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The Future of Work?
Do Our Evolving Ideas on the Nature of Work ‘Work for Us’?!*
0.    Pre-Introduction

A set of propositions and ideas to explore in the context of an open forum (and introduce an exploration of this topic). (0)

1.    Introduction


If we were to begin by interrogating the subtitle above, we would find ourselves asking a certain number of key questions? Have our ideas on the nature of work evolved in the past, are they still evolving, and, where might we be heading? Indeed, we could even ask “what is the future of work?” The very asking of this question calling into question if work, itself, as we currently know it, actually has a future, given that we are already witnessing a not too distant horizon replete with robots, app(lication)s, the complete mechanization of manufacturing, self-driving vehicles, and so on? Then, continuing with such an interrogation we would ask “who is ‘us’?” Do major discourses on this topic actually operate on our behalf, or, more on the behalf of elites, the so-called one percent of the one percent, political forces beyond our control that are more inclined to represent vested interests, perhaps where we even unwittingly ‘have to do the bidding of unknown masters’ resident in other countries besides our own given the dominance of multinationals, overseas shareholders, globalization, and so forth? Entertaining either to what degree some forms of work are alienating and/or how other forms of work might constitute forms of freedom or better pathways in such a direction? Then, we can explore to what extent the ‘for us’ is not existentially ‘for-us’, or, in what manner there is a viable relationship between the ‘relatively non-existential for us’ and the ‘relatively existential for-us’? In essence, asking “just who really profits or profits more from the ongoing exertions of our labour? Given a rampant neo-liberalism, in this time of undeniable global warming and an economically devasting pandemic such considerations deserve to be urgently and closely scrutinized? (1)

In asking these questions and in attempting to answer them I definitely perceive this ‘research’ as ever a work in progress; for how clearly can anyone see the future let alone the present and its current trends? However, as a place to start, I have used the book by Tim Dunlop titled Why the future is WORKLESS; published by NewSouth, 2016.
 (2)

To organize this ‘introduction’ I will utilize the following headings, namely, An Archaeology of Labour; Recent Myths and Memes on the Nature of Work; A Neo-Liberal Transformation of a ‘Working’ Ideology; The Future of Work? and, What Working Future do we Deserve? Ending with Provisional Conclusions and Comments. (3)
*    
For latest version of this paper: www.homestead.com/noelshomepage/noelshomepage5.html 
2.    An Archaeology of Labour
The Greco-Roman world where slaves did the labour, often in the home or relatively out of sight, and, where the elites had vocations performed in public.
The loss of pax Romana, de-urbanization… feudal world, serfdom, say, 95% supporting 5% the elites (nobles, scholars/clerks, clergy). Traditional inheritance of position/occupation. Anti-usury.

The wealthy, more organized forms of labour preferenced post-plagues. Development of guilds?

Reformation… stirrings of a need to find your own non-inherited working identity? Although we still get dynasties of musicians, e.g. Bach. 

Luther/Calvin… work is good (for salvation)… profit seen as a sign of Divine blessings.

Development of a work ethic (retrospective in origination?). A fiction? Resurrected in the Arts and Crafts movement. The noble craftsperson. Imperial ambitions. Increasing inequality.
Shift from rural to urban, farming to factories. Servants turned into factory labour. Rise of blue-collar.
Post-war accommodations between capital, business, unions, governments… too much protectionism. Decreasing inequality.

Advent of a neo-liberal vision of the political-economy. An acquiescent government. Donors, vested interest incrementally creating policies, directly and/or indirectly. Over-emphasis on competition.

Increased computing power, etc. Globalization, erosion of unionism, privatization, outsourcing, increasing inequality. Episodic redundancies. Decreased manufacturing in first-world countries.
Decreased white-collar employment? Creation of new forms of employment. Expert systems. IT, AI, mobiles, apps, etc. Export of jobs to third-world countries, e.g., call centers. Erosion of a need for middle persons acting as agents (in travel, real estate, etc.). Disruption of advertising markets, media. Experiments in new models for income generation new and old businesses. Data mining…
The future? Return of manufacturing through additive printing (3D printing), voice recognition and expert-systems mean fully automated call centers returning from overseas. New monopolies that no longer employ large numbers of people like Apple, IBM, Google, Amazon (with an increasing automation of so-called fulfilment centers). Increasing use of Internet.
Some ideas re historical approaches:

Nothing is lost, everything is sedimented or overlaid in the cultural psyche. E.g., fairy stories as re-disseminated replication of our animistic pre-history. Just as in a post-Christian world Christian vision of ethics persist as the major ethical discourse? Related idea that through continuous replication cultural memes can mutate, become virulent (idea of virulent clonic succession), diametrically opposed (e.g., early Christian ideas on profit/charity versus Calvin’s influence on a work ethic, e.g.). ‘Work’ has evolved and can evolve again, but, in a form that works for us rather than the other ways round. The idea of a work remit… i.e., with a relational trajectory that can be extrapolated to some degree. My idea of a statistic analysis of theme overstated and understated. Noting unintended consequences arising from novel mutations. Also, the Derridean idea of ‘re/invagination’, but, of historical memes, etc. A need to diversify discursive languages, think beyond the terms of the ruling paradigm. 
3.    Recent Myths and Memes on the Nature of Work 

Recycling of old myths that the poor are lazy. E.g., of the Afro-American mother who slept five hours a day and had three low paying jobs and where the grandmother looked after her daughter. A living wage re-needed! Witness the restrictions on welfare… to stop people actually getting it, especially in US (and somewhat in Australia).
A system that ‘knows’ there are more people wanting work than can be given work. Escpecially in this Covid-19 crisis (1 job available : 10 jobseekers?).
Trickle-down economics as a myth with no supporting evidence. Trumps attempt… increased bonuses and buybacks of shares.

Anti-taxation rhetoric, often from Right (and sometimes Left) but, yet, often increase same… taxation shifted from business to workers through direct taxes and value-added taxation, etc?

Evidence that UBI (or Negative Income Tax) work! Money not squandered. Ability to confront employers offering wages that are too low (a way of countering an environment with little unionism). As a way of recognizing unpaid labour, predominantly performed by females. Good for indigenous societies similarly. Empowering of women. Improves the mental health of a community!
4.    A Neo-Liberal Transformation of a ‘Working’ Ideology 

Decreasing hours of work on paper but peer group pressures/threats of episodic redundancies have increased hours of work by those on a salary. Personal computers, Internet, mobiles as trojan horses for bringing work home… outside office hours.
Workers with a work ethos exploited. Increasing regimentation for non-executives, surveillance, so-called performance indicators, etc.
Increased legals. Proliferation of red-tape but a great need for same persists. Wrong regulations deregulated through political pressures exerted through lobbying.

Lack of compliance legislation and enforcement!
5.    The Future of Work? 

Dunlop perceives three options in response to same:
1.   Business as usual
… more neo-liberally inspired policies, practices, etc. Gig economies to expand?? 
Maybe some re-regulation, or some better regulation. But tinkering around the edges. Neo-liberalism left to incrementally continue its colonization of the workplace, etc.

But increasing inequalities, etc., indirectly/directly destabilizing democracies, etc. Populism, or, with increasing fascism/authoritarianism. Evolution turning to revolutions.

Recipe for failure since it does not address increasing work anxieties… or a future where there is diminished opportunity for reasonable employment commensurable with ability, educational training, etc. Basically, too pragmatic. 
That most people are not happy in their form of employment… things getting worse?

2.    Back to the future

Trying to turn the clock back… re-unionization, businesses returning to small towns.
Increasingly not practicable. Too idealistic.
Recipe for failure since it does not address increasing work anxieties. Impossible to turn clock back or substitute similar. 
3.    Postwork
Workless/work less. The imperative to debate such changes as present now, rather than when there are no jobs/an imbalance in the availability and quality of work (commensurate with skills, etc.). (as in the Covid-19 crisis). 
UBI/NIT

Reconstitution of identity as not needing to work, needing to work to the same extent.

Embracing technology but preferencing its positive aspects, etc.
Also, a recipe for failure since it does not directly address increasing work anxieties, the needs and nexus between identity and place in society, etc. But more realistic.
4.    Hybrid work environments 
My solution/resolution of work anxieties, diminished need for labour, etc. Invoking a concept of poly-pluralistic economic identities/poly-economic pluralism (modelled on my concept of a poly-political pluralism arising from my critique of multi-culturalism).
Where people will often do a number of work routines across the course of their lives but for those when without a more traditional form of employment they can take up tasks that could be set for themselves, by themselves… e.g., as writers, as artists, getting an education, dog-minding, looking after children or sick relatives, voluntary work, visiting elderly people, etc. Finding an identity through such ‘service’ and being re-seen at the same time as positively contributing to society through such multiple evolving identities either co-occurring and/or sequential in character. 
Promoting new forms of leisure, sport activity, exercise, travel, self-education, etc.

Support through UBI. Again, as a way of addressing extreme inequalities, addressing unpaid work, gender inequalities, as a de facto minimal wage, etc., putting a floor on wage exploitation. Everyone should have a share/be a share-holder in society.
An improvement of 3. Restoration of identity in society. Serious philosophical reconstitution and broadening of the idea of work/work ethic perhaps to include a wider range of services, unpaid work, artistic output, improving the richness of social engagement.
6.    What Working Future do we Deserve?

The concept of work has changed. Must change again. Suggestions? Otherwise serious political disruptions if not addressed… and addressed soon! Politicians continuously observant of polling, interest groups, but, not really listening. Political parties in the thrall of a political culture of donations/donors… a recipe also for political polarization.
Treating the individual in society as a valued end in themselves, as worthy of unconditional support. Having a reconstituted work ethic that works for us, and not v.v. The need for an existential trans-valuation of work broadened to include forms of identification that take time and effort like skills, education, techniques of relating to others (politics, caring, diversity in history formation, etc.).
Problems with proliferation, increasing meta-work, over-surveillance, work encroachment on privacy and freedom of speech, institutionalization, poor recognition of the diverse needs of employers, lack of democratic workplaces even though we live in a democracy…just not practices in the work place, and operating at the lowest common denominator in all forms of work. 

7.    Provisional Conclusions and Comments
The existence of work anxiety… with good cause.
Problems with employment here already… diminished wages in real terms?

E.g., of rents in Sydney over the last 40 years. 
UBI inevitable… need to politically rebadge same minus the myths and misinterpreted evidence, etc.
Gig economy is problematic?? Lack of job security feeding into postponed marriages, delays in raising children, inability to get mortgages, high rents, etc.

Inequalities creating political instability which is here with us already. Compounded by neo-liberalism on autopilot/persistence as the major discourse… not replaced yet with a credible political-economic re-positioning??
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� 	Citing those ideas when and where introduced for consideration.





