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Introduction: Work’s 
fantasy

There’s a comforting narrative of progress about work: the bad 
old days of horrible jobs – of children working in mines, of 
cotton mills, of workplace injuries, of cruel bosses – are gone. 
Instead, the only problem of work that we have left is that not 
everyone has the right kind of job for them, or that barriers 
prevent particular groups – women, people of colour, disabled 
people – from accessing particular kinds of jobs. For many, 
though, the reality of contemporary work is rather different. 
Against this narrative of progress, we might first point to the 
continued existence of hazardous work around the world. While 
most of the extremely dangerous and hyper-exploitative work 
in extractive industries has been exported to the Global South, 
in the Global North there are persistent problems of ill health 
and poor conditions associated with work, and many examples 
of tyrannical bosses exercising arbitrary power over their 
employees. In Britain, there were at least 1.4 million workers 
suffering from work-related ill health in 2018/19.1 While the 
number of people who become ill because of work had been 
decreasing for many years, it briefly increased in the wake of the 
2008 financial crisis and has plateaued since. 

The Covid-19 crisis has shown that risk of harm to health 
at work is not evenly distributed. While the lack of PPE, 
long hours, and offensively low pay that NHS workers faced 

1 https://hse.gov.uk/statistics/causdis/index.htm (last accessed December 2020).
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received rightful condemnation, the risks faced by workers in 
the low-pay and low-protection service sector were less often 
remarked upon.2 Partly, this was because of something of a 
cover-up by employers: thanks to a loophole that allowed them 
not to report cases that were, on their judgement, transmitted 
within the community rather than at work, employers were in 
practice able to decide for themselves if cases of Covid-19 in 
their workplace were reported as such.3 This was a particular 
problem in the food processing sector, where media reports 
found at least 1461 cases of Covid-19 and six deaths, yet official 
reports only declared 47 cases and not a single fatality.4 At one 
food processing plant, secret filming revealed that workers were 
threatened with redundancy for taking sick leave. Similarly, in 
call centres, workers were expected to continue coming into 
work, even as other workplaces closed their doors, and even for 
work that was not ‘essential’, like debt collection or selling new 
phone deals.5 Essential, perhaps, not to collective survival in the 
face of a dangerous new virus, but to profits. 

The first stage of the crisis has shown that workers are exposed 
to very different levels of risk; some of us have been able to work 
from home, uncomfortable and difficult as that can sometimes 
be, while others have had no choice but to risk exposure to a 
potentially deadly virus. Despite the rhetoric about ‘essential 

2 Even the company that couriered the medical swabs used to test for Covid-19 
came under fire for its poor treatment of employees. See https://news.sky.com/story/
coronavirus-major-uk-testing-company-broke-health-and-safety-laws-at-height-of-
pandemic-12087248 (last accessed December 2020).
3 www.pirc.co.uk/wp-content/uploads/2020/09/PIRC_sector_food_processing.
pdf (last accessed December 2020).
4 Ibid.
5 For example, EE call centre workers in Darlington were pressured back to work 
in March 2020: https://thenorthernecho.co.uk/news/local/darlington/18341404.
coronavirus-please-help-us-plead-darlington-ee-call-centre-staff-working-pandem-
ic/ (last accessed December 2020).
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workers’ and ‘key workers’, those who had to continue to work 
in person were not only those whose jobs could reasonably be 
deemed ‘essential’. Just over half of people continued going to 
work. While ‘essential’ might conjure up images of supermarket 
shelf-stackers or of nurses and doctors, in reality, apart from the 
few sectors that were actually shut down, it was up to employers 
to declare whether their companies did essential work.6 When 
shops were reopened, the risk of death for retail assistants 
rose to 70% higher than average for men and 65% higher for 
women.7 The virus, it turns out, does discriminate. In a society 
that is highly unequal, like the UK, the conditions under which 
people will experience the same health problem will be vastly 
different. These differences are not secondary; rather, they can 
define the likelihood of becoming sick and the severity of the 
illness itself. Different workers were exposed to different levels 
of risk and when combined with structural risks, those subject 
to them were even more likely to become sick, even more likely 
to die. In particular, the combination of occupational exposure, 
poverty and racism meant that Black people died of Covid-19 at 
nearly twice the rate of white people.8 

Covid-19 called into question the soothing idea of progres-
sively improving work and it revealed the prevalence of bad new 
work. Those who do not experience the sharp end of this – the 
wealthy, who do not rely on earnings from paid work in the same 
way that the working class does, and some people of older gen-
erations for whom work, albeit with significant class, gender, 

6 https://opendemocracy.net/en/oureconomy/dont-buy-the-lockdown-lie-this-is-
a-government-of-business-as-usual/ (last accessed December 2020).
7 https://ons.gov.uk/peoplepopulationandcommunity/healthandsocialcare/causes 
ofdeath/bulletins/coronaviruscovid19relateddeathsbyoccupationenglandandwales/
deathsregisteredbetween9marchand25may2020 (last accessed December 2020).
8 https://bbc.co.uk/news/uk-52219070 (last accessed December 2020).
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racial and regional disparities did not involve, or only temporar-
ily involved, low-pay or low-protection – inhabit a fantasy world, 
half-waking half-sleeping. In this world, tyrannical bosses, 
poverty pay, and dismissal for challenging crap conditions are a 
thing of the past, or at least, something that happens somewhere 
else. The story this world tells itself goes like this: it’s relatively 
easy to get a job – just hand your CV into somewhere on the high 
street! – and once you’ve got one you can rely on it to keep your 
rent paid. You can trust that it’s unlikely that something bad will 
happen; or that if it does – say, you get sick, or injured at work 
– you’ll be protected, either legally or by the goodwill of your 
employer. While you might have to slog away for a few years 
doing something you’re not particularly keen on, eventually, the 
day will come when you’re able to do something you actually 
enjoy, or, at the very least, you’ll be paid enough that it doesn’t 
matter. 

The reality is that the kind of jobs you might have once been 
able to get with a sweep of the high street and your printer-warm 
CVs now have hundreds of people applying for them. We can 
attribute the persistence of belief in the possibility of finding 
good – that is, well-paid, secure and fulfilling – work, despite 
the foreclosure of that possibility, to a few different things. First 
among those might be that many have been shielded from the 
reality of the scale and nature of the problem. This is because 
the economic stagnation that has dominated this century so 
far has, in the UK, meant a polarisation of the labour market. 
The middle has fallen out, with middling-paid occupations lost. 
This leaves poorly paid work, often part-time or involving bogus 
self-employment (where those who could legally be counted as 
employees, and receive rights and benefits as employees, are 
encouraged by companies to register instead as self-employed), 
at the bottom, while at the top are a growing number of 
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high-paid occupations.9 This polarisation isn’t spread evenly 
across the UK. In parts of the south of England, and particularly 
in London, there are very high levels of inequality and labour 
polarisation that aren’t found to the same extent elsewhere.10 At 
the same time, the protections historically offered by the welfare 
state have been either destroyed or eroded by successive gov-
ernments, from increased conditionality for benefits that were 
previously universal to cuts to the amount of benefit that can be 
received, and the loss of public services. But those who have not 
experienced the new benefits system, or used decaying public 
services, and have enough seniority in their workplace to have 
avoided zero-hours or temporary work, or who have retired and 
left the job market, may well not have any idea how bad it is, 
how quickly and totally the rug has been pulled out from under 
people’s feet. They will remember, or still live in, a world of what 
is termed ‘standard employment’. This means full-time, open-
ended, contract-bound jobs, with the terms of the contract, and 
of the reciprocal responsibilities of both employer and employee, 
enforced by trade unions. 

Standard employment, however, is something of a historical 
anomaly. Before the introduction of the legal apparatus defining 
the terms of employment, fought for and defended by trade 
unions, the arbitrary power of employers to hire and fire, to 
determine hours of work and so on was immense. While the 
majority of workers are in standard employment in the UK, 
many are locked out of it, and the sectors in which young 
people, people of colour, migrants and women are more likely 

9 https://bl.uk/britishlibrary/~/media/bl/global/business-and-management/pdfs/
non-secure/w/a/g/wage-inequality-and-employment-polarisation-in-british-cities.
pdf (last accessed December 2020).
10 Ibid.
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to work tend to be those more likely to use temporary contracts, 
zero-hours contracts, subcontracting or bogus self-employment. 

All of these (increasingly regular) contractual ‘irregularities’ 
give more power and flexibility to employers, allowing them 
to cut costs on things like National Insurance, sick pay or 
parental leave, and making it easier and cheaper to fire workers. 
Zero-hours contract or on-demand work offers flexibility, but 
that flexibility is often more beneficial to employers than to 
workers. It means that when there’s less demand, workers don’t 
get hours scheduled. It also creates a system of control – workers 
might have obligations outside of work, say, to pick up their 
children at a certain time – and putting timetabling only in the 
hands of managers and bosses means that workers who do not 
meet particular, often impossibly high, targets, or who complain 
about conditions, are denied a schedule that works for them.11 
Zero-hours contracts are about 6% of contracts in the UK, but in 
some sectors, admin and support services, and accommodation 
and food, this rises to around 20%. Companies in construction 
and in health and social work make disproportionate use of 
such contracts. While non-standard employment remains less 
common than standard employment in the UK, in some sectors, 
it is growing. This means significant numbers of people are 
locked out of the legal rights afforded to workers and employees. 
Globally, most work is actually done outside of the formal 
sector, which means it is not only likely to be non-standard 
paid employment but is also outside of the legal and taxation 
frameworks of the state. As the growth of new jobs slows and 
more jobs are lost, non-standard employment, or any work that 
falls outside of the formal sector, might become more common. 

11 See Alex Wood, Despotism on Demand (Ithaca, NY: Cornell University Press, 
2020).
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If we look, with clear eyes, at the state of work in the UK – the 
prevalence of low wages, low protections, the polarisation, the 
stickiness of wage stagnation – we might think that something 
desperately needs to change. We might want to call into question 
the tidy narrative of progress around work outlined at the start 
of this introduction. But the response from the political estab-
lishment to the diminishing availability of well-paid, secure 
work has profoundly missed the point. The first response, while 
on the surface not particularly bad in itself, would be over-gen-
erously described as a sticking plaster. We might call this the 
aspiration-deficit model. It argues that people end up trapped in 
crap jobs because they don’t know what they’re capable of and, 
with the right encouragement, will be able to find a fulfilling 
job. This encouragement can be helpful, especially when it 
comes to negotiating the complicated terrain of the unwritten, 
and often indiscernible to the uninitiated, social capital-bound 
rules of the workplace. Sometimes this becomes a question of 
supporting people from particular oppressed groups into better 
paid, secure work. And while the barriers to career advance-
ment or to certain professions for women, for people of colour 
and for working-class people are often particularly high, what 
happens to those who do not make it? The system is such that 
there will always be many more losers than there are winners. 
Those who are caught in a punitive and cruel benefit system and 
successive low-paid crap jobs. Aspiration in a world structurally 
unable to fulfil the aspirations of everyone will leave the unlucky 
or just those for whatever reason not capable of meeting their 
aspirations cast adrift. Sometimes this induced aspiration 
comes with particular training, but this often fails to address the 
structural issue of the lack of high-quality jobs. Even when the 
project of adding aspiration works, it can only help a small few; 
for everyone else, it’s a particularly vicious moment of cruelty 
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in which they are made to feel that their failures are their own 
fault alone. 

The second response to the erosion of work-as-we-previously-
knew-it is the pathologisation of the unemployed. This is the 
stick to the carrot of the aspiration model, and in some ways, an 
extension of it. Within it, worklessness becomes a sickness, to be 
cured by hard work.12 We can see it in the ugly suggestion that 
workers avoiding a dangerous virus were ‘addicted to furlough’, 
and as the Health Secretary Matt Hancock suggested, had to 
be ‘weaned off’. We can see it in the routine invocation of a 
nonsense binary of ‘strivers vs skivers’, in former Deputy Prime 
Minister and deputy architect of austerity Nick Clegg’s dreary 
‘alarm clock Britain’, Labour MP Rachel Reeves’ insistence that 
her party was not the party of ‘people on benefits’, or George 
Osborne’s opposition between the ‘shift-worker, leaving home 
in the dark hours of the early morning’ and ‘their next-door 
neighbour sleeping off a life on benefits.’13 Sometimes this 
rhetoric even breaks out into open advocacy of eugenics, such 
as when the Tory MP Ben Bradley wrote that those on benefits 
should be pointed towards vasectomies.14 Unemployment 
becomes a dangerous state, a hereditary sickness, but one that is 
squarely the fault of the individual. Margaret Thatcher reduced 
the amount of benefits available to claimants, but it was really 
only under Major and Blair that conditions began to be attached 
to benefits. Some conditions reduced the number of people 
who could claim a particular benefit: these eligibility conditions 

12 See The Work Cure ed. David Frayne (Monmouth: PCCS Books, 2019) for a 
helpful discussion of this topic. 
13 https://theguardian.com/politics/2013/jan/08/strivers-shirkers-language-
welfare (last accessed December 2020).
14 https://theguardian.com/politics/2018/jan/16/ben-bradley-under-fire-for-
blogpost-urging-jobless-people-to-have-vasectomies (last accessed December 2020).
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barred, for example, students from claiming unemployment 
benefits they had previously been entitled to over the summer 
holidays. Other conditions applied to the behaviour of claimants: 
this could mean compulsory unpaid work, or sanctions for 
missing appointments; in some cases, sanctions can mean 
losing eligibility for benefits for up to three years.15 Not only 
has the safety net of the welfare state been frayed, its use has 
been massively stigmatised.16 None of this does very much to get 
people into work, although schemes in which people work for 
free are, presumably, a profitable arrangement for employers. As 
too is the growth of bogus self-employment, which keeps costs 
down for employers and leaves workers without the protections 
of direct employment. It helps keep the unemployment statistics 
down, too. Of course, there’s also money to be made for the 
private companies to which the business of running much of 
the welfare state has been outsourced, too. The company that 
currently administers one of the most notorious parts of the 
punitive welfare apparatus, the fitness-to-work assessments that 
determine whether someone is eligible for Employment and 
Support Allowance, are reportedly paid £200 per assessment.17 

Two kinds of unfreedom 

Despite the problem of persistent low wages and growing 
in-work poverty, it is still claimed by the government that ‘work 
is the best way out of poverty’.18 Poverty and unemployment 

15 https://bbc.co.uk/news/uk-46104333 (last accessed December 2020).
16 https://blogs.lse.ac.uk/politicsandpolicy/benefit-sanctions-mental-health/ (last 
accessed December 2020).
17 https://theguardian.com/society/2016/jan/08/maximus-miss-fitness-to-work-
test-targets-despite-spiralling-costs (last accessed December 2020).
18 https://ft.com/content/d50bd4ec-7c87-11e9-81d2-f785092ab560 (last accessed 
December 2020).
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become individual failings rather than unwanted features of 
the economy. Between the soft, slow-burning punishment of 
aspiration and the immediate violence of the benefits system, 
there is a war being waged against the millions trapped in low 
waged and insecure work. But this isn’t just a book about crap 
jobs,19 although the extent and sheer misery of them is evidence 
enough against the narrative of gradually improving work. It’s 
a book about how work under capitalism is bad for all of us. As 
we’ve already seen, work simply does not, as it currently exists, 
work for the lowest paid. But, as I argue in the rest of the book, 
the problem of work under capitalism is not just the problem of 
crap jobs and of an unfair distribution of access to better ones. 
Even in work that is more secure, more permanent, and better 
paid, all kinds of problems for workers emerge. The reason for 
this is that, by and large, we are not able to choose how we work. 
At work, we are subject to control by others. Being subject to the 
power of others might not be always bad, but the particular way 
in which this control is exercised, and particularly in the context 
of a relative powerlessness of workers, means it can be extremely 
harmful. The lack of freedom in the workplace is, in part, the 
product of a background condition of work. This background 
condition is that the majority of society must find a job to be 
able to live. In this sense, we do not make a free choice to enter 
work. Of course, we are not forced to work. We are not dragged 
from our beds and plonked in an office chair, made to look at 
spreadsheets at gunpoint, and shot if we fail to meet monthly 
targets – but the kind of society we live in is one in which having 
a job is a necessity. Without a job, except for the very rich, life 
is made extremely difficult. This is why we go to work. We are 
not directly coerced into working, but society is structured in 

19 See also David Graeber, Bullshit Jobs: a theory (Penguin, 2018).



INTRODUCTION: WORK’S FANTASY

11

such a way that we must work. In the event of a job loss, over a 
third of households would be unable to pay the coming month’s 
rent.20 It might, especially in an economic downturn, be difficult 
to find another job of the same quality, pay or location. The 
world outside of work is one of punitive benefit sanctions and 
moral condemnation. The threat of paltry benefits or of losing 
our homes leaves us vulnerable to worse treatment: we, almost 
always, need a job more than a job needs us. Our entrance into 
work is unfree, and while we’re there, our time is not our own. 

Wanting work

In September 2020, an advert on London’s Tube, paid for by the 
cleaning products company Dettol, caused online controversy 
after it listed what its authors assumed were positives about 
working in an office and the manifold joys of commuting.21 

Hearing an alarm. Putting on a tie. Carrying a handbag. 
Receptionists. Caffeine-filled air. Taking a lift. Seeing your 
second family. Watercooler conversations. Proper bants. 

Deserved scorn was poured on the advert. Not only were Dettol 
implicitly supporting a dubiously safe return to workplaces 
for those who could, by and large, work from home; they were 
also running against the grain of years of popular culture that 
depict the office not as an environment in which desires are 
met but one in which they are frustrated. This is, in some ways, 
the popular common sense. The office is where you go to do 

20 https://theguardian.com/money/2016/aug/09/england-one-in-three-families-
one-months-pay-losing-homes-shelter-study (last accessed December 2020).
21 https://indy100.com/article/dettol-ad-office-tube-work-benefits-9703071 (last 
accessed December 2020).
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something you don’t particularly enjoy, and usually, make small 
talk with people you aren’t particularly interested in. However, 
despite such widespread griping and groaning about workplace 
culture, there was something I found troubling in the response 
to the advert. Many people report actually enjoying work; a 2017 
poll found that two thirds of people in the UK claim to like or 
love their job. Only one in ten said they disliked their job.22 How 
do we square this with the sorts of problems a critic of work 
under capitalism might find in work?

Nothing I’ve said so far – and nothing I’ll argue in this book – 
excludes the possibility that some people might enjoy their jobs. 
Clearly, not everybody is unhappy at work. The much-maligned 
Dettol advert implies not just that work is enjoyable, but that 
people have strong emotional connections to it: they might 
even miss it. For many, work is the place in which their lives 
are lived, in which some of their most important relationships 
are forged and in which they might find meaning, even joy. It is 
important that critics of work reckon with this. However, this 
is not a book about people’s subjective preferences so much as 
the conditions in which those preferences are formed, and the 
background of possibilities against which they exist, such as the 
lack of other sources of possible fulfilment and sociability. It is 
a consideration of the ways in which capitalist work curtails 
people’s freedom, how even while it might provide some sat-
isfaction, even some pleasure, it does so at the expense of the 
cultivation of other kinds of pleasures, of other ways of living 
and producing, together. It aims to make sense of the harms 
of actually existing work and to grapple with the kinds of ways 
we could make that work better. In the first part of the book, I 
outline what work is, how it has been understood and contested. 

22 https://yougov.co.uk/topics/politics/articles-reports/2017/08/03/love-wage-
balance-how-many-brits-their-job-and-the (last accessed December 2020).



INTRODUCTION: WORK’S FANTASY

13

The second part of the book is concerned with what it is that 
work does – to society, to us as individuals, and to the areas of 
lives that are becoming more and more work-like, particularly to 
leisure and to education. In the final section, I consider what we 
ought to do about the problem of work. 

Work is tied up with our identities and our everyday lives in 
profound ways. We are encouraged to love our jobs and live the 
‘values’ of the companies we work for. Communities are shaped 
by and around certain industries (and the decline of those 
industries). This means that when we criticise work, we often 
come up against fear and confusion. This fear is not merely the 
product of a work ethic promulgated by elites. Given that, under 
capitalism, work becomes the only avenue for self-development, 
respect and fulfilment, this is a genuine fear of a loss of self. 
But capitalism’s defining feature – work, wage labour – is a 
curtailment of the possibilities of our lives. We can’t get our lives 
back without radically changing the very foundations of society.




