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1 Manholes and Tears
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‘I have an aim, which compels me to go on living and for the sake of which I must cope with even the most painful matters. Without this aim I would take things much more lightly—that is, I would stop living.’

—Friedrich Nietzsche, letter to Franz Overbeck, summer 1883

When my son was a newborn, I often found it easy to soothe his crying. All I had to do was gently tap his back and say shhh into his ear. Without fail, he would begin to quieten down. His banshee cries would turn into tiny sobs and eventually he would fall asleep on my shoulder, a little snuggling bundle. At other times, I would sing to him in Arabic scales, with as much depth and vibrato as possible. He would immediately unball his fists, stop crying and stare at me with huge, unblinking blue eyes. The reason for this, I read, was that babies can only give their attention to a couple of things at once. If they are crying, they are crying. If they are listening to their father trying to sound like Nusrat Fateh Ali Khan, then that is their world. In other words, it is almost impossible for them to be in two minds about anything.

As babies get older, these limitations begin to subside. Children become capable of turning their attention to several things at once. Sometimes no amount of midnight singing can stop my toddler from a raging, nightmare-spawned scream. (Poor little fellow—he’s listening to both of us wailing.) And as his blue eyes have darkened, his mind has become capable of resisting my whims in favour of whims of his own. Like all children, he is learning to see, hear, smell and taste many things at once and to give each sensation and emotion its turn. The upside of this is that he is discovering a whole new world. The downside is that he is very easily distracted: dinner is interrupted by Lego, Lego by a recycling truck driving past, and so on until bedtime. Of course this will change as he matures. By the time he’s older, he will be diversifying his experience of the world while regaining the focused attention of his infancy. Indeed, this is at the heart of growing up: rediscovering our newborn single-mindedness while discovering more things to put our mind to.

Yet the cultivation of concentration can be a struggle. Even as adults, we cannot give our full attention to many things at once. Our perception very quickly becomes divided, patchy and unreliable. Psychologists speak of a ‘single channel bottleneck’: we can perceive only a relatively small amount at once. And even when we can broaden our observations, the bottleneck resumes once we try thinking and acting—we get confused, make mistakes, become slower or simply block things out. The upshot is this: whether we like it or not, our perceptions are narrow and our ability to act on them is circumscribed.

Put economically, attention is a scarce and precious resource; frustrating as this might be, we have to be canny with it. When we cannot do this, we’re said to be ‘distracted’. The Oxford English Dictionary tells us that to distract someone is to ‘prevent (someone) from giving their full attention to something’. For example, while I was writing this book my wife, Ruth, read the first two paragraphs and immediately wanted to talk about our little boy. In the words of the Oxford English Dictionary, she was ‘preventing her husband from giving his full attention to his book’. With her understandable interest in our son, she was distracting me: presenting a stimulus that clogged up my perceptual bottleneck.

But there’s more to distraction than a breach of cognitive constraints. Psychological blockages are part of a much larger set of limitations: those of mortal life itself. There are only so many professions, sexual partners, houses, entertainments and amusements available; and we only have so many days to invest in each. To commit to this job, this spouse, this leisure, this gadget is to withdraw time, energy and wherewithal from another possibility. This economy extends from the most obvious and pointed life choices to the inestimable, inarticulate decisions we make each and every hour. Put simply, to be human is to be finite—‘born to a limited situation’, as Goethe put it. Because of this, the good life warrants an ongoing struggle to be clear about what’s important, and to seek it with lucidity and passion; not to be distracted by false ambitions, or waylaid by dissipated consciousness. This conundrum is captured in the Latin root of the word distraction, meaning literally to tear apart or pull asunder. When we are distracted, we’re dragged away from what’s worthwhile.

Hence distraction is ultimately a question of value. To say that we’re ‘distracted’ is to admit that we’re squandering our mental and physical assets; something we value less is diverting our efforts from something we value more (or should). Values represent our choices of what’s most significant, desirable or necessary. When we say that something has value, we’re really saying: ‘I have only so much time, and so much energy—this is what’s best.’

But what criteria should we deploy to avoid distraction; what is best? A clue lies in the word itself. ‘Value’ comes from the Latin valere, meaning ‘be strong’, or ‘be worthy’, and we’ve kept these meanings in our word ‘valiant’. To be valiant is to be courageous and hardy. However, to the Romans valere meant not only to have physical strength but also to have something richer: health and wellbeing. For example, to say ‘ te valere iubeo’ to a friend was to say ‘I bid you farewell’. All these words—value, valiant, valere—stem from a more general idea of strength: being robust, vigorous, vibrant and fecund. This is retained in our current concept of value, even if it’s obscured by shibboleths like ‘economic value’ or ‘family values’. To obtain what’s valuable is to acquire power, in the finest sense of the word: capacity, capability, energy and enthusiasm. What’s valuable is what gives us the potency to cultivate the best life we can within the circumstances we’ve inherited or created. It enables independence, freedom from coercion and a check against self-deception and delusion. In simple terms, what’s valuable is what enhances our liberty.

The implications of this are relatively simple but immensely important. At the heart of distraction is not neurophysiology but an ongoing struggle to flourish within the limitations of mortality. We have only one life, and it’s marked by all sorts of deprivations, irreversibilities and entrenched habits. And we often have to negotiate these with diminishing hours and flagging potencies. For these reasons, we need to be sincere and judicious in our existential commitments and prudent in our efforts to succeed in each. To be diverted isn’t simply to have too many stimuli but to be confused about what to attend to and why. Distraction is the very opposite of emancipation: failing to see what is worthwhile in life, and lacking the wherewithal to seek it.

Of course, we might well disagree about what are the most valuable choices for us, but we must make them; there’s no asylum from the obligations of existing. What’s hopeful in this message is that we needn’t waste our precious days—we can be resolute in our embrace of what cultivates liberty and equally firm in our rejection of what leaves us weak, confused or enslaved. In Twilight of the Idols, Nietzsche summed up this philosophy with his usual succinctness when he wrote: ‘Formula of my happiness: a Yes, a No, a straight line, a goal.’

The Racehorse of Genius

Finding the straight line can be difficult, and following it harder still. Distraction can slowly, quietly become part of our identity. A fine example of this comes from Robert Musil’s brilliant novel The Man without Qualities. Set in the Austro-Hungarian Empire just before World War I, it is an arresting portrait of modern life; of the mechanical, uncanny march to war; of the curious kinship between freedom and paralysis. It also happens to be exceptionally long. Milan Kundera, author of The Unbearable Lightness of Being, speaks of The Man without Qualities as one of the two or three books he loves most in the world. Nonetheless, he compares it to ‘a castle so big it can’t be seen all at once’ or ‘a quartet that goes on for nine hours’. Musil died before he could finish it, but the final product is a highly intelligent and charming work of literary art. It ranks alongside the novels of Joyce, Proust and Mann as one of the greatest works of twentieth-century fiction.

The hero is Ulrich, a young Austro-Hungarian who is the epitome of the modern gentleman. He is tall, good-looking, well built and a skilled boxer. He enjoys the fine things in life—food, wine and women—and is capable of manly elegance and refinement. He also happens to be extremely intelligent and very driven. As a young man, Ulrich was convinced that he was destined for glory, and it is clear that he is blessed with the talents to achieve this.

He begins his quest in the cavalry, trying to attain the ‘lordliness, power and pride’ of a general like Napoleon. However, he is soon undone by his fondness for the wives and daughters of civilians, one of whom happens to be friends with the Minister of War. His dreams of world conquest clash with the mess he makes of his romantic dalliances and he is soon out of favour with various senior officers. He quits the military and takes up engineering, which has the boldness of the military along with the new powers of modern technology. The old horses were messy and easily tired, whereas the ‘new horse had limbs of steel and ran ten times as fast’. Yet Ulrich soon discovers that the efficiency and precision of engineering are applied to machines but not to the engineers themselves. They assemble perfectly adapted machines and tools but leave themselves as imperfect as they always were. Ulrich flees engineering and tries his hand at something else, something more perfect and pure: mathematics. Mathematics might seem dull and pedantic, but it is at the heart of all science and therefore of modern life itself. For Ulrich, science is like a magic, ‘before which God opens one fold of his mantle after another, a religion whose dogma is permeated and sustained by the hard, courageous, mobile, knife-cold, knife-sharp mode of thought that is mathematics’. Of course, Ulrich does brilliantly—he becomes a ‘young man of promise’. One day he will be lauded as a sublime genius …

Yet the day never comes. Its impossibility dawns on Ulrich when he reads, in the sports pages of a newspaper, a reference by a journalist to a ‘racehorse of genius’. Not a scientist, a philosopher or an inventor—a racehorse. In one of those tragically comic epiphanies, Ulrich realises that this horse, something he used to mount and whip, has beaten him to genius, the ‘summit of his ambitions’. He thought he had left the horses behind when he fled the cavalry, but it seems they left him behind.

Ulrich takes a break from his mathematical research to live the life of a bachelor, complete with a mistress and an expensive apartment. This brings with it a host of diversions and digressions that have little to do with his mathematical achievements. He ends up utterly distracted, listlessly shifting from one thing to another, and unwilling or unable to reclaim the promise of his talent. As author Jane Smiley wrote in The Guardian, Ulrich is ‘going nowhere. He is always right, but never productive, never happy, and never, except momentarily, engaged.’

Ulrich is intelligent, motivated and obviously capable of appreciating all manner of fine things— and doing so decisively and prudently. He knows what he values and he is eminently capable of saying Yes and No to these goals, just as Nietzsche recommended. He can chase military victory, mathematical clarity and beautiful, love-starved women—these are no problem whatsoever.

Ulrich’s problem is that he has never chased the most valuable thing of all: himself. Forever flitting from one project to another, he has never treated himself as a project. Instead, he has fled from mortal doubts and preoccupations into the cooler commonwealth of intellectual or physical competition. Musil writes: ‘There was something in him that had never wanted to stay anywhere, but has groped its way along the walls of the world, thinking: There are still millions of other walls.’ Because of this, Ulrich has never cultivated a self—he remains a set of wonderful abilities and accomplishments, without a strong character behind them. Musil writes: ‘Ulrich had to confess to himself, smiling, that … he was, after all, a “character”, even without having one.’ In this sense, Ulrich is not so much a ‘man without qualities’ as a set of qualities without a man. He has lost himself to distraction.

In this, Ulrich is emblematic of a more pervasive struggle, a conflict endemic to the human condition. It’s what we might call the flight from life, and what the German philosopher Martin Heidegger called ‘fallenness’.

Groundless Floating

Heidegger is one of those examples of what I might call ‘truth with baggage’. While he was an unrepentant Nazi sympathiser and sometime philanderer, he was also a brilliant thinker and a penetrating analyst of the human condition. He argued that we spend most of our lives fleeing from our own death. By this, he didn’t mean we’re over-cautious of buses or fussy with what we eat. What Heidegger meant by ‘death’ was the very finitude that marks our mortality: the limits and constraints we simply cannot avoid.

Of all the captivating possibilities in our lives, death is the one possibility we cannot disavow. And at the same time, it’s a mark of authenticity: one of the few genuine possibilities that is ours, and ours alone. No one can die our death on our behalf. If attended seriously, this insight has flow-on effects for life in general: if it is ‘I’ who must die, then it is ‘I’ who must live. If we take up the mantle of existence from birth to expiry, we must accept responsibility for how we live and who to be—and why.

As Heidegger suggested, we often spend our daily lives avoiding existential responsibility: speaking in clichés and entertaining ourselves with ‘idle talk’. He spoke of Das Man, which means ‘the man’ in German but is similar to ‘they’ in English. Das Man is the great anonymous public opinion and sentiment, which is everyone in general but no one in particular. For Heidegger, we frequently defer to this anonymous ‘they’ instead of living our own lives. We ease into pleasant or familiar ideas and opinions and never confront reality—Heidegger also called it a ‘groundless floating’.

Seen through Heidegger’s gaze, Ulrich’s diversions make sense—but so do ours. Distractions— from sports trivia to trashy supermarket magazines and ‘immersive’ computer games—are often our way to elude the existential burden: deciding what we are and what to be. There’s something essentially human in all this. As TS Eliot wrote in his poem Burnt Norton, ‘human kind cannot bear very much reality’. While we might not be fleeing mortality, we often distract ourselves from pain, heartache or boredom.

An Age of Distractions

It can be genuinely consoling to admit that we all struggle to seize life’s elusive potential. With a combination of Schadenfreude and relief, I certainly feel much better when I read of Karl Marx’s chaotic work habits. A Prussian spy who observed Marx’s house in Soho wrote of his ‘topsy-turvy’ front room, with ‘several cups with broken rims … an inkpot, tumblers, Dutch clay pipes, tobacco ash’ strewn everywhere. He apparently found all his domestic arrangements difficult, and spoke of producing ‘miniature dunghills’ after his daughter Eleanor was born. When he did get the time to work on what he once called his ‘economic shit’, he would embroil himself in petty disputes with lesser scholars, even challenging mortified writers and editors to duels. (And I thought my hours spent watching Doctor Who were wasteful.)

However, the modern age affords more opportunities for distraction than Marx could have imagined. Most obviously, there is the ubiquity of noise (from the Latin nausea), which amply demonstrates the strain on our attention. Recent studies suggest that long-term exposure to noise leads to some 200 000 deaths per year. Aural pollution, from sources ranging from pubs and clubs to traffic, is quite literally giving people heart attacks.

But there are more subtle, more chronic problems with noise. For example, a Cornell University study concluded that children from schools under aeroplane flight paths have more difficulty learning language. As they adapt to the noise of the jet engines, they ‘filter out’ the human voice and its expressive nuances. The din doesn’t simply silence us—it can deprive us of our capacity to speak and be heard.

And these industrial distractions are accompanied by those of advertising and leisure. Music blares in lifts, malls and train stations, and cafés and bars have wall-sized televisions. In these circumstances, intimate conversation is hampered, along with quiet reflection. If this cacophony doesn’t directly fracture our consciousness, it hampers our efforts to determine what will—to clearly and decisively seek what’s valuable.

But pervasive as it is, ambient noise is not the only distraction. For many of us, the site of the most frustrating diversions and interruptions is work. In numerous organisations, for example, employees are ‘on call’ well beyond office hours. In the service of promotion and profit, time with intimates or one’s own counsel is surrendered. And perhaps more pressingly, there is an impression that these sacrifices are necessary and laudable: that good workers are always available and good bosses can guiltlessly avail themselves of this resource. The result can be an inability to properly perceive, think and imagine; a dissolution of consciousness, which affects health, peace of mind and close relationships. Scholars from Rutgers University have recently predicted a spate of litigation as workers sue their bosses for the ‘detrimental outcomes’ of office technology: addiction, stress, exhaustion. Perhaps the first litigant will be someone like Candace Falk, whose husband brings his handheld computer to bed every night. ‘It’s a kind of ménage à trois that I didn’t choose,’ Candace told a New York Times reporter, ‘but there it is, every day and night.’ This incursion of employment into after-hours life is distraction on the march; the slow, sometimes-unnoticed disappearance of free time, unaccounted-for attention.

But most striking are the distractions we enthusiastically choose: those of fun and leisure, not those of workaday responsibility. Whether it’s digital entertainment or the fickle world of online friendship, we often seek distraction. We chase the noise of the iPod (Australian police have recently warned citizens about fatalities from ‘pedestrian distraction’), the simple resolution of the Hollywood blockbuster or the false spontaneity of online browsing. This isn’t forced upon us by class, status, geography or dumb luck—we heartily, eagerly embrace it.

And one reason for this urge is Heidegger’s ‘fall-enness’: the preoccupation affords a reprieve from the anxieties of life, which confront us in moments of repose. ‘We are afraid that when we are alone and quiet,’ wrote Nietzsche, Heidegger’s philosophical progenitor, ‘something will be whispered into our ear.’ This ‘something’ is our own conscience and awareness; the lingering, nagging realisation that there are realities to be confronted, choices to be made; the knowledge that opportunities are diminishing with our days. If there is an internet terminal or pulp film handy, the so-called ‘call of conscience’ is easily silenced or suppressed.

Of course, we should be wary of slandering our age. Given Heidegger’s observations about the human condition, the tendency to flee our private demons is an ancient one. History is replete with examples of amusements, entertainments and cheap diversions. English diarist Samuel Pepys witnessed the public hanging and mutilation of a Puritan soldier in 1660. As if he were describing a ticker-tape parade for athletes, he wrote of the poor man, ‘cut down, and his head and heart shown to the people’, who greeted his organs with ‘great shouts of joy’. There’s nothing like ‘shock and awe’ to occupy a weary mind, as the producers of our latest wars know all too well. But our distractions need not be violent or cruel—benign gossip or addictive games will do just as well. The compulsion to seek respite is as ancient as humanity itself, and it stems from our understandable unwillingness to look our own lives squarely in the face.

Any critique of modern life must therefore be a nuanced one. Our digital age certainly affords opportunities for distraction—in its acceleration, interconnection and relentlessness, it can be overwhelming. As I argue in another chapter, if we are careless or thoughtless, technology can be the perfect, addictive distraction. And in today’s politics, art, work and relationships, there are opportunities for divided, diminished consciousness; for the squandering of valuable insights and intimacies. But this doesn’t mean we’re slaves to mechanical innovation or instantaneous entertainment. It doesn’t warrant paranoia or recrimination—it’s not a doomsday proclamation, where we must succumb. Instead, the contemporary glut of diversions is an opportunity for reflection. Despite our best intentions, distractions can blunt our mental keenness and make the flight from existence more convenient, if not more palatable.

And this convenience is at the heart of distraction—not simply that we’re assailed by unrewarding stimuli, but that we seek them or learn to enjoy them. ‘How we labour at our daily work more ardently and thoughtlessly than is necessary to sustain our life,’ wrote Nietzsche in his Untimely Meditations, ‘because it is even more necessary not to have leisure to stop and think. Haste is universal because everyone is in flight from himself.’ If we lament the speed and fracturing of life, we can also welcome these as a refuge from the burden of the self; from the responsibility to live. In this state, it’s difficult to identify what’s valuable, and almost impossible to seek it with lucidity and determination. The result is diminished opportunity for liberty.

The Indignity of Manholes

Woody Allen, in his comedy Bananas, offered an elegant metaphor for distraction. Allen plays Fielding Mellish, a clumsy schmuck who cannot seem to think of anyone but himself—Allen’s usual schtick. But ironically, his ‘self’ is brilliantly, hilariously pathetic. He hates his job, is psychologically oppressed by his parents and seems unable to connect emotionally with women. In one scene, Fielding is in a car, trying to impress a pretty girl with his self-righteous philosophising. In his whiny New York patois, he says to her: ‘To a guy like me, the greatest crimes are the crimes against human dignity.’ He then steps out of the car and falls down a manhole.

In a moment of perfect putzery, Woody Allen summed up distraction concisely. It’s not difficult to be so engrossed that we fail to notice threats to our wellbeing, like a gaping hole in the ground. There’s something enduringly human about his hapless, bumbling lack of foresight. But Fielding’s accident is also a motif for his life as a whole. He is fundamentally short-sighted: about who and what he values in life, and why. Vacillating between hedonism and fear, dissimulation and tactless sincerity, he stumbles from one farce to another. By the middle of the film, he’s the unwilling leader of a Latin American revolutionary army, chafing at privation and danger. ‘Freedom is wonderful,’ he says to the revolutionaries. ‘On the other hand, if you’re dead, it’s a drawback to your sex life.’ At the heart of Mellish’s native hilarity is an inability to commit to the project of himself; to a life worth living, or dying for.

Mellish is the endemic, human-all-too-human face of distraction. If it flourishes in the digital age, it has always existed. It is the failing of a finite existence. The most rewarding response to this is neither a return to some mythical ‘simpler time’ nor a withdrawal to privative fantasy. It’s not glib satisfaction with the status quo, or frenzied revolution (and certainly not with Mellish as our commandante). Instead, a life without distraction demands an exploration: of the enrolment and exhaustion of our capacities and of their relationship to what’s valuable in life. We have to interrogate and illuminate the ways in which our attention is exploited and coerced, and to assess how it might be differently engaged. We have to examine not simply what we put our minds to but what we put our lives to. The prize is the very thing poor Fielding Mellish was clumsily fighting for: freedom.



2 What a Piece of Work Is a Man
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‘The feeling of being fit to work again does much for a man. Unfortunately, I am constantly interrupted by social troubles and lose a lot of time. Thus, for example, the butcher has suspended meat supplies today, and by Saturday even my stock of paper will be used up.’

—Karl Marx, letter to Friedrich Engels, 7 August 1866

Karl Marx was a curious mix of idler and workaholic. As we’ve seen, he was often distracted from his important work by petty disputes, domestic chaos and illness. If the portly, scruffy philosopher wasn’t fidgeting or pacing, his fiery temperament led him astray. And when A Contribution to a Critique of Political Economy didn’t live up to Marx’s hype, his easily diverted character was to blame: despite all his self-congratulation, he simply hadn’t put the work in. ‘Alas,’ said his friend Engels, ‘we are so used to these excuses for the non-completion of work!’ Admittedly, it’s hard to concentrate on the revolution when your arse boils are flaring up (‘of all types of work,’ said Marx in a letter to Engels, ‘theory is the most unsuitable if one has this devil’s brew in one’s blood’). Yet Marx’s chaotic home, unpaid bills and life of impetuous feuds give the impression of a disorganised teenager in a man’s shaggy body.

Marx, nevertheless, was a prodigious writer, speaker and teacher, as well as an international organiser for the communist cause. Perhaps he fell short of his own aspirations, but this is merely testament to their loftiness, rather than to his laziness. Pushing him to burn the midnight oil despite his proclivities was a deep-seated desire to make himself heard. More crucially, he wished to see his ideas come alive in broader society—to persuade, bully, mock and inspire with his works. This fervent pragmatism was captured in his well-known (perhaps infamous) slogan from Theses on Feuerbach: ‘The philosophers have only interpreted the world, in various ways; the point is to change it.’ If anything was work, this was it (even if it didn’t mean overalls and a punch card).

Marx’s reputation makes it easy to forget this. He is known as a fierce critic of capitalist society, lambasting its cruelty to workers—the phrase ‘alienation of labour’ is an incantation of sorts. But what this veils is Marx’s own commitment to work as well as his philosophical celebration of it. In many ways, Marx wasn’t simply a detractor of work—he was a utopian defender of its singular virtues. This very optimistic attitude to work, rather than being contradictory, was affirmed by a systematic and often profound philosophy (which he would later call a ‘science’). It saw work not simply as a dreary biological or economic duty but as the very thing that raised us above the brutes.

The Ideal of Work

In the 1844 Manuscripts (written by Marx when he was only twenty-six), the philosopher set out an ambitious theory of man, work and the environment—workers could be understood not as isolated individuals (billiard balls with pay cheques) but as creative creatures intimately related to the environment. And Marx was speaking not of the man-made environment but of nature—what he called man’s ‘inorganic body’. By this, he meant that we are part of the natural environment, and all our achievements are supported or limited by the resources of the earth. Even if we’re desk jockeys or check-out chicks, we’re still utilising and distributing the goods of the planet (from junk food to gold in computers). Marx’s point was that no job, however high tech, is ethereal—it might seem very abstract or informational, but we’re always working in a tangle of real, physical, tangible stuff. And this is what keeps us going—we eat, shit, sweat and breathe, and none of this is negotiable. Regardless of how minutely we can print on a silicon chip, we’re bound by all sorts of natural laws. To live, we have to destroy, transform and create, just like animals—this is the basis of all work.

What raises us humans above other species, for Marx, is that we’re free to work, and to work creatively. We don’t just work when we have to; we construct, write and cook out of curiosity and ambition and for fun. As Marx put it, ‘an animal only produces what it immediately needs for itself or its young … whilst man produces even when he is free from physical need.’ More importantly, we love to surround ourselves by the things we create: clothes, houses, foods, books, films, trinkets. And in doing so, we’re not just feeding our bodies or seeking procreation—we’re confronting ourselves in our own artefacts, whether those crafted from wood and steel or the virtual ‘stuff’ of magnetically recorded ones and zeros. We encounter our unique humanity in objects to be examined, shaped and appreciated. This is crucial for the health and flourishing of our psyche, because we reflect on our own condition. ‘Man makes his life,’ wrote Marx, ‘actively itself the object of his will and of his consciousness.’ Put another way, work is worthwhile when it enables sustained and sensitive attention to life. It isn’t just a battle with the weather or predators—it’s a way to mould and shape our own nature. This is why Marx called creative labour our ‘species being’—it is how homo sapiens fashions itself.

Of course, there is more to enjoyable work than Marx’s philosophy immediately suggests. Even when it’s menial donkey work, employment can have a host of other pay-offs. It allows workers to socialise, to collaborate and to gain recognition or status. Sometimes we don’t want a raise—we just want a pat on the back or a ‘thank you’ (even if it’s in an email). At other times, work allows a welcome break from the unheralded drudgery of domestic labour—the sweeping, washing, cooking and scrubbing (not to mention the burlesque farce that is shit-filled nappies). Many mothers need work not just for cash but for sanity, to spend a little time with grown-ups who can string sentences together and empathise about the struggles of adulthood or parenthood. Work is a social enterprise, and we are—as Aristotle stressed—social animals. But at the end of the day, the crucial criterion for rewarding work is the work itself. If work doesn’t allow us to see a little of ourselves alive in the world (and hopefully the best of ourselves), then it all seems pointless.

Marx was resentful of interruptions and the demands of industry, for these very reasons. In his writing, he was cultivating himself and his audiences by supplying articulate reflections on life. Instead of being consumed by the abject struggle with want, he was leaving a little of himself behind (perhaps the finest part). Marx was doing precisely what he endorsed: ‘he duplicates himself not only … intellectually, but also actively, in reality, and … contemplates himself in a world he has created.’ The significance of this is that it removes ambiguity and mysticism from Marx’s recalcitrance. It reveals that his peculiar combination of diligence and indolence was the mark of someone who knew the precious, personal value of work: as the extension and cultivation of humanity.

As we’ve seen, Marx wouldn’t have suggested all work was this edifying. To begin, much of our labour is still a struggle to get by. Even if Marx had his maids and cooks—he was, after all, a gentleman—he still recognised the unshakable bond between work and need. We need to eat, to wash, to find shelter, and these things aren’t provided gratis by Mother Earth. And after the needs of nature come the demands of men. As Marx was keen to point out, most work is simply the replacement of one necessity with another: the laws of the economy become as commonsensical as those of metabolism and circulation. Even if we don’t catch or cook our own fish (Marx’s favourite dish), we still have to pay the bills (or, in Marx’s case, get Engels to pay them). The lesson is simple: even if you’re bankrolled by the son of a wealthy industrialist, necessity will out. In the economy, as in the jungle, there’s often no such thing as a free lunch.

But the Marxist theory of labour is not without baggage. In Marx’s philosophy, there’s a real tension between the ideal of creative labour and the means to realise it in our lives. For Marx, creative labour could only flourish in a socialist society, where the workers’ citizenry owns and runs industry (as well as government). It’s a genuine democratic communist nation, rather than an oligarchy of the bourgeoisie. But this ideal nation is at odds with life as we know it. As Marx saw it, the bourgeoisie have a stake in the status quo, which they’ll maintain with violence and coercion (contemporary pundits would point to America’s interference in socialist Cuba and Venezuela as examples). Basically, this means that creative labour can’t create the conditions for its own existence.

At this point, Marx offers two different but related suggestions. First, the workers must overthrow capitalist States, seize the equipment of governance and production, and put down reactionaries—the so-called ‘dictatorship of the proletariat’. Second, Marx implies that this will happen eventually, since history is moving logically according to dialectical laws. In his terms (borrowed from Hegel), the ‘contradictions of capitalism’ would work themselves out, with communism as the end result (Engels spoke of the ‘inevitable downfall’ of capitalism). It offers a utopia of labour, which is either the inevitable destiny of mankind (so it’s best to just wait), or the bittersweet fruit of glorious thuggery (so it’s best to savage each other).
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