end of these powers will know this, and will hopefully value a conclusion which, coming from this perspective of experience, looks at developing new ways of challenging these powers rather than taking refuge in convenient but useless flights of utopian fantasy. Indeed, I would argue that middle-class professionals calling for the overthrow of capitalism from their lecture theatres or home studios without first asking why the faintest glimmers of dissent are vanishing from everyday life are actually doing the oppressor’s job for them and helping to maintain the current system of power.


To tie up the book in such a trite way would therefore not only ignore its central argument but also betray those readers for whom the old-fashioned routes of liberation from/in work (union, political and media representation, guaranteed welfare, class identity, pop-cultural rebellion, free time, affordable social spaces) have long since been closed off. As one of those routeless, precarious, disenfranchised workers, my aim in writing the book was firstly to make visible those forces which have been made invisible, and secondly, to think of ways to refuse when refusal is impossible. In this regard, a periodic reward since the book came out has been to be contacted by fellow precarious travellers who recognise from their own experience both the dimensions of the forces being described and the efforts to combat them.


Speaking at an event in 1997, Pierre Bourdieu said that ‘precarity is everywhere’. It is, he noted, ‘part of a mode of domination of a new kind, based on the creation of a generalised and permanent state of insecurity aimed at forcing workers into submission’.3 Today, this mode of domination is not so new; precarity seems to be both everywhere and nowhere, so normalised and institutionalised that it barely registers except as a way of stating the obvious, merely describing the way things are. Politicians express concerns about the ‘gig economy’ or ‘zero hours contracts’ while being careful not to disturb the underlying structure that shapes these working conditions or get too close to the people subjected to them. It is taken for granted that not just employment but also housing, energy, health, food, technology and climate are all permanently insecure, on the brink of collapse and susceptible to sudden volatility due to global forces apparently beyond the control of our leaders, who are not interested in resolving these crises but merely in managing them. Or rather, in the familiar style of contemporary business management, they ask us to manage them individually by being agile and resilient, by switching providers or downloading apps, as if maintaining a functioning public infrastructure could be reduced to a series of life hacks.


In the UK, welfare benefits have been remodelled on and integrated into this system of institutionalised precarity since the introduction of Universal Credit as the main out-of-work benefit in 2013. For instance, a built-in, five-week wait for the first payment deliberately plunges new claimants into a financial void from which they can only escape by getting a loan from the Department for Work and Pensions, to be deducted from future payments. Another significant recent innovation is the movement of in-work benefits, specifically Housing Benefit and Tax Credits — themselves neoliberal devices to subsidise low wages and high rents — over to Universal Credit. This has allowed the DWP to subject people in low-paid and part-time work, often with childcare commitments, to the same rules of conditionality and sanctions as those out of work. Recipients of in-work benefits can now be summoned to meetings at Jobcentres and told to look for ways of working more hours or have their benefits stopped.


In-work conditionality was always part of the plan of Universal Credit, but only became formalised from 2022 onwards. Within two years, it has become normal and unremarkable that those in work as well as out of it are subjected to DWP surveillance, and the new Labour government has given no indication that it intends to reverse this policy. Media coverage of this expansion of welfare conditionality has been minimal. Think tanks, if they mention it at all, tend to discuss how best to administer it rather than question whether it is necessary or what it really represents.4


I have not yet been a customer of the Universal Credit regime. In the book, written pre-UC, I describe how being unemployed has been recast as a full-time job with its own contractual duties and disciplinary procedures. This observation has since been borne out in various depressing ways. Until recently, in a parody of Fordist production, some claimants were ordered to provide evidence that they were looking for work for 35 hours a week. Under various workfare schemes, welfare claimants were forced to work for benefits in retail and hospitality, but this unpaid work was redefined as ‘work-related activity’. As the deterrent model of welfare as pseudo-employment has been extended to people too sick or disabled to work, the results have been predictably catastrophic. Hundreds of deaths from these policies are documented in John Pring’s book The Department.5 Official words of sympathy and promises of more ‘support’ or improved staff training are cynical alibis for the continuation of this calculated structural violence.


In recent years, however, and especially since the upheavals of Covid, the new normals of precarity and conditionality have made unemployment, as a meaningful social category, redundant. People are obviously still losing their jobs, but having narrowed eligibility for out-of-work benefits to near extinction, welfare-cutting politicians and administrators have turned their attention to ‘economic inactivity’, referring to people unable to work due to sickness, disability or caring responsibilities (almost all of whom will also soon have to claim Universal Credit) rather than those looking for paid work. As well as being misleading, the term is doubly insulting, both to parents and carers whose work is dismissed as valueless and to recipients of disability benefits who are reduced to inactive units in a human warehouse. The elder statesmen of crony capitalism, embracing this shift from the structural to the personal, preach the virtues of a lifelong work ethic from their executive pulpits to people in their twenties and thirties burnt out by endless insecurity and fake positivity, while people in their fifties and sixties living with chronic physical conditions after decades of manual work are exhorted to learn new skills. Today we are all involuntary entrepreneurs, condemned to keep developing and marketing the product of ourselves, until those same forces which have prodded and nudged us into a lifetime of reboots, relaunches and upgrades then usher us towards the final auto-checkout.


In this new pseudo-therapeutic culture of homo economicus, welfare is no longer envisaged as a job but as a treatment programme, with work as the only viable form of recovery; and while the role of work in causing or exacerbating harm and suffering is conveniently overlooked, being ‘workless’ is deemed an illness in itself. The disciplinary element of neoliberal welfare, far from being phased out, is expanding, now being distributed through a pathologising discourse of mental, physical and moral fitness. A government-backed report has proposed embedding health provision in Jobcentres; the Labour mayor of Greater Manchester wants to go further and replace Jobcentres with ‘Live Well’ centres, which would ‘tackle the root causes of worklessness with positive tailored support to grow confidence, wellbeing and skills’.6 This medicalisation of welfare has been viscerally illustrated by the government’s Health Secretary’s talking about weight-loss injections being given to benefit claimants to get them back to work, and the Work and Pensions Secretary enthusing about ‘work coaches’ visiting patients in mental health wards.7
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