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5 
"Towards a Theory of Work" 


Gregory Pence 


Philosophy and the world need a unified, comprehensive theory of work. 
Past discussions of work treat work either as an appendage to broader social 
problems or in rigid isolation from political and moral issues. Ideally, what is 
needed for work is a theory like the one Rawls developed for justice. This 
paper is a preliminary attempt to sketch the broad outlines of such a theory, 
with special emphasis on developing adequate conceptual categories for 
thinking about work. 


1. THINKING ABOUT WORK: CONCEPTUAL CATEGORIES 


We need a conceptual map which will clarify discussions about work with-
out leading us to inadequate political solutions. I think that the broad strokes 
of this map are three concepts: labor, workmanship and callings. What I 
want to show is that using the above tripartite distinction will improve our 
thinking about work. 


We are all acquainted with the fact that some work activities are more 
pleasant than others. Some work activities are very unpleasant for the 
worker. Let us call them labor. Paradigms of labor are tilling a field for 
weeds, occupying a position on an assembly line, and picking up trash along 
the side of a highway. Laboring is generally: (1) repetitious, (2) not intrinsi-
cally satisfying, (3) done out of necessity; labor also involves ( 4) few higher 
human faculties, and (5) little choice about how and when the work is done. 


None of the above conditions are necessary conditions of labor, although 
together they are sufficient to define labor. Condition (2) above, however, will 
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always be relative to the worker, or in other words, from his point of view. 
For example, if Jones regards gardening as intrinsically unsatisfying but Smith 
enjoys it very much, then gardening will be labor for Jones but not for Smith. 


Workmanship differs from labor in many ways. 1 Workmanship generally is 
more satisfying for the worker than labor. Paradigms of workmanship are 
professional occupations like dentistry and engineering, as well as traditional 
craftsmanship jobs like carpentry, leather-working, etc. The general condi-
tions differentiating workmanship from labor include the following: (1) use 
of higher human faculties, (2) some intrinsic satisfaction in the activity itself, 
(3) some degree of choice about when work is done and how, (4) pride of 
the worker in the products of his work. Like the conditions defining labor, 
none of the above conditions are necessary conditions, although together 
they are a sufficient condition. 


The highest kind of activity involving work is a calling. As the name im-
plies, callings exist when individuals fmd intrinsic pleasure in their work and 
when they "identify" themselves with their work. In a calling, one believes 
that one's unique abilities "call" one to a certain kind of work. Although the 
word "calling" has a religious etymology, the concept here is entirely secu-
lar. A naturally gifted musician who enjoys music may feel that music is a 
calling for him based solely on his assessment of his abilities and pleasures. 
More than any other condition, however, callings have the sense that one's 
work has a higher purpose than earning money. One's work is directed to-
wards accomplishing goals which tie in with larger goals in the community 
and world. At the same time, callings are always individualized and defined 
by the relation of the individual to his work. Callings then can have no mass-
term paradigms. Specific examples of callings are the lives of Gandhi, Ein-
stein, Pasteur, Socrates, and many less-famous individuals. In many ways, 
one has a calling in the sense in which a person defines his most intimate 
goals in life through his work. There is no bad faith in a calling, for one ob-
tains self-realization through the goals of one's work. 


The above three concepts are explicitly meant to be partially mora/con-
cepts. Callings are better than workmanship, and workmanship is better than 
labor. At bottom, the basic sortal terms about work in a systematic theory must 
be partially moral concepts. We must have a way to judge that one kind of 
work is better than another and to guide national planning about what kinds 
of work should be created. The basic moral assumption behind this concep-
tual classification is that work is better in direct proportion to the degree in 
which the following are realized: (1) development and exercise of unique per-
sonal qualities, (2) intrinsic satisfaction in the activity, (3) personal choice in 
accepting the job in the first place. The basic political assumption is that the 
more people work in workmanship and callings, the more they will be tied to 
the larger community for the social good (we will discuss this assumption in 
detail in the last section). We can put these points in another way by saying 
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that a rational person with normal desires would want to avoid the evil of 
labor in his life-plans and would want ideally to live a calling in his work. 


It should be stressed that social stereotypes of callings, workmanship, and 
labor are not equivalent to their definitions in this paper. If a physician re-
gards his job as boring, repetitious and without intrinsic satisfaction, then he 
is laboring. In contrast, a gardener might regard his work as a calling, despite 
the fact that outsiders would see his work as labor. Thus, the important per-
spective is the view of the worker. One man's labor is another's calling. 


I have stressed that the conditions differentiating callings from workman-
ship, and workmanship from labor, must be taken from the point of view of 
the worker. By understanding these kinds of work in this way, we will get 
more insights about other aspects of work. For example, an important aspect 
to understand is the worker's relation to time. 2 In labor, the temporal pa-
rameters of work are imposed by external necessity. In the factory, the eight-
hour shift is imposed as a condition of working. The farmer must harvest his 
crop within the deadlines set by the seasons of his crop. Thus, little choice 
exists about when labor is done. In contrast, workmanship involves more 
flexibility about time. One reason why the medieval guilds hated factory 
work was the elimination of such time-flexibility. 3 The guildsmen tradition-
ally used Mondays (and sometimes Tuesdays) to recover from carousing on 
the weekend. Yet contracts had to be met, and like modern newspapermen, 
they would work continuously through the thirty hours before the Friday 
deadline. The important point is that guildsmen could have disciplined 
themselves and worked more regular hours. They simply chose not to do so. 
Thus they had a more self-chosen and flexible relation to time. 


In Husserlian concepts, the internal time-consciousness of the laborer is 
permeated by the burden of labor. For those who must labor, work symbol-
izes the necessity of satisfying basic needs or obtaining security. The time 
during which the laborer toils the next day is not seen by him as a wide 
womb of possibilities for self-development. It is instead the time during 
which he must work but during which he would rather be doing other 
things. During his labor, he watches the clock in anticipation of breaks and 
the end of the day. Off the job, he does not escape the burden of his inter-
nal time-consciousness. Whether the laborer works every day or only when 
basic needs must be met, his time off the job is not totally free because he 
knows, on the periphery of his consciousness, that his activities are restricted 
by the periodic necessity of a return to labor. Thus, his activities off the job 
may be done more to escape this burden than for their intrinsic enjoyment. 
When labor controls life, even non-laboring time may be unfree. 


A calling comes closest to the classical idea of leisure when judged by its 
temporal consciousness. In callings, people almost always work more than 
the standard forty hour week. Nevertheless, the choice of work is dictated 
not by any external necessity but by a necessity "internal" to the specific 
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goal. It would be ridiculous to have required Einstein to punch a timeclock 
at Princeton because callings do not have that kind of temporal conscious-
ness. In a calling there is the greatest flexibility in temporal consciousness. 
One is free either to disengage from work for days or to work night and day 
for weeks. Thus, the time-consciousness of callings are open-ended and not 
confined by the artificial constraints of the social world. 


In between the extreme differences in temporal consciousness between 
labor and callings is the temporal consciousness of workmanship. Its tem-
poral consciousness is a mixture and compromise of the two above ex-
tremes. Sometimes the workman may lose track of time and work after hours 
in order to perfect a piece of work which could have been finished ade-
quately but imperfectly hours before. At other times, the part of him which 
is not totally identified with his work will yearn to do other things and then 
his relation to time becomes like that of the laborer. Put in another way, we 
may see the temporal consciousness of workmanship as oscillating between 
the extremes of labor and callings. One good way to understand temporal 
consciousness is in contrasting attitudes towards the re-awakening of time-
consciousness at the beginning of the day. In the life of a calling, one eagerly 
arises most mornings with anticipation of the day's activities. At the other ex-
treme, the laborer's sleep is alarmed into consciousness by the "alarm" 
clock, which dictates that escape time is over and that labor must be done 
again to meet basic needs. In workmanship, there will be some days when 
one awakes with alarm and other days when one awakes with anticipation. 
On this criterion alone, most workers in developed countries probably live 
lives of workmanship, regardless of whether their work is seen from "out-
side" as labor or a calling. 


2. CONCEPTUAL ERRORS AND CONFUSIONS ABOUT WORK 


To construct a good, modern theory of work, we need first to understand 
some errors of past attempts to understand work. Such is the purpose of the 
second section of this paper. 


2.1. A surprisingly common error in thinking about work is to think of it as 
having some common essence. Whether one is a conservative discussing the 
"right to work" or a Marxist excoriating the bourgeois who do not work, a 
tendency exists to assume that some simple, identifiable element exists com-
mon to all work. Conversely, the assumption implies that what lacks this el-
ement is play, leisure, spare time, hobbies, etc., but not work. Thus, the basic 
erroneous notion is that work is a basic, interchangeable, homogeneous ac-
tivity which everybody does but with minor variations. For example, when 
Marxists assume that the moral value of all work is the same, a tendency ex-
ists to assume in addition that all proletarian work is basically the same. 
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The above assumption is false. The basic error is a classic "category mis-
take." An activity which is complex, highly variable, and meaning depend-
ent on the individual, is erroneously made into a simple, invariable activity 
of universal meaning. Wittgenstein could just as easily have taken work as 
his primary example of a "family resemblance" rather than games. In work, 
some use their hands, others use their minds; some work for satisfaction and 
no money, others work only for money; some work alone, while others 
work in vast factories. To adopt the myth that labor, workmanship, and call-
ings differ in degrees but not in kind may be politically attractive. The Marx-
ist laborer may find it comfortable to believe that skilled workmen feel as ex-
ploited as he, but if the laborer goes to the barricades with such a belief, he 
is a fool. All people who work are not exploited. A person who enjoys his 
job is not "exploited" in any normal sense of the term. To say that one does 
not work unless one is exploited is simply to stipulate a definition of work 
to match pre-conceived political beliefs. 


There are several reasons why people incorrectly use labor as the para-
digm of all work. The Old Testament sees work as God's punishment for 
man. Work in the biblical view is solely labor. It is a necessary evil to be done 
in atonement for original sin. The view that man is meant to suffer in work 
is comforting when one must accept labor. When alternative, higher forms 
of work are possible, the biblical view loses plausibility as an ideology. 


A second reason why people identify all work with labor is that until the 
rise of advanced, industrial societies, most people had to labor. The lucky 
few were craftsmen or journeymen. Even today, most people in most parts 
of the world must labor each day. 


Thirdly, people are always attempting to transform higher forms of work into 
labor on grounds of efficiency. This transformation occurred not only between 
the Reformation and the Industrial Revolution, but also in the huge industrial-
ization of modern countries in the nineteenth and twentieth centuries. One of 
the greatest confusions about work of all time was created by Frederick Taylor 
at the turn of the century. 4 Taylor's idea was to apply behaviorism to make work 
more efficient. His basic idea was to break down a job into its smallest bits of 
behavior (e.g., move left hand three inches to right, grasp object, move hand 
two inches vertically, etc.). He then studied the way workers combined these 
"bits" of behavior to see if a more efficient way could be found. His high point 
of success came when he trained a Dutchman named Schmidt to shovel47 tons 
of pig-iron a day instead of his previous 12.5 tons. This roaring success, and a 
few others like it, brought on the school of "Scientific Management" still taught 
in some business schools today. Taylor's "science" was merely the latest of 
many attempts to transform "unproductive" workmanship into "efficient" labor. 
It is not surprising that Taylor's scheme failed. Moreover, from a moral point of 
view, it is good that it did. A just, efficient society does not need more labor. 
What it needs is people living jobs of workmanship and callings. 
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2.2. A second conceptual error about work involves discussions of the 
right to employment. I am not here concerned with the "rights" half of this 
phrase. Rather, I want to discuss the kind of employment to which rights 
are claimed to attach. In general, it seems that when politicians discuss the 
"right to employment," they are talking about creating jobs-any jobs. 
They want to take people off welfare and unemployment compensation, 
and give them jobs so that they won't be "parasites" on the state. The con-
cept of work operating here is labor. Practically speaking, the "right to 
employment" seems to mean the "right to labor at the minimum wage." 
The W.P.A. programs of the Depression were classic examples of the 
"right to labor" and recent job programs for youth and other jobless peo-
ple amount to much the same thing. Building on our previous analysis of 
the kinds of work and their moral values, we can draw some conclusions 
about the "right to labor." The first conclusion which can be made is that, 
assuming social conditions continue in America similar to the past, it is ir-
rational for a person to exercise a "right to labor" when better options are 
available. For example, if one can obtain welfare and perhaps earn a little 
money unofficially on the side (all of which is tax-free), then it is not ra-
tional to take a laboring job. A common objection is that more dignity ex-
ists in holding a job. If we strip away the ideology glorifying work in our 
achievement-oriented society, what good reasons exist for believing that 
labor has more dignity than life on welfare? It is true that on welfare one 
may have to spend long hours waiting in line, be insulted by petty bu-
reaucrats, and be subject to invasions of one's privacy at home. Neverthe-
less, at least much of the week, one can spend one's time as one 
chooses-a great good not obtainable when laboring (or traveling to and 
from laboring). More reasons can be brought forth to justify the rational-
ity of choosing welfare over labor, but I believe the point is obvious. The 
more interesting point is what this point implies, viz., that society should 
create jobs of workmanship and calling and not jobs of mere labor. 


2.3. A third kind of error in thinking about work is seen in the numerous 
discussions of work and play which have been developed by scholars such 
as David Riesman, Herbert Marcuse, and Robert Burke. All of these writers 
make a strict distinction between work and play. Riesman discusses how dif-
ferent kinds of personalities incorporate different degrees of play and work 
into their lives. 5 Marcuse argues against Freud that work need not be repres-
sive and that it can be re-organized into a form which will allow non-
repressive aspects of play to manifest themselves.6 Burke argues that work is 
not the simple opposite of play, but still lumps different kinds of work to-
gether in his analysis, concluding that an element of play should be intro-
duced into work and vice-versa? 


The common error which all these writers make is in not separating distinct 
kinds of work in analysis, and in confusing kinds of play. If we adopt the per-
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spective of the worker and his temporal consciousness, the best way to un-
derstand play is as an activity lacking a temporal consciousness of any odi-
ous necessity. Play is spontaneous, enjoyed for itself, and without any exter-
nal necessity. Play is not the opposite of work because neither play nor work 
is a homogeneous type. "Work" and "play" refer to family resemblances of 
loosely-related but very multifarious activities. If one kind of play is "losing 
oneself" in the activity and forgetting about the future, then callings often ex-
hibit "play" when activities are done for intrinsic satisfaction. On the other 
hand, if play is relaxation from a previous period lacking intrinsic satisfac-
tion, then only those who labor need to play and not those living callings. 


Attacking the basic problem, I believe that the best way to think about 
work is not by asking, "How can play be introduced into work?" but rather, 
"How can labor be turned into workmanship and callings?" The danger of 
asking the question in the first way is that work may be taken to be labor, 
and the possibility of introducing play into labor is conceptually absurd. 
After all, what makes an activity labor is primarily the attitude of the worker. 
No re-organization of an activity is going to make it any more "playful" for 
one who sees it as labor. Second, making work better for people does not 
entail turning work into the opposite of labor. Rather, it will involve elimi-
nating the bad aspects of work and augmenting the good aspects. 


2.4. A fourth error in thinking about work was described by Dewey. 8 This 
error lies in defining work solely in narrow economic terms. For example, 
work is often defined by economists as an activity for which one receives 
remuneration. Dewey contrasts such a definition of work with a "psycho-
logical" or attitudinal definition. The latter definition looks not at whether re-
muneration is included, but at the kind of activity and the person's attitude 
towards it. For example, what seems to be "work" or labor because it receives 
remuneration may be a calling to the person who does the work and who 
receives pay. This error is much like the one where stereotypes of kinds of 
work are employed while failing to understand the people working. For ex-
ample, tilling a field on a farm may seem at first to be labor. Once we know 
that the tiller gave up life as an executive for a simpler life in the country, we 
understand that the work may be a calling for the former executive. 


Many conceptual errors about work have dangerous political implications. 
Exclusively defining work as a paid activity has such implications. This dan-
ger is especially acute in our work-oriented society emphasizing productiv-
ity and the "dignity" of work. If a person is self-sufficient and does not want 
a "regular job," he may be de-valued because he is not "working." This em-
phasis is so strong in our society that people who formerly did not talk of 
their activities as "work," e.g., scholars and artists, now feel forced to de-
scribe their activities as such. Another example of such an economic defini-
tion of work involves a spouse that works at home while the other spouse 
works at a regular job. Exclusive use of an economic definition of work rules 
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out a large class of human beings who work as much as any laborer or work-
man. As feminists have made us see, excluding housework from "official" 
definitions of work entails loss of status and privileges for those who must 
do such work. 


2.5. A final conceptual error about work involves analyzing work only 
from the perspective of one of two extremes. One extreme is to see work 
only from the view of an individual worker. The other extreme is to see work 
only in its largest manifestations for groups of people. Either approach sac-
rifices reality to conceptual elegance. 


The danger of looking at work only from the view of the individual is seen 
in Freud's brief remarks about work. Freud wrote, in a footnote, that 


No other technique for the conduct of life attaches the individual so firmly to re-
ality as laying emphasis on work; for his work at least gives him a secure place 
in a portion of reality, in the human community .... The great majority of peo-
ple only work under the stress of necessity, and this natural human aversion to 
work raises most difficult social problems.9 


It is obvious here that Freud makes the mistake of taking mere labor to be 
representative of all work. By the time Freud wrote this remark 0930), it 
should have been obvious to empirical observation that people were work-
ing in other ways than labor. It is true that Freud recognized and blessed sub-
limation in work-a phenomenon coming closest to a calling. For Freud, 
however, an individual cannot choose to find satisfying work no matter what 
his resources are. If early psychic development is not appropriate, sublima-
tion is impossible. The mass of mankind, for Freud, is doomed to a quasi-
neurotic life of id-repressive labor. Freud's only large perspective is that the 
repression of the id in labor is necessary for civilized society. Yet Freud is 
woefully unaware of his own bourgeois assumptions as an upper-class Vic-
torian doctor. For Freud, people must choose between labor and wild, libid-
inal play. He sees no alternative in between. Moreover, as Marcuse has 
pointed out, he sees no problems in the organization of work in his society, 
especially the re-organization of workmanship into labor. 10 He criticizes the 
communist program as unrealistic and as leading to an anarchy of uncon-
trolled, libidinal impulses. He fails to see the underlying motive to escape 
from labor into a higher, more satisfying form of work. 


Freud made the individual the center of his analysis of man and conse-
quently work enters his discussion largely as a problem of the individual. 
The opposite error is to make man in general the center of analysis and to 
treat work only as a general problem of human nature. Locke, for example, 
discusses work only as the way by which men obtain the natural right to 
property. 11 Similarly, Plato's discussion of work is merely a manifestation of 
his deeper political premises that human nature is divided into higher and 
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lower types. Marx, especially the older Marx, often saw individual problems 
only as the manifestations of larger political problems. Hannah Arendt's dis-
cussion of human nature and work also illustrates this defect, in addition to 
her problems of excessively vague abstractions about work. 12 


3. WORK. AND THE LARGER POUTICAL-ECONOMIC CONTEXT 


A theory of work must avoid the above mistakes while answering "larger" 
questions. It seems we first need adequate concepts about work capturing the 
complexity of the subject in a non-reductionistic, clear way. In addition, we 
need to weave these concepts into a larger moral and political framework. We 
must face the moral-political question about what rewards people deseroe for 
their work. We must look at axiological assumptions in economic and political 
systems which affect work. Finally, we must face the question of social utility 
about necessary incentives promoting work. My approach will be to apply the 
conceptual scheme already developed to some basic principles in Rawls's the-
ory of justice. Rawls's theory is certainly not perfect, as I have argued else-
where, but the large conclusions of the theory seem to be the most fruitful base 
from which to begin. 13 One could adopt a very different approach by finding 
paradigms of good and bad work, then generalizing to kinds of work, and fi-
nally developing a theory of justice focused on work. This latter approach is 
obviously an immense task well beyond the scope of this paper. In addition, 
generalizing from paradigms is very difficult because of the importance of 
worker's perspectives in judging work to be good or bad. 


Because of the length of Rawls's book and some ambiguities in it, there are 
both conservative and radical interpretations of it. People differ greatly in 
their view of what social policies promote the good of the poor "in the long 
run over generations." Regardless of which interpretation is correct, Rawls 
makes one argument about work which many reflective people find persua-
sive and which is also found in Marx. 14 The argument in brief is that from the 
cosmic, indifferent point of view of the universe, individual moral desert is a 
social fiction. Societies evolve certain sets of expectations that certain kinds 
of efforts and abilities will be rewarded in various ways. When one looks at 
the moral basis of these expectations, they turn out to be ultimately unjusti-
fied in themselves but sometimes justified by social utility. Individuals grow-
ing up in such societies mistakenly regard the scheme of expectations as 
rooted in human nature or some metaphysical nature of society. When such 
a scheme is applied to each man, he comes to believe that he intrinsically 
deserves the satisfaction of those expectations which he has achieved. He 
fails to realize that the scheme could have been quite different, and had 
it been different, he would have felt quite differently about what he does 
and does not deserve. Examples of such mistakes are easy to find: people 
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erroneously believe that they deserve inherited wealth, intelligence and its 
benefits, beauty, physical prowess, and natural talents. Moreover, as Rawls 
quite rightly states, even acquired abilities and motivation are largely due to 
factors in the pre-adult environment over which the individual had little 
choice and hence about which he deserves neither intrinsic reward nor in-
trinsic blame. 15 If this view is correct, then we must recognize at once that 
what rewards are deserved from work are at bottom arbitrary and can only 
be justified by social utility. This view is assumed in Marx's labor theory of 
value, although Marx failed to separate work-desert from work-incentives. 
Schemes of incentives necessary to motivate people to work at all, or to 
work in certain areas, can be justified by appeal to the general good and in-
dependently of the question of desert. However, it is crucial to look carefully 
at the assumptions behind the scheme of incentives. 


The scheme of incentives under modern capitalism in advanced countries 
makes several assumptions about work which cannot be justified. The first 
assumption is that people morally deserve both wealth and income gained 
in the capitalistic system. This assumption directly contradicts the "cosmic" 
view of desert sketched above. The second assumption is that people will 
only work for profits and maximal individual wealth. (I employ here the 
economists' definition that wealth is net assets whereas income is merely an-
nual salary.) Like the assumption of universal egoism, this assumption is fal-
sified by direct observation in daily life. Moreover, the historical antecedents 
of such a view of incentives stem from laissez-faire capitalism of Marxian 
times when work mainly was labor. Given our definition of labor, it is cor-
rect to assume that people in a monetary system will only labor for maximal 
monetary return. What is false to assume is that modern technological soci-
ety can only provide labor for workers and that higher forms of work require 
only monetary incentives. This crude, Hobbesian assumption reduces man 
and work solely to vehicles for the satisfaction of those desires which money 
can obtain. It completely ignores a person's intellectual curiosity, family ties, 
personal goals, networks of friendship, and affective yearnings. The fact that 
many people believe such an assumption in modern capitalism in part ex-
plains why so many work so hard without achieving minimal happiness. 


Of course, it is naive and false to blame problems of work and happiness 
only on the way people think. Each of us is born into, and molded by, much 
greater social-economic structures. Two of these structures in modern capi-
talism involve further assumptions which are unjustified: (1) that competition 
in work produces the greatest social good, and (2) that hierarchical decision-
making in business and government, unfettered by rational planning, will re-
sult through "the Invisible Hand" of supply and demand in the greatest good. 
Let us examine each of these assumptions more closely. 


Even if we wrongly take productivity, the Gross National Product, and the 
balance of payments as the only worthy goals of the organization of work, it 
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has never been proven that co-operative schemes of work produce less than 
competitive schemes. The team approach to work has been used extensively 
in Sweden, Israel, and Yugoslavia with increases in productivity. 16 Where 
similar or quasi-team approaches have been used in the United States, such 
as at the Lordstown automobile plant or in profitsharing plans, results have 
shown increases in productivity, 17 The attempts which failed must be judged 
with some suspicion. We need to question how thoroughly worker co-
operation was solicited. More important, we need to realize that installing 
new work schemes of co-operation will be vehemently resisted by those 
who have power and control in the competitive system. (Imagine a hand-
some male beautician who had built up a lucrative practice by flirting with 
and seducing his clientele and who was then forced to work with a largely 
female organization of local beauticians for the goals of co-operation and 
their general good.) We must realize that protestations that co-operation is 
inefficient may often be rationalizations designed to protect individual 
power, whether in the beauty shop, the factory, or the academic department. 


Of course, there is no good reason to adopt the assumption that economic 
productivity is the only worthy goal of the organization of work. It was pre-
cisely such a reductionistic assumption that led Taylor to destroy any scraps 
of workmanship among his workers and dehumanize them into animalistic 
laborers. 18 Rawls has given powerful arguments why maximizing productiv-
ity alone is neither in the individual nor the national interest. 19 Maximizing 
productivity may often imply maintaining a large pool of unemployed work-
ers happy to work for even meagre wages (why else are large businessmen 
so hateful of welfare and unemployment compensation?). Maximizing pro-
ductivity ignores the fact that the laborer, when his hours are over, may only 
feel like drinking beer in front of his television. More important, when the 
goal of maximal productivity is joined to the assumption of the efficiency of 
hierarchical decision-making, the net result is deeply counter to a working 
democratic system. Rawls has argued very well why democracy is the most 
morally justified system of government for our society and the soundness of 
his arguments is assumed here. 2° Carole Pateman, in Partictpation and De-
mocratic Tbeory, has specifically argued that many of the organizations of 
work in modern capitalism are antithetical to real, working democracy. 21 
People who have a voice in job decisions and who learn to co-operate with 
other workers make much better citizens than those who do what they are 
told and privately compete for the limited spoils. :People who have never ex-
perienced the power and long-run wisdom of local, participatory democracy 
are unlikely to take any interest in local, state, federal, or international dem-
ocratic decisions. This "argument from democracy" alone is sufficient, on 
moral and political grounds, to defeat the primacy of productivity. If we add 
to this argument Rawls's view that inequalities in the organization of work 
are only justified if they benefit the worst-off, then it follows automatically 
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that the least well-off do not prima facie benefit from solely competitive or-
ganizations. Furthermore, since there is evidence that co-operation does not 
decrease productivity in the long run, everything points toward co-operative 
work as the most just organization. 


The assumption that hierarchical decision-making produces the greatest 
good obviously assumes that only productivity is a desirable goal. Where 
such decision-making is motivated solely by profit and not restricted by na-
tional, planned goals, the Invisible Hand turns into an Iron Hand smashing 
the environment, forcing people into migrant worker camps and ghettoes, 
squeezing the life out of democracy, and tossing aside all goods in life not 
marketable for profits. Hierarchical decision-making maintains and symbol-
izes the power of those at the top. Workers must fit into the hierarchy and 
follow its dictates or not work. Minimal flexibility or opportunity exists, ei-
ther for most individuals or for the nation, to turn labor into workmanship 
and both into callings. 


A system of work planned on the principles of justice and with a goal of cre-
ating workmanship and callings for every citizen will necessarily impose on 
the liberty of individual, large businesses to organize work along competitive, 
hierarchical lines. Like intrinsic individual desert, the "liberty" of corporations 
to make their decisions is a social fiction which may at one time in history 
have created much good but which clearly no longer does so. Liberty, after all, 
is only a direct quality of individual persons and predicates of corporations 
only by analogy. Corporations and large businesses are socially and legally de-
fined creations. Their expectations are similar creations. Nothing is inherently 
wrong-no fundamental liberty is violated-if such entities and their expec-
tations are re-defmed to produce better forms of work and the consequent in-
crease in social utility. Moreover, if duty is defined by general utility, the max-
imization of democracy, or the right of a person to lead a maximally happy life 
in conjunction with such lives among other citizens, then it is our duty to re-
define our national goals and system of work in this direction. 


Obviously, this paper only begins to develop a systematic theory of work. I 
have tried to show that some evaluative, sortal concepts aid clear thinking 
about work and help avoid past errors. I have also tried to show how these 
concepts can be employed with themes of Rawlsian justice to tackle difficult 
economic and political problems surrounding work. If I have done nothing 
more than show the need for some theory of work, the paper will be a success. 


NOTES 


1. The term "workmanship" may not be the best term here, but all other candi-
dates seem misleading to me. We could call this kind of activity simply "work" but 
this term suffers too many past associations in addition to being vague. In so far as 
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"workmanship" implies individual concern with how a task is done, and hence the 
possibility of individual pleasure in performing well, it will be adequate to distinguish 
its referent from labor and callings. 


2. For an interesting, but somewhat disorganized and undisciplined treatment of 
the relation between work and individual time-consciousness, see Sebastian de 
Grazia's Of Time, Work, and Leisure (New York: Doubleday, 1962). 


3. Sheperd B. Clough, European Economic History (New York: MacGraw-Hill, 
1968), chapters 10 and 12. 


4. Taylor's classic book is Tbe Principles of Scientific Management (New York: 
Harper and Brothers, 1911). This book is available in a paperback edition from Dover 
Press. It is largely non-technical and fascinating to read. 


5. David Riesman, Tbe Lonely Crowd (New Haven: Yale University Press, 1950), 
chapters V and XIII. It is available in paperback from Doubleday. 


6. Herbert Marcuse, Eros and Civilization: A Philosophical Inquiry into Freud 
(New York: Vintage Books, 1962). 


7. Richard Burke, " 'Work' and 'Play,"' Ethics 82 (October, 1971). Reprinted in 
Ethics in Perspective by Struhl and Struhl (New York: Random House, 1975). 


8. John Dewey, Democracy and Education (New York: MacMillan, 1916), p. 205. 
9. Sigmund Freud, Civilization and Its Discontents, trans. James Strachey (New 


York: W.W. Norton & Co., 1961), p. 27n. 
10. Herbert Marcuse, op. cit., p. 121. 
11. John Locke, Second Treatise of Government (Peter Laslett edition, New York: 


Mentor, 1963), chapter V, no. 27. 
12. Hannah Arendt, Tbe Human Condition (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 


1950). 
13. Gregory E. Pence, "Fair Contracts and Beautiful Intuitions," Canadian journal 


of Philosophy, Supplementary Volume III on Contractarianism (1977). 
14. John Rawls, A Tbeory of justice (Cambridge, Mass.: Harvard University Press, 


1973), sections 43, 48, 80 and 81. 
15. Ibid., p. 312. 
16. David Jenkins, job Power(Baltimore, Md.: Penguin Books, 1973), chapters VI, 


VII, and XIII. 
17. These approaches to work were discussed on a CBS documentary produced 


by Andrew Rooney, entitled "Mr. Rooney Goes to Work," shown on July 5, 1977. 
18. Taylor, op. cit., The dehumanizing aspects of Taylor's crude behaviorism are 


apparent throughout his book, especially when he writes that men who shovel pig-
iron should ideally be "dumb as oxen." 


19. Rawls, op. cit., chapter V, especially sections 41 and 43. 
20. Ibid., especially sections 13 and 79. 
21. Carole Pateman, Participation and Democratic Tbeory (London: Cambridge 


University Press, 1970). 
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