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Preface

A few years ago Yale University asked me to pull to-
gether the research and writing about labor which I'd
done over the years. They made it sound simple: just
provide an overview, in three of Yale’s Castle Lectures.
I should have known better; the task proved anything
but simple and about much more than work.

I’d like to thank John Kulka of Yale University
Press and especially Monika Krause, my research assis-

tant, for helping me respond.






Introduction

alf a century ago, in the 1g60s—that fabled

era of free sex and free access to drugs—

serious young radicals took aim at institu-

tions, In particular big corporations and big govern-
ment, whose size, complexity, and rigidity seemed to
hold individuals in an iron grip. The Port Huron State-
ment, a founding document of the New Left in 1962,
was equally hard on state socialism and multinational
corporations; both regimes seemed bureaucratic prisons.
History has partly granted the framers of the Port
Huron Statement their wish. The socialist rule of five-
year plans, of centralized economic control, is gone. So

is the capitalist corporation that provided employees
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jobs for life, that supplied the same products and ser-
vices year after year. So also welfare institutions like
health care and education have become less fixed in
form and smaller in scale. The goal for rulers today, as
for radicals fifty years ago, is to take apart rigid bu-
reaucracy.

Yet history has granted the New Left its wish in a
perverse form. The insurgents of my youth believed
that by dismantling institutions they could produce
communities: face-to-face relations of trust and soli-
darity, relations constantly negotiated and renewed, a
communal realm in which people became sensitive to
one another’s needs. This certainly has not happened.
The fragmenting of big institutions has left many
people’s lives in a fragmented state: the places they
work more resembling train stations than villages, as
family life is disoriented by the demands of work. Mi-
gration is the icon of the global age, moving on rather
than settling in. Taking institutions apart has not pro-
duced more community.

If you are nostalgically minded—and what sensi-
tive soul 1sn’t?—you would find this state of affairs just
one more reason for regret. Yet the past half century

has been a time of unprecedented wealth creation, in
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Asia and Latin America as well as in the global North,
a generation of new wealth deeply tied to the disman-
tling of fixed government and corporate bureaucracies.
So too has the technological revolution in the last gen-
eration flourished most in those institutions which are
the least centrally controlled. Certainly such growth
comes at a high price: ever greater economic inequality
as well as social instability. Still, it would be irrational
to believe that this economic explosion should never
have happened.

Here is where culture enters the picture. I mean
“culture” in its anthropological rather than artistic
sense. What values and practices can hold people to-
gether as the institutions in which they live fragment?
My generation suffered from a want of imagination in
answering this question, in advancing the virtues of
small-scale community. Community is not the only
way to glue together a culture; most obviously, strang-
ers in a city inhabit a common culture, even though
they do not know one another. But the problem of a
supportive culture is more than a matter of size.

Only a certain kind of human being can prosper
in unstable, fragmentary social conditions. This ideal

man or woman has to address three challenges.
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The first concerns time: how to manage short-
term relationships, and oneself, while migrating from
task to task, job to job, place to place. If institutions no
longer provide a long-term frame, the individual may
have to improvise his or her life-narrative, or even do
without any sustained sense of self.

The second challenge concerns talent: how to de-
velop new skills, how to mine potential abilities, as re-
ality’s demands shift. Practically, in the modern econ-
omy, the shelf life of many skills 1s short; in technology
and the sciences, as in advanced forms of manufactur-
ing, workers now need to retrain on average every eight
to twelve years. Talent is also a matter of culture. The
emerging social order militates against the ideal of
craftsmanship, that is, learning to do just one thing
really well; such commitment can often prove econom-
ically destructive. In place of craftsmanship, modern
culture advances an idea of meritocracy which cele-
brates potential ability rather than past achievement.

The third challenge follows from this. It concerns
surrender; that is, how to let go of the past. The head of
a dynamic company recently asserted that no one owns
their place in her organization, that past service in par-

ticular earns no employee a guaranteed place. How
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could one respond to that assertion positively? A pecu-
liar trait of personality is needed to do so, one which
discounts the experiences a human being has already
had. This trait of personality resembles more the con-
sumer ever avid for new things, discarding old if per-
fectly serviceable goods, rather than the owner who
jealousy guards what he or she already possesses.
What I want to show 1s how society goes about
searching for this ideal man or woman. And I'll step
beyond the scholar’s remit in judging that search. A
self oriented to the short term, focused on potential
ability, willing to abandon past experience is—to put a
kindly face on the matter—an unusual sort of human
being. Most people are not like this; they need a sus-
taining life narrative, they take pride in being good
at something specific, and they value the experiences
they’ve lived through. The cultural ideal required in
new institutions thus damages many of the people who

inhabit them.

I need to tell the reader something about the kind of

research experience I've had which leads me to this
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judgment. The New Left critique of big bureaucracy
was my own, until in the late 1g6os I began interview-
ing white, working-class families in Boston, people who
were mostly second- or third-generation immigrants to
the city. (The book Jonathan Cobb and I wrote about
them is The Hidden Injuries of Class.) Far from being
oppressed by bureaucracy, these were people anchored
in solid institutional realities. Stable unions, big corpo-
rations, relatively fixed markets oriented them; within
this frame, working-class men and women tried to
make sense of their low status in a country supposedly
making few class distinctions.

After this study, I left the subject of work for a
while. It seemed that big American capitalism had
achieved a triumphant plateau and that on this plane
working-class life would continue in its fixed grooves.
I could hardly have been more mistaken. The break-
down of the Bretton Woods currency agreements, after
the oil crisis of 1973, meant national constraints on
investing weakened; in turn that corporations recon-
figured themselves to meet a new international clien-
tele of investors—investors more intent on short-term
profits in share prices than on long-term profits in div-

idends. Jobs began similarly and quickly to cross bor-
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ders. So did consumption and communications. By the
19gos, thanks to microprocessing advances in electron-
ics, the old dream /nightmare of automation began to
become a reality in both manual and bureaucratic labor:
at last it would be cheaper to invest in machines than to
pay people to work.

So I returned to interviewing workers, though not
now manual laborers but more middle-class workers
who were at the epicenter of the global boom in high-
tech industries, in financial services, and in the media.
(This is the subject of my book 7T"he Corrosion of Char-
acter.) Here 1 had the chance to see the cultural ideal of
the new capitalism at its most robust, the boom sug-
gesting that this new man/woman would get rich by
thinking short term, developing his or her potential,
and regretting nothing. What I found instead were a
large group of middle-class individuals who felt that
their lives were cast adrift.

At the end of the 19gos the boom began to go
bust, as is normally the case in any business cycle. As
the economy sobered up, however, it became evident
that the global growth spurt had left an enduring trace
on non-business institutions, particularly institutions

of the welfare state. This stamp is as much cultural as
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structural. The values of the new economy have be-
come a reference point for how government thinks
about dependence and self-management in health care
and pensions, or again about the kind of skills the edu-
cation system provides. Since I'd grown up “on wel-
fare,” as the American phrase has it, the new cultural
model formed for me a vivid contrast to the culture of
the housing project in Chicago where I spent my child-
hood. (This stamp is the subject of my book Respect in
an Age of Inequality.)

I’'ve sought to avoid in this book simply summa-
rizing what I've written before. In my earlier writings,
I neglected the role of consumption in the new econ-
omy; here I try, briefly, to address how new forms of
consumption diminish possessiveness, and the political
consequences which follow. I've had to think harder
than in the past about the relation of power and au-
thority in work. Looking backward has prompted me
to look forward, to begin exploring the spirit of crafts-
manship in mental as well as manual labor.

Most of all, I’ve had to rethink the Americanness
of the research I've done. In the 1970s, America domi-
nated the world’s economy, and in the 1ggos, even if

people around the globe were involved in the process,
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the United States led the institutional changes which
produced a new kind of economy. American researchers
thus easily imagine that they can substitute inter-
changeably the words American and modern. This
fantasy is no longer possible. The Chinese road to
growth is quite different from that of the United
States, and more powerful. The economy of the Euro-
pean Union 1s larger than that of America and also in
some respects more efficient, even in its new member
states, again without mimicking America.

Foreign readers of my recent books have tended to
view them as providing reasons to reject an American
way of working which other places would follow at
their peril. This is not quite what I intend. Certainly the
structural changes I describe lack national boundaries;
the decline of lifetime employment, for instance, is not
an American phenomenon. What is “culture-bound” is
the particular ways in which Americans understand the
changes which have come over material life.

A stereotype holds that Americans are aggressive
competitors in business. Beneath this stereotype lies a
different, more passive mentality. Americans of the
middling sort I've interviewed in the past decade have

tended to accept structural change with resignation, as
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though the loss of security at work and in schools run
like businesses are inevitable: you can do little about
such basic shifts, even if they hurt you. The dismantling
of large institutions which I describe is, however, not a
divine commandment. Nor, indeed, 1s it yet the norm in
American work; the new economy 1is still only a small
part of the whole economy. It does exert a profound
moral and normative force as a cutting-edge standard
for how the larger economy should evolve. My hope is
that Americans will in time treat this economy as out-
siders tend to see it: a proposition for change which, like

any proposition, should be subject to rigorous critique.

In this regard, the reader should be aware of the criti-
cal mind-set of ethnographers. We spend hours listen-
ing to people, alone or in groups, explain themselves,
their values, their fears, and their hopes. As the hours
unfold, all these matters are reformatted and revised in
the act of telling. The alert ethnographer pays atten-
tion to what causes people to contradict themselves or,
equally, why people arrive at a dead end in understand-

ing. The interviewer is not hearing a faulty report, but
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rather listening to a subjective investigation of social
complexity. Such ambiguities, deformations, and diffi-
culties which appear in personally accounting Faith,
the Nation, or Class constitute an individual’s under-
standing of culture.

This sociological craft is both eminently suited and
unsuited to uncovering the sense of innovation today.
Suited, because society’s emphasis on flow and flux in-
tersects with the process of working through an inter-
pretation in one’s mind. Unsuited, because most sub-
jects participate in in-depth interviews in order to reach
conclusions, to arrive at an explanation of how they are
placed in the world. Fluidity frustrates this desire; ide-
ological proposals for how to prosper in “the new”
prove elusive, once people ponder them long enough.

In responding to Yale’s invitation to describe the
culture of the new capitalism, I've thus had to think
about the limitations of my particular craft and about
the frustrations of subjective investigation. I've taken,
therefore, the great and unpardonable liberty of speak-
ing for the people I've interviewed over the years; I've
tried to summarize what’s in their minds. In taking this
liberty, I am aware of sweeping under the carpet per-

haps the most basic cultural problem: much of modern
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social reality is illegible to the people trying to make
sense of it.

The chapters that follow treat three subjects: how
institutions are changing; how fears about being made
redundant or left behind are related to talent in the
“skills society”; how consumption behavior relates to
political attitudes. The institutional changes I describe
in the workplace in fact refer to only the cutting edge
of the economy: high technology, global finance, and
new service firms with three thousand or more em-
ployees. Most people in North America and Western
Europe do not work for such firms. Yet this small slice
of the economy has a cultural influence far beyond its
numbers. These new institutions suggest the new for-
mulation of personal skills and abilities; the combined
formula of institution and ability shapes the culture of
consumption; consumption behavior in turn influences
politics, particularly progressive politics. I am unabash-
edly inferring the culture of the whole from a small
part of society, just because the avatars of a particular
kind of capitalism have persuaded so many people that
their way 1s the way of the future.

The apostles of the new capitalism argue that their

version of these three subjects—work, talent, consump-
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tion—adds up to more freedom in modern society, a
fluid freedom, a “liquid modernity” in the apt phrase
of the philosopher Zygmunt Bauman.' My quarrel with
them 1is not whether their version of the new is real; in-
stitutions, skills, and consumption patterns have indeed
changed. My argument is that these changes have not

set people free.






CHAPTER ONE

Bureaucracy

The Fresh Page of the Present

e best begin by giving some substance to

the contrast between new and old, and at

the very outset we are caught up short.
“All that is solid melts into air,” Karl Marx famously
wrote about capitalism—one hundred and sixty years
ago.! His version of “liquid modernity” came from
an idealized past. In part it reflected nostalgia for the
age-old rhythms of the countryside, which Marx never
knew firsthand. Similarly, he regretted the demise of
premodern craft guilds and the settled life of burghers
in cities, both of which would have spelled death to his

own revolutionary project.
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Instability since Marx’s day may seem capital-
ism’s only constant. The upheavals of markets, the
fast dancing of investors, the sudden rise, collapse, and
movement of factories, the mass migration of workers
seeking better jobs or any job: such images of capital-
ism’s energy pervaded the nineteenth century and
were conjured at the beginning of the last century in
another famous phrase, this by the sociologist Joseph
Schumpeter: “creative destruction.”” Today the mod-
ern economy seems full of just this unstable energy,
due to the global spread of production, markets, and fi-
nance and to the rise of new technologies. Yet today
those involved in making change argue that we are not
plunged into more turmoil, but rather are on a fresh
page of history.

Black-and-white contrasts are always suspect, es-
pecially when they suggest progress. Take the issue of
inequality. In Britain, just before the agricultural crisis
of the 1880s, four thousand families owned 4.3 percent
of the nation’s wealth. In the last two decades of the
twentieth century, inequality was different in context
but equally pronounced. In both Britain and America,
the wealth of the top fifth of families grew during

these decades, the top tenth grew greatly, and the top
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1 percent grew exponentially. Though immigrants at
the bottom also gained wealth, incomes of the middle
three-fifths of the Anglo-American population have
stagnated. A recent study by the International Labor Or-
ganization refines this picture of inequality: as income
inequality increased during the 19gos, the loss of wealth
share was markedly acute among part-time and under-
employed workers. Increasing inequality also marks
the elderly population, across the British—American
spectrum.’

Another misleading feature of this black-and-
white contrast is to assume that stable societies are eco-
nomically stagnant. This wasn’t the case in Germany
before the First World War or in America after the Sec-
ond World War, and it’s not the case today—1n smaller
economies like those of Norway and Sweden. Despite
the Nordic tendency to gloomy introspection, the north-
ern European rim managed to combine relative stabil-
ity with growth and has preserved a more equitable dis-
tribution of wealth and a generally higher standard of
quality of life than America and Britain.

Perhaps the most debatable “new” is globaliza-
tion. The sociologist Leslie Sklair has argued, with

a wealth of economic detail, that globalization has
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simply expanded the multinational corporation of the
mid—twentieth century.* His view is that the Chinese
may eventually assume the role American multination-
als once played, but the game is still the same. Against
him, his fresh-page critics marshall another host of
indubitable material facts: the rise of immense cities
linked 1n a global economy all their own; innovations in
communications technology and in transport which
little resemble where people used to live, how they
made contact with others, or how goods once traveled.

This debate 1s about more than economic circum-
stances. The multinational corporation used to be in-
tertwined with the politics of the nation-state. Today,
proponents of the fresh-page thesis argue, the global
corporation has investors and shareholders throughout
the world and a structure of ownership too complex to
serve single national interests—the petroleum giant
Shell, for instance, has cut free from both Dutch and
British political constraints. The most radical case for
the uniqueness of our times would be that nations are
losing their economic value.

I want to focus on a then-and-now issue which 1s
perhaps less familiar. This is an argument about insti-

tutions.
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The fresh-page proposition assumes that Marx
got the history of capitalism wrong. (The word capital-
tsm itself was a later construction of the sociologist
Werner Sombart.) Marx erred precisely by believing in
constant creative destruction. In the view of his critics,
the capitalist system soon ossified into a hardened shell;
at first the routines of the factory combined with the
anarchy of stock markets, but by the end of the nine-
teenth century, anarchy had subsided and the hardened
shell of bureaucracy in corporations had become even
thicker. Only today has that shell been cracked apart.
There’s a good measure of factual truth in this view of
the past, but not quite on the terms laid out by enthu-
siasts of the fresh page.

The factories of the early nineteenth century cer-
tainly combined mind-numbing routine with unstable
employment; not only did workers lack protective clout,
but the businesses themselves were often poorly struc-
tured and so liable to sudden collapse. By one estimate,
40 percent of able-bodied workers were unemployed
in London in 1850; the rate of new-business failure
topped 70 percent. Most firms in the 1850s did not
publish the facts of their operation, if indeed they had

gathered them, and accounting procedures tended to
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simple statements of profit and loss. The operation of
the business cycle was not understood statistically until
the end of the nineteenth century. These were the kinds
of data Marx had in mind when describing the indus-
trial order’s material and mental instability.

But this “primitive” capitalism was indeed too
primitive to survive socially and politically; primitive
capitalism was a recipe for revolution. Over a hundred-
year stretch, from the 1860s through the 197o0s, cor-
porations learned the art of stability, assuring the lon-
gevity of businesses and increasing the number of
employed. The free market did not effect this stabiliz-
ing change; rather, the way businesses were internally
organized played a more significant role. They were
saved from revolution by applying military models of
organization to capitalism.

It’s to Max Weber that we owe the analysis of the
militarization of civil society at the end of the nine-
teenth century—corporations operating increasingly
like armies in which everyone had a place and each
place a defined function.’

As a young man Weber witnessed with mixed
emotions the growth of a new, united Germany. The

Prussian army had for centuries a legendary reputation

920 -
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for efficiency. Whereas many European armies contin-
ued to sell places for officers, no matter their ability,
and to give ordinary soldiers primitive training, the
Prussian military emphasized getting things right. Its
chain of command was tighter than those of its French
and British counterparts; it defined with more logical
rigor the duties of each rank in the chain of command.
In Otto von Bismarck’s Germany this military model
began to be applied to businesses and to the institutions
of civil society, principally, in Bismarck’s mind, for the
sake of peace and the prevention of revolution. No
matter how poor he may be, the worker who knows he
has an established position is less likely to revolt than
the worker who can’t make any sense of his or her po-
sition in society. This was the founding politics of what
can be called social capitalism.

Ironically, Schumpeter’s own early analyses of the
economy showed that as this militarized, social capital-
ism spread, business turned a profit. This was so be-
cause while the thirst for a quick dollar, pound, or franc
remained, investors also hungered for more predict-
able, long-term yields. At the end of the nineteenth
century, the language of investment decisions first took

on a military cast—one which invoked investment
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campaigns and strategic thinking and, the pet idea
of General Carl von Clausewitz, outcome analysis—for
good reason. Sudden profits had proved illusive, partic-
ularly in infrastructure projects like railroad and urban
transport construction. In the twentieth century, work-
ers joined the process of strategic planning; their build-
ing socleties and unions aimed equally at stabilizing
and guaranteeing the position of workers.

The profits that markets put in jeopardy, bureau-
cracy sought to repair. Bureaucracy seemed more effi-
ctent than markets. This “search for order,” as the his-
torian Robert Wiebe called it, spread from business into
government and then into civil society. When the les-
son of strategic profit passed into the ideals about ef-
fective government, the status of civil servants rose;
their bureaucratic practices were ever more insulated
from swings in politics.’ In civil society proper, schools
became increasingly standardized in operation and in
content; professions brought order to the practices of
medicine, law, and science. For Weber, all these forms
of rationalizing institutional life, coming originally
from a military source, would lead to a society whose
norms of fraternity, authority, and aggression were

equally military in character, though civilian people
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might not be aware they thought like soldiers. As a
general observer of modern times, Weber feared a
twentieth century dominated by the ethos of armed
struggle. As a political economist, Weber argued spe-
cifically that the army is a more consequent model for
modernity than the market.

Time lay at the center of this military, social
capitalism: long-term and incremental and above all
predictable time. This bureaucratic imposition affected
individuals as much as institutional regulations. Ra-
tionalized time enabled people to think about their
lives as narratives—mnarratives not so much of what
necessarily will happen as of how things should hap-
pen. It became possible, for instance, to define what the
stages of a career ought to be like, to correlate long-
term service in a firm to specific steps of increased
wealth. Many manual workers could for the first time
plan how to buy a house. The reality of business up-
heavals and opportunities prevented such strategic
thinking. In the flux of the real world, particularly
in the flux of the business cycle, reality did not of
course proceed according to plan, but now the idea of
being able to plan defined the realm of individual

agency and power.
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Rationalized time cut deep into subjective life.
The German word Bildung names a process of personal
formation which fits a young person for the lifelong
conduct of life. If in the nineteenth century Bildung
acquired an institutional frame, in the twentieth cen-
tury, the results became concrete, displayed at midcen-
tury in works like William Whyte’s The Organization
Man, C. Wright Mills’s White Collar, and Michel Cro-
zier’s Bureaucracy. Whyte’s view of bureaucratic Bild-
ung 1s that steadiness of purpose becomes more 1m-
portant than sudden bursts of ambition within the
organization, which bring only short-term rewards.
Crozier’s analysis of Bildung in French corporations
dwelt on the ladder as an imaginative object, organ-
izing the individual’s understanding of himself; one
climbs up or down or remains stationary, but there is
always a rung on which to step.

The fresh-page thesis asserts that the institutions
which enabled this life-narrative thinking have now
“melted into air.” The militarization of social time is
coming apart. There are some obvious institutional
facts on which this thesis is founded. The end of life-
time employment is one such, as is the waning of ca-

reers spent within a single institution; so is the fact, in
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the public realm, that government welfare and safety
nets have become more short-term and more erratic.
The financial guru George Soros encapsulates such
changes by saying that “transactions” have replaced
“relationships” in people’s dealings with one another.”
The immense growth of the world economy 1s cited by
others as possible only because institutional controls on
the flow of goods, services, and labor have become less
coherent; these have enabled an unprecedented num-
ber of migrants to inhabit the so-called gray economies
of large cities. The collapse of the Soviet Empire in
1989 1s cited by others as putting paid to an institu-
tional order in which military regulation and civil soci-
ety were indistinguishable.

This debate about institutionalized time 1is as
much about culture as about economics and politics. It
turns on Bildung. Perhaps I can suggest how by re-
course to my own research experience.

When I began interviewing software program-
mers in Silicon Valley in the early 1ggos, they seemed
to be drunk on the possibilities of technology as well as
on the prospect of sudden wealth. Many of these young
programmers, in emulation of Bill Gates at Microsoft,

had dropped out of university careers to write software.
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Their anonymous offices south of San Francisco stank
of stale pizzas; futons and sleeping bags lined the floors.
They felt at the edge of a momentous shift: none of the
old rules, I was told frequently, now applied. Investors
in their projects also seemed to think so; companies
with no earning shot up overnight in value and as
quickly plummeted; the bankers moved on. The young
techies had a mind-set completely at odds with that of
the young bureaucrats depicted in the pages of Whyte
and Crozier. They despised steadiness of purpose, and
when they failed, as they often did, like the bankers
they simply moved on. Their tolerance of failure most
impressed me: it seemed to have no personal implica-
tion for them.

When the dot-com bubble burst in 2000 and Sili-
con Valley began to be ruled by prudence these young
people discovered the reality of living on a fresh page.
The most common reaction I heard was that the young
programmers felt suddenly alone. “No one wants to
know you anymore,” one told me; “they’ve heard too
many bright ideas before.” “The ‘scene’ has moved to
Boston,” another said, “to biotech-land, and I don’t be-
long there.” Alone, they suddenly discovered time—

the shapeless time which had before exhilarated them,
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the absence of rules for how to proceed, how to move
ahead. Their fresh page was blank. In this limbo, iso-
lated, without a life narrative, they discovered failure.

It could be said that this discovery is not too dif-
ferent from that of the machinist whose craft has dis-
appeared; or in another way of the student tempted by
a course in media studies, knowing that millions of
other young people are similarly tempted. They all face
the prospect of drift.

It 1s against that prospect of drifting in isolation
that we ought frame the cultural difference between
new and old; the cultural divide takes us deeper into

the life of institutions.

Social Capitalism

Max Weber at one and the same time analyzed, ad-
mired, and feared a domestic solution to social order
based on military form. As an analyst, he realized that
the Prussian model would set capitalism on a different
course than that predicted by Marx—but what exactly
would life be like inside? Just as a well-run army 1s de-
signed to survive defeats on the battlefield, a well-run

business had to be designed to survive market booms
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and busts. Beyond Germany’s borders, Weber saw the
evidence for this proposition: the powerful vertical
trusts and monopolies in the United States suppressed
market competition; their owners, like Andrew Car-
negie and John D. Rockefeller, behaved like domestic
generals.

The genius of this system lay specifically in how
the chain of command was organized. Since the days of
Adam Smith, managers had a clear idea of how the di-
vision of labor worked. The Smithian model explored
how a complex task had to be broken up into parts in
order to produce efficiently a carriage or a cheese. The
measure of efficiency crudely lay in how much of a
thing could be produced quickly, but the real test of
Smithian production came in the marketplace—could
you more quickly than your competitors produce lots of
things other people wanted to buy? While armies oper-
ate through the division of labor, Weber realized that
competition and efficiency take on a different charac-
ter in military life.

On the battlefield some soldiers are going to lose
everything, and those soldiers have to be willing to
obey even if they know they are doomed to die. The so-

cial compact in armies, among soldiers, has to be ab-
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solute. For an army to hold together, the functions of
each rank need to be clear and precise, no matter who
1s alive to perform them, no matter whether the army
1s winning or losing. This military necessity informed
Weber’s analysis of bureaucratic “office” in domestic
life—the term office he applies to everyone from the
janitor to the president of a large bureaucracy.

As in an army, so in a big domestic bureaucracy,
effective power 1s shaped like a pyramid. The pyramid
is “rationalized,” that is, each office, each part, has a
defined function. As you move up the chain of com-
mand there should be ever fewer people in control; con-
versely, as you move down, the less powerful people are,
the more the organization can include. You are good at
your job by doing that job and no other. In the liberal,
Smith model, you prosper by doing more than ex-
pected; in the military, Weberian model you are pun-
ished for stepping out of line.

Time 1s of the essence to this Weberian model:
the functions are fixed, static. They have to be, so that
the organization holds together, no matter who occu-
pies any particular office. And yet if the structure is de-
signed to survive the upheavals of events, the Weberian

pyramid has a historic resonance.
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Weber was struck by the social compact which Bis-
marck sought to forge with German workers; the chan-
cellor and his ministers promised everyone a place in the
social system. The pyramid shape enables this promise:
it permits a corporation to add ever more people at the
lower ranks, just as an army can absorb ever more foot
soldiers. Put fancifully, structures of this sort can be-
come obese for the sake of social inclusion—as evident
in our own day in Italian and Indian bureaucracies. Bis-
marck’s hardheaded reason for fattening up institu-
tions was pacification—the avoidance of strife by giv-
ing everyone a place. The political and social rational of
fat bureaucracy is thus inclusion rather than efficiency.

Weber partly admired this militarization of do-
mestic institutions just for that reason—he was no
friend of revolution. And he saw in the pyramid a
certain further social justice: each office defines the tal-
ents and skills a person needs for inclusion, the obliga-
tions he or she has to fulfill; in this sense, the bureau-
cracy 1s transparent. But he was also deeply unhappy
about the personal consequences which bureaucratic
stability and transparency entail.

At the end of his most renowned essay, 7%e Protes-

tant Ethic and the Spirit of Capitalism, that unhappiness
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jumps off the page. The person who makes a life career
in such an institution lives in an “iron cage.”® Or, to use
another analogy, the lived time in a fixed-function or-
ganization is like slowly crawling up, or down, the stairs
in a house you have not designed; you are living some-
one else’s design for your life. In the Protestant Ethic,
Weber explains specifically why a person would do so:
bureaucracies teach the discipline of delayed gratifica-
tion. Instead of judging whether your immediate ac-
tivities matter to you, you learn to think about a future
reward which will come if you obey orders now. And
just here there opens up a gap between the military and
the domestic pyramid.

Militarism does offer immediate gratification—
service to one’s country and solidarity with one’s fel-
low soldiers. Whereas, in Weber’s view, the future
gratifications and fulfillments promised in domestic
bureaucracies often never arrive. He gives this frustra-
tion a subjective twist; a person who has learned the
discipline of delay often cannot permit himself to ar-
rive. Many driven individuals harbor this perverse sen-
timent. They feel whatever they have is not good
enough, and they are incapable of enjoying the pres-

ent for its own sake; delay of fulfillment becomes a
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way of life. Weber’s insight was to give the subjective
impulse an institutional context. Climbing the steps of
the bureaucracy can become a way of life. If the iron
cage is a prison, it can thus also become a psychologi-

cal home.

The Weberian pyramid became a structural reality,
dominating large organizations in the twentieth cen-
tury, but not quite psychologically on Weber’s terms.
Giant manufacturing plants like General Motors’
Willow Run auto factory became pyramids, the entire
manufacturing process gathered within a single build-
ing the size of a small town: raw materials went in one
door, as it were, and a finished automobile drove out the
door at the opposite end. The pyramid unified, central-
1zed, concentrated. In such big factories and in their of-
fice peers, the division of labor was initially pursued on
Adam Smith’s terms, Frederick Taylor and other effi-
ciency experts seeking to micromanage every movement
and every moment of an employee’s labor. These efforts

to mechanize human beings modulated to Weber’s ter-
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rain, both employers and unions seeking to stabilize
and regularize these institutional monsters even if it
meant sacrificing efficiency.

The welfare state also assumed the form of a bu-
reaucratic pyramid. In social-democratic principle, wel-
fare benefits, like old-age pensions and education, were
conceived as universal rights; in practice, even Nordic
and British welfare systems obliged their clients to
think like bureaucrats in dealing with their own needs.
The bureaucratic rules served the bureaucracy first and
foremost; elderly, students, the unemployed, and the
sick were obliged to behave like officeholders in the
Weberian sense rather than as individuals with distinc-
tive life histories. The system focused ever more on in-
stitutional self-maintenance and stability rather than
on the effective delivery of care.

It cannot surprise the sociologist, in a way, that the
first half of the twentieth century was devoted to war,
for the organization of armies had become the very
model for civil society. Yet the “militarization of soci-
ety” carries false implications, were we to imagine that
it produced a mass of blind, subservient, obedient work-
ers or welfare clients. Had Weber more actual experi-

ence of military life he would have understood why.
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In an army, orders modulate as they pass down a
chain of command: what the general decrees, the mil-
itary staff begins to translate into practice, adapting
the command to conditions in the field; sergeants, cor-
porals, and rank privates try in their turn to make sense
of the command on a particular patch of ground. All
obey, but equally, all interpret. When an order trans-
lates into action, the key word is “translates.” The
larger the army, the more interpretation is required.

The same mediation marks domestic pyramids
and 1s one reason the apostles of efficiency like Taylor
failed. His time-and-motion studies produced some-
thing like a field marshall’s writ about what things
should happen and how they were to be done. In prac-
tice, each of these precepts was interpreted and negoti-
ated as 1t passed down the institutional structure. With
a childlike innocence, Taylor fretted that his pre-
cepts—so clear, so “scientific”—became smudged and
messed in the corporations for whom he consulted. Re-
ality failed him.

The interpretative modulation built into any bu-
reaucratic pyramid is one reason that, in my fieldwork
for The Corrosion of Character, 1 encountered many

people who did not conform to the psychology Weber
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set out for the domestic iron cage. For instance, workers
for IBM, which before 1993 operated like a paternalis-
tic army, certainly felt caged in by the corporation’s
self-maintaining structure. But within these confines
they negotiated the concrete things they were told to
do and interpreted the meaning, for them as individu-
als, of moving from one department to another.” The
social analyst would dismiss at his or her peril these
small translations. Performing them afforded people in
the corporation a sense of their own agency; the insti-
tutional narrative of promotion and demotion became
their own life story. As in armies so in corporations: un-
happiness with an institution can coexist with strong
commitment to it; a person, even if generally unhappy,
who 1s given room to make sense of things on his or her
own patch becomes bonded to the organization.

In my fieldwork for Respect, I found this combi-
nation of disaffection and commitment even stronger
among public service workers in welfare-state, pyram-
idal bureaucracies. In Chicago and in London I spoke
to teachers in poorly provisioned, sclerotic inner-city
schools; in New York I interviewed nurses in the city’s
abysmal public hospitals. Many of them could have left
for better jobs, but didn’t. They spoke of doing some-
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thing useful."” What more personally bound them were,
again, those small steps of negotiation and mediation
which established their personal presence in their in-
stitutions. A nurse in New York told me that this is why
she stayed in an impoverished public hospital rather
than did more lucrative work as a temporary nurse.
Both ways of nursing are useful, but in the hospital she
“made a difference.”

If T had to make one firsthand conclusion about
the structure that Bismarck devised for social capital-
1sm, which Weber so brilliantly analyzed, I would say
that its greatest legacy was the gift of organized time.
All social relationships take time to develop; a life nar-
rative in which the individual matters to others re-
quires an institution with lifetime longevity. Certainly,
driven individuals can waste their lives jockeying for
position in such institutions. But most adults learn how
to tame the beast of ambition; we live for more than
that reason. Iron cages have framed the time of living
with other people. More, bureaucratic structures pro-
vide the occasion for interpreting power, for making
sense of 1t on the ground; they thus can give individu-
als a sense of agency. Even in dysfunctional institutions

like those of the American welfare state, public service
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workers will stay in the belief that they can make a dif-
ference. Is this an illusion? Perhaps, but no adult can
proceed without it.

Given its military origins, the image of the iron
cage suggests a bureaucracy built to survive upheaval.
We equate bureaucracy with stability and solidity. Yet
here is truly an illusion. Social capitalism has proved
fragile. Its bureaucratic structure, in our own genera-
tion, has been challenged in ways which neither Bis-

marck nor Weber could have predicted.

Uncaged

The late twentieth century turned three new pages
which seemed to suggest that social capitalism would
become a nostalgic memory. The economic changes are
internally complex; I will simplify by selecting those
aspects which have most directly affected ordinary
people’s lives in institutions.

First has been the shift from managerial to share-
holder power in large companies. This shift has a pre-
cise date: an enormous surplus of capital for investment

was unleashed on a global scale when the Bretton Woods
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agreements broke down in the early 1970s. Wealth
which had been confined to local or national enter-
prises or stored in national banks could much more eas-
ily move round the globe. Notably in the oil-rich coun-
tries of the Middle East, in American, Japanese, and
German banks, and among the network of ethnic Chi-
nese in the Pacific there was a hunger for investment.
Giant pension funds and small private investors fol-
lowed their lead in the 1980s and 1ggos, searching for
new, offshore opportunities.'!

The banking business transformed itself to cope
with this cornucopia. Merchant banking became truly
mternational. In London, for instance, the networks
forged by the old merchant bankers in Britain’s impe-
rial past were now appropriated by American, Japanese,
and German banks, who bought out the British firms;
today the City of London remains a site for global fi-
nance, but the City is no longer a British institution.
The business banks did focused increasingly on merg-
ers and acquisitions, and these too lost connection to
nation-state interests. Siegmund Warburg had in the
1950s ploneered the techniques of hostile takeovers of
large, nation-based companies. One consequence of the

outpouring of wealth was that the hostile takeover be-
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came a form of art, as money looked for ever new ways
to install itself.

Initially, managers thought they were dealing with
investors familiar to them from the past, that is, largely
passive institutions and individuals. The workings of a
firm would be confirmed at annual meetings where the
only challenges would come from oddly dressed elderly
ladies or vegetarian activists. The managers were soon
disabused. Investors became active judges; a turning
point in such participation occurred when pension
funds, controlling vast quantities of capital, began ac-
tively pressuring management. The increasing sophis-
tication of financial instruments like the leveraged
buyout meant that investors could make or break cor-
porations while its management stood by helplessly.

Due to the emergence of sophisticated shareholder
power, corporate generals at the top of the chain of
command were not the generals they once were; a new
source of lateral power had emerged at the top, often
literally foreign, often otherwise indifferent, to the
culture that long-term associations and alliances had
forged within the corporation.

This shift in power turned a second new page.

The empowered investors wanted short-term rather
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than long-term results. They formed the cadres of what
Bennett Harrison calls “impatient capital.” Impor-
tantly, share price rather than corporate dividends was
their measure of results. Buying and selling shares in
an open, fluid market yielded quicker—and greater—
yields than holding stocks for the long term. For this
reason, whereas in 1965 American pension funds held
stocks on an average for 46 months, by 2000 much in
the portfolios of these institutional investors turned
over on an average of 2.8 months. The price trade in
stock overturned traditional measures of performance
like price/earnings ratios—famously in the technol-
ogy boom of the 19gos, when share values soared in
companies with no earnings.

Of course there’s nothing new about money look-
ing for a home or a quick dollar. But the combined ef-
fect of so much unleashed capital and the pressure of
short-term returns transformed the structure of those
institutions most attractive to empowered investors.
Enormous pressure was put on companies to look beau-
tiful in the eyes of the passing voyeur; institutional
beauty consisted in demonstrating signs of internal
change and flexibility, appearing to be a dynamic com-

pany, even if the once-stable company had worked per-
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fectly well. Firms like Sunbeam and Enron became
dysfunctional or corrupt in responding to this investor
parade, but even in periods of market downturn the
pressure on firms remained the same: institutional so-
lidity become an investment negative rather than a
positive. Stability seemed a sign of weakness, suggest-
ing to the market that the firm could not innovate or
find new opportunities or otherwise manage change.

Here was a profound contrast to both practice and
theory in an earlier generation. Rockefeller reassured
the markets by eliminating competition and flux; the
social compact within Weber’s model depended on the
conviction of those within that the institution could
weather any storm outside. Now the willingness to de-
stabilize one’s own organization sent a positive signal.
Among chief executives, Louis Gerstner of IBM stands
out in this regard, a man who in 1993 inherited the
most rigid of iron cage bureaucracies and by 1996 had
dismantled a great deal of what he had inherited.

At the outset of this chapter, I invoked the image
of an ideal self willing to let go, to surrender posses-
sion. That ideal became a practical necessity for execu-

tives trying to cope with the pressures of impatient cap-
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ital. They had to reengineer, reinvent themselves con-
tinually or falter in the markets.

The third challenge to the iron cage lay in the de-
velopment of new technologies of communication and
manufacturing. Communication on a global scale be-
came instant. Some analysts, like Manuel Castells, imag-
ine that the global economy left the ground and took to
the skies, place no longer mattering; others, like Saskia
Sassen, argue that big cities, where the work of invest-
ment and coordination gets done, became even more
important in the global age. From the vantage point of
people within institutions, the communications revolu-
tion had yet another meaning.

The growth of communications technology meant
that information could be formulated in unambiguous
and thorough terms, disseminated in its original ver-
sion throughout a corporation. E-mail and its deriva-
tives diminished the mediation and interpretation of
commands and rules verbally passing down the chain
of command. Thanks to new computer tools for map-
ping corporate inputs and outputs, information on how
projects, sales, and personnel were performing could
pass up to the top, instantly and unmediated. In the

auto industry in the 196o0s, the time lag of getting an
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executive decision on to the shop floor was, by one esti-
mate, five months, an interval that today has been dra-
matically cut to a few weeks. In sales organization, sales
reps’ performances can be mapped in real time on
home-office computer screens.

One consequence of the information revolution
has thus been to replace modulation and interpretation
of commands by a new kind of centralization. The so-
cial implications of such centralization, as we shall
shortly see, run deep. For executives driven by impatient
capital, the immediate result of technological advance
was to prompt in them the belief that they knew enough
and so could command immediate change from the top.
That belief would often prove their undoing.

Automation, another side of the technological
revolution, has affected the bureaucratic pyramid in
one profound way: the base of an institution no longer
needs to be big. Both in manual and in white-collar
work, organizations can now efficiently shed routine
jobs thanks to such innovations as bar code readers,
voice recognition technologies, three-dimensional ob-
ject scanners as well as the micromachines that do the
work of fingers. It’s not just that the sheer size of the

workforce can be reduced, but also that savings can be
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effected by management aiming to cut out the func-
tional layers at the bottom—an institutional army in
which the privates are circuits.

Such technological capacity means that inclusion
of the masses—the social element of social capital-
1ism—can wither. Just the most vulnerable members of
society, those with the desire to work but without spe-
cialized human skills, are likely to be left out. Of course
the industries and offices of an earlier era were not run
as charities. As Bismarck was the first to recognize,
however, business growth generates social dislocation
and unrest, threats which can be addressed by spread-
ing out the employment base. To create jobs for all in
this old way now is to defy or ignore modern techno-
logical power.

As automation spreads, the field of fixed human
skills shrinks. Fifty years ago, holding a conversation
with a machine about one’s bank account would have
seemed a sci-fi fantasy; today it’s taken for granted.
Here again appears the idealized new self: an individ-
ual constantly learning new skills, changing his or her
“knowledge basis.” In reality that ideal is driven by the

necessity of keeping ahead of the machine.
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All three of the new pages I've described apply at
present only to certain kinds of economic bureaucra-
cies. They are big, they sell shares in themselves, and
they can profit from advanced technology. Such firms
are to be found in financial, legal, and insurance ser-
vices and in global manufacturing and shipping; they
draw on quite specialized smaller-scale services such as
product design, advertising and marketing, media, and
computer design.

By contrast, the majority of firms in America and
Britain have fewer than three thousand employees;
many have only a local reach or are family-owned;
some are craft-services like the small-scale construction
companies. These firms can function perfectly well as
small bureaucratic pyramids. If you were an elderly in-
vestor, you'd sleep more soundly owning a local plumb-
ing company than venturing into the derivatives mar-
ket. And Weber remains a reliable guide to the inner
workings of such small pyramid firms.

It’s important to keep this in mind in evaluating
the globalized, short-term value, technologically com-
plex organization as a model of institutional change.
Big governments and civic institutions have tried to

dismantle their institutional past following this model.
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The very image of large, stable bureaucracies provid-
ing long-term, predictable benefits horrifies political
reformers. There is, of course, no equivalent in gov-
ernment coffers of the cash mountain on which mod-
ern global investors sit. Governments’ “investors” are
the workers who will eventually receive pensions and
health care, the parents who pay taxes for schools—all
inside stakeholders. Why should a business model
attractive to a short-term Saudi oil magnate appeal
to them?

Here culture again enters the picture, in the
image of that idealized self which can prosper in the
leveraged buyout world. This idealized person eschews
dependency; he or she does not cling to others. Re-
formers of the welfare state fear it has encouraged in-
stitutionalized dependency—which 1s just what Bis-
marck hoped for. In place of life within the institution,
reformers famously want more personal initiative and
enterprise: vouchers for education, employee savings
accounts for old age and for medical care, one’s welfare
conducted as a kind of consulting business.

It’s misleading to equate the fear of dependency
with individualism tout court. In the new-business

world, those who prosper require a thick network of so-
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cial contacts; one of the reasons global cities take form
1s precisely that they provide a local territory for face-
to-face networking. People who are connected to organ-
1zations only by computer, working at home or selling
out in the field on their own, tend to be marginalized,
missing out on the informal contacts sometimes called
the water cooler connection.

The fear of dependence names rather a worry
about loss of self-control and, more psychologically, a
feeling of shame in deferring to others. One of the
great ironies of the new-economy model is that, in tak-
ing apart the iron cage, it has only succeeded in reinsti-
tuting these social and emotional traumas in a new in-

stitutional form.

Institutional Architecture

The new page of institutions is not a blank page. We
might think about what’s written on it by comparing
the new institutional architecture to a uniquely mod-
ern machine rather than to a traditional building-type
like the pyramid.

Specifically, this new structure performs like an

MP3 player. The MP3 machine can be programmed to
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play only a few bands from its repertoire; similarly, the
flexible organization can select and perform only a few
of 1ts many possible functions at any given time. In the
old-style corporation, by contrast, production occurs via
a fixed set of acts; the links in the chain are set. Again,
in an MP73 player, what you hear can be programmed in
any sequence. In a flexible organization, the sequence of
production can also be varied at will. In high-tech soft-
ware programming firms, for instance, the institution
might focus on some promising, innovative bit of imag-
ing work, then go back to build the routine code support
which simplifies the imaging, then go forward to think
through commercial possibilities. This is task-oriented
rather than fixed-function labor. Linear development is
replaced by a mind-set willing to jump around.

This new way of working permits what manage-
ment-speak calls the delayering of institutions. By out-
sourcing some functions to other firms or other places,
the manager can get rid of layers within the organiza-
tion. The organization swells and contracts, employees
are added and discarded as the firm moves from one
task to another.

The “casualization” of the labor force refers to

more than the use of outside temps or subcontractors;
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it applies to the internal structure of the firm. Em-
ployees can be held to three- or six-month contracts,
often renewed over the course of years; the employer
can thereby avoid paying them benefits like health care
or pensions. More, workers on short contracts can be
easily moved from task to task, the contracts altered to
suit the changing activities of the firm. And the firm
can contract and expand quickly, shedding or adding
personnel.

It’s easier to quantify the numbers of temps than
of short-term workers within firms, but the numbers
are striking such as they are. Temporary labor is the
fastest growing sector of the labor force in the United
States and Britain; all found, temp-work accounts for
8 percent of the U.S. labor force today. If we add to this
number people employed on a short-term, benefits-
avoiding basis in retail sales, restaurants, and other ser-
vice work, the percentage would climb to something
like a fifth of the American labor force.

Taken together, these three building blocks of
institutions—casualization, delayering, and nonlinear
sequencing—shorten the organization’s time frame;
immediate and small tasks become the emphasis. The

development of the commercial Internet was a marvel
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in this regard, a hugely complicated communications
system developed quickly, in pieces. One of its attrac-
tions to investors was precisely the frenzy of move-
ment, change, and chaos in firms, the more churning
the more beckoning. Few investors knew what they

were buying—save that it was new.

Socially, short-term task labor alters how workers work
together. In the chain-of-command pyramid, you do
your duty and fulfill your function, and eventually you
are rewarded, as the holder of an office, for perform-
ance or seniority; or passed over or demoted. Either way,
the infrastructure of the firm is clear enough. In shift-
ing, short-term task-labor, it isn’t. The structure of the
firm 1s not a solid object to study, its future cannot
be predicted. In interviewing temps, I've found that
those who prosper in this milieu have a high tolerance
for ambiguity. One administrative assistant told me,
“Each time you start a new job, you need to fake it. The
boss expects you know how things should be done and
what he wants. But of course you don’t. It’s a challenge.”

It’s no accident that flexible organizations emphasize
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“human relations skills” and offer “interpersonal”
training. Strip away the psychological fluff and a solid
need remains; in these environments people need to be
proactive when faced with ill-defined circumstances.

Which might suggest that human relations of an
open sort matter more in flexible organizations—a
suggestion which the prophets of the fresh page have
taken to be proven fact; in fluid structures, sensitivity
replaces duty. A third comparison between the MPz3
player and the flexible organization makes clear why
mutual awareness becomes colored by anxiety and, all
too often, institutionalized paranoia.

In an MP7 player, the laser in the central process-
ing unit is boss. While there is random access to mate-
rial, flexible performance is possible only because the
central processing unit is in control of the whole. Sim-
ilarly, in a flexible organization, power becomes con-
centrated at the center; the institution’s central pro-
cessing unit sets the tasks, judges results, expands and
shrinks the firm. New analytic technologies have en-
abled firms to engage in what Michel Foucault has
called “panoptic surveillance”; these technologies put
real-time maps of resources and performance on screen.

This computerized surveillance differs, however, from
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the control envisaged by Taylor and efficiency experts
in an earlier era.

In order to deliver quick, flexible results, work
groups have to be given a certain measure of autonomy.
Indeed, the firm will try to motivate autonomy through
internal markets; the center sets the terms of competi-
tion between teams in writing a piece of computer
code, raising money, or designing a product, then five
or six teams compete against each other to do it. In Tay-
lor’s way of thinking, based on pyramid form, this
would be highly inefficient, since you have duplication
of effort, but in the new, flexible way of thinking, what
matters i1s producing the best result as quickly as possi-
ble. That’s a more modern measure of efficiency. This
kind of internal competition leads to what the econo-
mist Robert Frank calls “winner-takes-all” rewards:
the big prizes come only to the winning team, and
there are few or no consolation prizes.'?

The system produces high levels of stress and
anxiety among workers, as I and many other research-
ers have found. All competition, of course, breeds
stress; the stakes are raised in winner-takes-all mar-
kets. Internal markets raise the anxiety stakes again

higher, since the line between competitor and col-
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league becomes unclear. The temps I've interviewed
who are better at managing stress can do so just because
they don’t emotionally belong to the firm. In contrast
to the administrative assistant quoted above, one of my
subjects at a West Coast high-tech firm complained
that the winning team in an internal competition
“took advantage” of her need to go home early to at-
tend to her young children; they knew they could
“win” because of her small family. They were false
colleagues.

One way to contrast this situation to the pyrami-
dal firms I studied thirty years ago lies in the emotional
difference between anxiety and dread. Anxiety at-
taches to what might happen; dread attaches to what
one knows will happen. Anxiety arises in ill-defined
conditions, dread when pain or ill-fortune is well de-
fined. Failure in the old pyramid was grounded in
dread; failure in the new institution is shaped by anxi-
ety. When firms are reengineered, employees fre-
quently have no idea of what will happen to them,
since modern forms of corporate restructuring are
driven by issues of debt and stock-price value gener-
ated in financial markets, rather than by the internal

workings of the firm. All too frequently the engineers
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of change have little idea of what to do once the
merger or sale is effected. This indeterminacy spreads
anxiety throughout the ranks, which the merchant
bankers or investors are in no position to clarify. One
near-certainty is that inequality within the firm will

intensify. But inequality of a special sort.

Inequality has become the Achilles’ heel of the modern
economy. It appears in many forms: massive compensa-
tion of top executives, a widening gap between wages
at the top and the bottom of corporations, the stagna-
tion of the middle layers of income relative to those of
the elite. Winner-takes-all competition generates ex-
treme material inequality. These inequalities of wealth
are matched within certain kinds of firms by a widen-
ing social inequality.

In bureaucracies in the throes of reorganization,
the erasure of intermediate layers of bureaucracy can
erase the communication chain by which power is in-
terpreted as it passes downward, and information is
modulated as it passes upward. Once reformed, the

flexible firm can map out this more disconnected terri-
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tory. The center governs the periphery in a specific way.
On the periphery people are on their own in the process
of laboring, without much interaction up and down the
chain of command; there is nothing like a social rela-
tionship between a Thai shoe-stitcher and a Milanese
fashionista; they transact, to refer to Soros, rather than
relate. Those at the periphery are answerable to the
center only for results. This distanced relation is, in fine,
the geography of globalization. At the opposite ex-
treme, in a bureaucratic pyramid, would stand the pa-
ternalistic employer. In terms of wealth and power, a
paternalist like Henry Ford was indeed as unequal to
workers on the assembly line as any modern global
mogul. In sociological terms, however, he was closer to
them, just as the general on the battlefield was con-
nected to his troops. The sociological idea here is that
inequality translates into distance; the greater the dis-
tance—the less a felt connection on both sides—the
greater the social inequality between them.
Consulting work is an excellent case for under-
standing how social distance operates on the ground.
Consultants are an essential ingredient in modern bu-
reaucratic power, lubricating its machinery. In prin-

ciple, consultants are meant to provide objective advice
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and strategy; in practice they do the painful work of re-
organizing activities throughout the peripheries of the
organization—forced retirements, abolition of depart-
ments, new duties for employees who survive.
Georgina Born of Cambridge University has done
perhaps the best modern ethnography of consulting."®
She studied the British Broadcasting Corporation in the
199os, as a reform-minded executive, John Birt, brought
in the McKinsey consulting group for a year to reshape
the BBC ten-year strategy document. The consultants,
mostly young men with recent MBA degrees, learned
about the business in the process of reengineering it.
Strategy meant formally altering the processes by which
the BBC worked—who reported to whom, what they
reported, what they had to report. The McKinsey con-
sultants took little responsibility, however, for imple-
menting these changes, nor did they deal with the
human consequences of change; among these conse-
quences were large numbers of people shifted from
areas in which they had developed expertise to areas in
which they were driving blind. In this “creative indus-
try” the consultants themselves lacked much under-
standing of creative work, so tended to dismiss its inher-

ent value. The consultants were paid, then departed,
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leaving the organization in turmoil, increasing social
distances within the BBC. These human disconnections
in the midst of change in turn dramatically increased
employees’ feelings of anxiety.

What have top managements to gain by employ-
ing consultants? In part, the consultant’s presence sends
an 1deological signal that power 1s being exercised—a
message of corporate will and determination. In the
profit sector, sending such a signal i1s important: insti-
tutional disruption serves as a sign to investors that
something is happening to the firm—change, no mat-
ter how ill-defined—which often raises the stock price.
But the increase of social distance, within firms, has
another benefit.

By hiring consultants, executives at the center of
the MPz machine can shift responsibility for painful
decisions away from themselves. The central unit com-
mands but avoids accountability. In practice, few con-
sultants subsequently join the firms they reorganize,
and thus they too avoid being held to account. This di-
vorce between command and accountability explains
the long political reach of consulting practices. In the
wake of the breakdown of the Soviet empire in 1989,

nations were subjected to something of the same treat-
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ment as the BBC. In Poland and Russia, teams of con-
sultants descended on state ministries to dissolve or
convert them into private businesses. The Harvard ac-
ademic Jeffrey Sachs treated Poland as a free-market
experiment, but he did not remain in Poland as a gov-
ernment official. Having reorganized the economy,
which is still trying to recover from this experiment,
Sachs returned to the United States and moved on to
problems in the environment.

In creating social distances which divorce control
from accountability, consulting reveals a fundamental
shifting of bureaucratic ground, a reformatting of in-
equality, increasing social distance. Power can become
concentrated at the top, but authority does not thereby

Increase.

Authority and Control

Authority names a complex social process of depend-
ency.'* A person possessed of authority differs from a
tyrant, who deploys brute force to be obeyed. As Weber
longer ago observed, someone possessed of authority

elicits voluntary obedience; his or her subjects believe in
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him. They may believe him to be harsh, cruel, unjust,
but still, something more is present. People below come
to rely on those above them. In charismatic forms of au-
thority, those below believe that the authority figure will
complete and enable what is incomplete and disabled in
themselves; in bureaucratic forms of authority, they be-
lieve that institutions will take responsibility for them.

Armies offer a clear case of both charismatic and
bureaucratic authority. Soldiers die willingly for offi-
cers possessed of superior will or courage, and they will
die also for mediocre officers; the office invests the in-
competent with authority. This duality i1s familiar to
any reader of Joseph Heller’s war novel Catch-22, in
which the cynical view of troops about their incompe-
tent superiors coexists with voluntary obedience. Civil
hierarchies produce the same duality of authority. In a
classic study of the bureaucratic work pyramid, Rein-
hard Bendix found employees relying on bosses for ad-
vice, asking for directions, seeking approval, even though
outside working hours they made catty remarks about
their employers’ personalities.

The MP3z institution may celebrate the charis-
matic leader yet does not invite institutional authority.

In part this is due to the way executives behave, when
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they themselves act like consultants. Rapid turnover
at the top can have this effect; there is then no one in
power who has shown commitment to the organization,
who has experience of its problems, who can serve as a
witness of the labors of those below. In part, the sheer
disconnect between center and periphery dispels the
belief, at the periphery, that a particular human being
or definable group at the center is really in charge. 1
found, in this regard, that employees at a financial ser-
vices firm regarded “rule by e-mail” exceptionally ob-
noxious; all too frequently people received e-mails in-
forming them they were being shifted, or even fired—
“too chicken” as one person said, “to tell me to my
face.” Pushing away responsibility has a further di-
mension.

In going through the personnel records of a high-
tech firm with a revolving-door management, I was
struck by how often the words needy and dependant
were used as negatives. One personnel manager told
me she looked for something like self-discipline with-
out dependency in her employees. This makes institu-
tional sense. The operations are fragmented, either ge-
ographically on the periphery in big firms or internally

in medium-sized organizations when many uncon-
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nected activities go on at the same time. Under such
conditions people are indeed on their own, left to their
own devices as how best to respond to targets, com-
mands, and performance evaluations from the center.
The celebration of self-management is, though, hardly
imnocent. The firm need no longer think critically
about its own responsibilities to those whom it controls.

Just as the cutting-edge organizations are special
cases, so are such employees. For some people the com-
bination of increased central control and diminished
authority works brilliantly. Cutting-edge organizations
want to attract entrepreneurially minded young people;
these are good places for people of all ages whose desire
to serve as figures of authority is low. Those whom we
have found most comfortable practically in these in-
stitutions are people with high technical skills. If they
become disaffected, they can easily transport these
skills somewhere else. Computer service-workers, floor
traders in brokerage firms, editors and creative direc-
tors in advertising all fit this mold.

My colleague Michael Laskaway has found, among
young entrepreneurs, that comfort in low-authority
firms is short-lived. As middle age looms and children,

mortgages, and school fees appear, the need for structure
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and predictability in work grows greater. Correspond-
ingly, the employee now wants someone above who is
responsive to the workers’ own adult responsibilities.

The divorce between power and authority be-
comes more generally problematic when cutting-edge
institutions become a model for public institutions. Re-
formers of the welfare state in Britain and Germany
have taken the highly centralized, diminished author-
ity model as a goal in providing benefits; correspond-
ingly, the sick and the elderly can be stigmatized for
showing neediness. But in the public realm, concen-
trated power with low authority becomes a danger to
those in power. For legitimacy, they can rely only on
their charisma; reformers who lack charisma are seen
as arbitrary, institutions which eschew responsibility
are seen, exactly, to be irresponsible.

Later in this chapter, I will try to unpack the cri-
sis of legitimacy which occurs when the new capitalist
model for enterprise is applied to the public realm.
Here I want to remain within the social life of the new
economic institution itself. The structural changes in-
volved in taking apart the iron cage of bureaucracy

produce three social deficits.
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Three Social Deficits

The three deficits of structural change are low institu-
tional loyalty, diminishment of informal trust among
workers, and weakening of institutional knowledge.
Each singly is all too tangible in the lives of ordinary
workers. They relate to one another in terms of a some-
what abstract intellectual tool.

This tool sociology calls social capital—and as is
the way of sociologists, we do not agree among our-
selves about what it means. One school, represented
by Robert Putnam, defines social capital in terms of
people’s voluntary engagements in social and civic or-
ganizations.'> Another school, developed by Alejandro
Portes and Harrison White, focuses on networks—in
the family, education, and labor. While Putnam stresses
the willingness to become involved, Portes and White
weigh social capital in terms of how deeply and widely
people are involved in networks, whether by will or ne-
cessity.'® My own view of social capital, closer to Portes
and White than to Putnam, emphasizes the judgments
people make of their involvements. In my view, social

capital is low when people decide their engagements
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are of poor quality, high when people believe their as-
sociations are of good quality.

Loyalty is a prime test of this version of social
capital. Military organizations have high social capital,
evinced when people are willing to sacrifice their lives
out of loyalty to the institution or to the network of
soldiers within an army. Cutting-edge institutions in
civil society lie at the opposite extreme. They elicit ex-
tremely low levels of loyalty. The reason is not far to
seek. If an employer tells you that you are on your own,
that the institution will not help you out when you are
in need, why should you feel much loyalty to it? Loyalty
1s a participatory relationship; no business plan alone,
beautiful or logical as it may be, will earn the loyalty of
those on whom it is imposed, simply because the em-
ployees have not participated in its gestation.

In the recent economic downturn, businesses
learned the practical consequences of low loyalty. The
boom had made it possible for companies to use the In-
ternet to find suppliers or subcontractors for the best
deal; when business was good it could be indeed con-
ducted as in short-term transactions rather than long-

term relationships. During the boom, business gurus
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had announced with a hint of pride that “loyalty is
dead,” and that each vigorous employee ought to be-
have like an entrepreneur.!” When business became
bad, however, companies needed suppliers and sub-
contractors to extend credit, to carry debt on the books
—but why should someone else take on these prob-
lems? No network of mutual loyalty had developed.

Now as the business cycle moved downward,
businesses needed employees to make sacrifices for the
sake of the firm by taking pay or benefit cuts. The air-
line industry in America and Britain served as a prime
example, joined by the media and technology sectors.
But employees balked. British Airways, for instance, al-
most bankrupt, experienced frequent wildcat strikes by
service workers who didn’t care whether or not it went
under. Even when other employees acted practically to
save their own jobs, they made few positive efforts to
help companies survive.

Loyalty is a necessary ingredient in surviving the
business cycle; low social capital matters most practi-
cally to firms in the effort to fight off predators. For
employees themselves, deficits of loyalty exacerbate

stress, particularly, we found, the stress of working long
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hours. The stretched-out, intense workday can seem
without purpose; pressure becomes depressing rather
than stimulating. “Long hours don’t do me any good,”
a designer in advertising told me, “and I don’t give a
shit about this firm, so what’s the point?” Some recent
large-scale studies in Britain of employees working more
than ten hours a day elaborates the sentiment. Pressure
becomes a self-contained, deadening experience in firms
with low social capital, and employees who experience
pressure on these terms are far more likely to become
alcoholic, to divorce, or to exhibit poor health than
people working more than ten hours daily in high-
loyalty firms.

A second social deficit, less obvious than low loy-
alty, concerns trust. Trust comes in two shapes, formal
and informal. Formal trust means one party entering
into a contract, believing the other party will honor its
terms. Informal trust 1s a matter of knowing on whom
you can rely, especially when a group 1s under pressure:
who will go to pieces, who will rise to the occasion. In-
formal trust takes time to develop. In a team or a net-
work, small clues about behavior and character appear
only incrementally; the mask we present to others nor-

mally conceals how reliable we will prove in a crisis. In
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bureaucracies oriented to the short term, time to de-
velop this understanding of other people is often lack-
ing. A team with a six-month life span reveals much less
about how people are likely to behave under stress than
a network whose life span can be measured in years.

I witnessed the strength and weakness of infor-
mal trust in two industrial accidents separated by thirty
years. In the first, in an old-style factory, a fire burst
out, and the circuit of fire nozzles turned out to be bro-
ken. Liine workers knew each other well enough to de-
cide who could do what. The managers squawked out
orders, but in the emergency nobody paid attention to
them; damage to the plant was soon brought under
control by a strong informal network. Thirty years later
I happened to be in a Silicon Valley plant when the air-
conditioning system began sucking in rather than ex-
pelling noxious gases, an unforeseen design disaster in
this high-tech building. The work teams did not hold
together. Many people dangerously stampeded for the
exits, while others, more courageous, were at a loss as to
how to organize themselves. In the aftermath, the
managers, many of whom had responded well, realized
that this plant of thirty-two hundred people was, as one

said, only “superficially organized on paper.”
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More ordinary forms of pressure at work can pro-
duce deficits of informal trust. Businesses which have
to react quickly to changes in consumer demand often
diminish informal trust, since the personnel of work
teams has to change frequently. Corporate reengineer-
ing of an institution, whether business or a govern-
ment agency, can also radically decrease informal trust,
since reorganization of personal relations comes abruptly
from above and from outside.

Low informal trust is an organizational deficit
rather than a simple issue of personal character in that
it revolves around organized time. Here a malign prac-
tice from the old world of work has passed into the new.
When Taylor and other supposedly scientific work an-
alysts did time-and-motion studies, they focused on
miniaturized time, that is, how much could be done in
the shortest amount of time. They seldom studied the
months or years of an organization’s life, perhaps be-
cause they took the durability of the firm for granted.
Now that larger assumption cannot be made, and still
micromanagement of time remains the focus. For em-
ployees in such volatile firms, not really knowing other
workers can only increase anxiety; these volatile firms,

for all their emphasis on the surface aspects of cooper-
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ation, are more impersonal and opaque than institu-
tions in which people make long-term careers with
others whom they come to know well. The result is net-
works which can easily tear apart.

The third social deficit concerns the weakening of
institutional knowledge. One vice of the old bureau-
cratic pyramid was its rigidity, its offices fixed, its
people knowing what exactly what was expected of
them. The virtue of the pyramid was, however, accu-
mulation of knowledge about how to make the system
work, which meant knowing when to make exceptions
to the rules or contriving back-channel arrangements.
As in armies, so in big civilian bureaucracies, knowing
how to manipulate the system can become an art form.
Often the people who have the most institutional knowl-
edge of this sort are low down the corporate hierarchy.
In factories, shop-floor stewards possess it more than
their white-shirted bosses; in offices, secretaries and per-
sonal assistants are bearers of institutional knowledge,
in hospitals nurses are famously more competent at bu-
reaucracy than the doctors they serve. This kind of in-
stitutional knowledge complements informal trust; in
time, as experience accumulates, the bureaucrat learns

how to o1l bureaucratic wheels.
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Yet in the reform of bureaucratic pyramids, these
low-level functionaries are often the first to be let go.
Management imagines that computerized technology
can take their place, yet most business software applies
rather than adapts rules. The consequence can be what
the systems analyst Claudio Ciborra calls “drifting ef-
fects.” He explains this by citing the application of an
organizational program, Lotus Notes, to four different
businesses. In the Zeta Corporation, which did not sub-
stitute the program for people, the results were posi-
tive, as employees had a new tool for knowledge shar-
ing. In Unilever, where low-level staff were replaced by
the program, the result was too much formalization; in
Telecom, similarly reengineered, there appeared lack
of knowledge sharing, and in EDF “interfunctional ri-
valry.” In the positive case, Ciborra argues, institutional
knowledge increased thanks to the computer applica-
tion, while in the negative cases it decreased because its
human bearers were eliminated.'®

New information systems always promise greater
efficiency in an organization—particularly appealing
to consultants, who lack the kind of institutional knowl-
edge which accumulates through experience. Yet this is

a naive promise. The machines are not themselves the
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enemy; a program like Lotus Notes can in fact greatly
increase knowledge of the organization, if control and
adaptation are left to ordinary users. In most reengi-
neering, however, the tendency is increasingly to limit
access to reconfiguration, as control of the program is

confined to the institution’s upper echelons.

These three social deficits—of loyalty, informal trust,
and adaptive information—are not news to many
managers. The legal scholar Mark Roe argues that the
root of the problem lies in “the separation of owner-
ship from control”; it is to him a problem rooted in the
very size of firms, whether old-style pyramid or new-
style MP3. The manager is not allowed to assume effec-
tive, long-term responsibility for the firm; impatient
investors hold the real reins of power.'” The effective
manager instead wants to build loyalty, trust, and insti-
tutional knowledge within the firm, all of which re-
quire time. Most dedicated managers, in my experi-
ence, attest to the conflict and in this form. What’s
missing from institutions of low social capital is equally

often awareness of who builds social capital in a firm;
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social capital is built from the bottom up. A firm’s cul-
ture, like all culture, depends on how ordinary people
make sense of an institution, not the explanation which
those at the top decree. In the peculiar institutions at
capitalism’s cutting edge, decrees are issued and reis-
sued quickly, constantly; the scope for interpretation,
among ordinary workers, decreases, and the process of
interpretation—of making sense of these chameleon
organizations—becomes more and more arduous.

The most difficult problem of building a sense of
social inclusion, for those not in control of institutions,

lies 1n the issue of work identity.

Understanding Oneself

Emile Durkheim long ago, in The Division of Labor,
understood the immense value individuals attach to
being able to categorize themselves. As a general rule,
identity concerns not so much what you do as where
you belong. In the 197o0s, it seemed clear to me that
labor mattered deeply to working-class men I inter-
viewed as a source of family and communal honor,

quite apart from whatever satisfactions a job brought in
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itself. Their work identity, that is, lay in the social con-
sequences of their labor. To working-class women in
the labor market, it seemed to me then, the dignity af-
forded by work seemed to matter less. And to middle-
class workers, the contents of a job appeared to matter
more than to those below. In retrospect I see that I got
both class and gender wrong. I got it wrong then, and
time has since sorted things out differently today.

Many working-class women were indeed enter-
ing and leaving the labor force sporadically, to make
ends meet at home, and for these women work was just
an instrument. But others permanently labored, and to
them work mattered in the same familial and commu-
nal ways it did to men. Claire Siegelbaum has pointed
out one reason for my error: working-class women
tended not to share the importance of their work with
their spouses, since to do so would challenge sex roles in
the family.

I also got wrong the investment of middle-class
men in the substance of their work. A number of stud-
ies in the early 1980s showed there was little difference
between manual laborers and nonprofessional white-
collar workers in the desire for job satisfaction. Senior-

ity and titles counted for people who worked with
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paper in much the same way as for people who worked
with their hands.?” I’'d mistaken the world of the pro-
fessional elite for that of the larger middle class.

What I had got right was the importance of the
organizations themselves. The pyramids had relatively
clear and stable 1dentities, and this mattered to workers
in their sense of themselves. Well-run companies pro-
vided a sense of pride, poorly run companies provided
at least an orientation: you came to know about yourself
in relation to the frustrations or anger you experienced
in an anchored social reality outside yourself.

For black and immigrant workers, in both Amer-
ica and Britain, fixed-work bureaucracies had a further
meaning: these institutions served as a promissory note
for social inclusion. In America, a black laborer who
gained seniority rights acquired a personally important
weapon against the old formula, last-hired and first-
fired. In both countries, working for the government in
particular meant blacks and immigrants achieved the
status of officialdom. A generation ago it was some-
times argued, more broadly, that outsiders have a
weaker sense of work identity than those securely shel-
tered within the legal system or within the dominant

culture; in America, it was often said of American male

74 -



BUREAUCRACY

blacks that they lacked a work ethic. We now know this
to be completely wrong: the research of William Julius
Wilson and his colleagues has shown that access to se-
cure work constituted then and constitutes now the
single greatest life goal for disempowered black males.?!

The advent of a new bureaucratic form has not
statistically abolished inclusive jobs in large numbers,
nor has work 1dentity of the older sort eroded. As in an
earlier generation, the value most people put on their
labor lies 1n 1ts familial or communal results. What liv-
ing in the special circumstances of leading-edge work
has disturbed in the larger culture could be called the
moral prestige of work stability. The sociologist Kath-
leen Newman has noted this at the lowest levels of
fluid work, the realm of so-called McJobs—{lipping
hamburgers or clerking in stores. Access to such paid
work is a positive for unskilled young people, but they
are troubled if they move only slowly upward; the labor
seems a dead end even when it in fact opens a door.*?
That impatience reflects a shift in the larger culture’s
value system, one in which stability as such increas-
ingly lacks moral prestige. Slightly higher up the occu-
pational scale, work in government bureaucracy has

become infected with the same stain, so that manual
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service jobs are no longer attractive to many young-
sters. This is a sector—in nursing, school maintenance,
and transport—increasingly left to immigrant workers,
who focus on stability and its rewards rather than on
the cultural characterization of the work itself.

In the middle class, the issue of moral prestige is
more transparent. Risk-taking is emphasized in the
formation of young people for careers in business; an
increasing percentage of young people respond to that
appeal at the expense of careers in teaching or other
civil service jobs. I don’t mean to reduce the crisis in
public sector recruitment just to a matter of values; pay
and conditions of employment play a large role. What
culture does is diminish a young person’s belief in the
character of such work, belief that one would achieve
respect 1n the larger society by virtue of working as a
bureaucrat.

Had risk become a dominant value, we should ex-
pect temps, serial workers, and others who float below
the cutting-edge elite in the same fluid work time to
enjoy enhanced status. As I discovered when research-
ing Corrosion of Character, temps do often find the first
few years of floating labor satisfying. But as a more per-

manent condition they find floating labor to be frus-
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trating. They want someone to want them permanently;
participating in a social structure comes to matter more
than personal mobility. This mirrors the same problem
felt in the passage from being a young, unattached en-
trepreneur to becoming a middle-aged entrepreneur
with a mortgage. The moral prestige of cutting-edge
labor 1s a talisman of success which is hard for people,
below elite levels, to practice as a life project. In this,
the conditions of time, enshrined in labor at the cutting
edge, intersect with perhaps the most famous of all
modern formulations of work identity as moral value,
that of Weber’s Protestant Ethic.

The time-engine driving the Protestant Ethic is
delayed gratification in the present for the sake of
long-term goals. This time-engine Weber believed to
be the secret of the iron cage, people immuring them-
selves within fixed institutions because they hoped fi-
nally to empower themselves in a future reward. De-
layed gratification makes possible self-discipline; you
steel yourself to work, unhappily or not, because you
are focused on that future reward. This highly person-
alized version of the prestige of work requires a certain

kind of institution to be creditable; 1t has to be stable
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enough to deliver the future rewards, its managers have
to remain in place as witnesses to your performance.

The new paradigm makes nonsense of delayed
gratification as a principle of self-discipline; those in-
stitutional conditions are missing. The turn of the eco-
nomic wheel in recent years has brought this out in
stark relief. The downturn has clarified and sharpened
a phenomenon more hidden during the boom: when
things get bad, people at the top have more room for
maneuver and adaptation than those below; in troubled
companies, the managerial network is thicker and
richer, allowing those above more easily to escape. The
result i1s that the rewarding witnesses have, like Niet-
zsche’s absconding God, fled the bureaucratic scene. In
high-tech, finance, and the media this managerial re-
volving door has meant that the steady, self-disciplined
worker has lost his audience.

The problem of delayed gratification is rendered
more largely problematic, in North America and across
Europe, because many private pension funds have col-
lapsed, and government pensions schemes are imper-
iled. Saving for the future, the essence of the Protestant
Ethic, 1s vitiated by the weakness of these structures,

no longer safe havens.
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The erosion of the Protestant Kthic is perhaps
sharpest in the realm of personal strategic planning.
My colleague Michael Laskaway has recently com-
pleted a study comparing the career planning of young
adults in the 1g70s to those today.?> Both groups are
university-educated and ambitious; the striking differ-
ence between them is how their ambitions are focused.
The group from an earlier generation thought in terms
of long-term strategic gains, the contemporary group
in terms of their immediate prospects. More finely, the
older group was able to verbalize goals, whereas the
contemporary group had trouble finding language to
match their impulses. In particular, the older group
could define its eventual gratifications, while the con-
temporary group dealt in more amorphous desires.

Such a finding should not surprise us. In the
1970s, thinking in strategic narratives accorded with
the way institutions were perceived; such thinking, for
an ambitious young person, does not accord with the
way leading-edge institutions appear today. The issue is
the model: even when young people now enter rela-
tively fixed work pyramids, their point of reference is
the fluid model, present-oriented, evoking possibility

rather than progression.
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Here class counts for everything. A child of privi-
lege can afford strategic confusion, a child of the masses
cannot. Chance opportunities are likely to come to the
child of privilege because of family background and
educational networks; privilege diminishes the need to
strategize. Strong, extensive human networks allow
those at the top to dwell in the present; the networks
constitute a safety net which diminishes the need for
long-term strategic planning. The new elite thus has
less need of the ethic of delayed gratification, as thick
networks provide contacts and a sense of belonging,
no matter what firm or organization one works for.
The mass, however, has a thinner network of informal
contact and support, and so remains more institution-
dependent. It’s sometimes said that the new technology
can somewhat correct this inequality, electronic chat
rooms and affinity groups supplying the information a
young person would need to seize the moment. In the
work world, at least at the moment, this is not the case.
Face-to-face matters. This is why techies go to so many
conventions, and, more consequently, why people work-
ing from home, connected to the office only by com-
puter, so often are left out of informal decision gather-

ing and decision making.
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In general, the lower down in an organization, the
thinner one’s network, the more a person’s survival re-
quires formal strategic thinking, and formal strategic

thinking requires a legible social map.

One way to sum up the issue, so far developed: the ero-
sion of social capitalism has created a new formulation
for inequality. The fresh-page thesis has argued change
would set people free from the iron cage. The old insti-
tutional structure has indeed been taken apart in the
special realm of flexible organizations. In its place
comes a new geography of power, the center control-
ling the peripheries of power in institutions with ever
fewer intermediate layers of bureaucracy. This new
form of power eschews institutional authority, has low
social capital. Deficits of loyalty, informal trust, and ac-
cumulated institutional knowledge result in cutting-
edge organizations. For individuals, even while the value
of working can remain strong, the moral prestige of
work itself is transformed; labor at the cutting edge dis-
orients two key elements of the work ethic, deferred

gratification and long-term strategic thinking.
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In these ways, the social has been diminished;
capitalism remains. Inequality becomes increasingly
tied to 1solation. It is this peculiar transformation which
has been seized upon by politicians as the model of “re-

form” in the public realm.



CHAPTER TWO

Talent and the
Specter of Uselessness

defining image of the Great Depression in

the 1930s was photographs of men clustered

outside the gates of shuttered factories, wait-

ing for work despite the evidence before their eyes.

Those photographs still disturb because the specter of

uselessness has not ended; its context has changed.

Large numbers of people in the rich economies of

North America, Europe, and Japan want work but can’t
find 1t.

In the Great Depression individuals believed in a

personal remedy for uselessness which transcended any

government nostrum: their children should get an ed-

ucation and a special skill which would make the young
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always needed, always employed. Today, too, that is the
armor people seek, but again the context has changed.
In the “skills society” many of those who face unem-
ployment are educated and skilled, but the work they
want has migrated to places in the world where skilled
labor is cheaper. So skills of quite another sort are
needed.

In the following pages I want to explore how the
specter of uselessness relates to the solution of edu-
cation and formation, a person’s Bildung as the Ger-
mans put it. The connection requires asking some basic
questions: What does skill—more comprehensively,
talent—mean? How does being a talented person trans-
late into economic value? These questions bridge eco-
nomics, psychology, and sociology; their scope is so
large that I can’t hope to find answers, only clarify
problems.

The specter of uselessness first took its modern
turn in the development of cities, whose migrants no
longer had land to work under their feet. People moved
to cities as dispossessed agricultural refugees, hoping
that mechanized factories would provide for them.
However, in London, to take a representative example,

in 1840 there were six male laborers for every available
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unskilled factory job. David Ricardo and Thomas Mal-
thus were the first modern theorists of uselessness, Ri-
cardo probing how markets and industrial machines
reduced the need for labor, Malthus reckoning the per-
verse consequences of population growth. Neither en-
visioned brains as a remedy for the oversupply of hands.
In the early industrial era very few laborers could enter
higher education; upward mobility was rare. And even
the most enlightened reformers did not believe the
bulk of the masses could otherwise, at work, become
usefully skilled. Malthus, like Adam Smith before him
and John Ruskin after him, viewed factory labor as
brain-deadening. So as cities swelled, uselessness was
viewed as a necessary, if tragic, consequence of growth.

One of the real achievements of modern society
1s to remove the opposition between mass and mental.
Educational institutions have improved standards of
numeracy and literacy on a scale which the Victorians
could not have imagined. The Depression-era dream
of a talented poor boy—or rarely, girl—becoming a
doctor or lawyer i1s one which today seems, as it were,
a routine sort of dream. Rough estimates put the up-
ward mobility of children of unskilled laborers into

the lower middle class at about 20 percent in Britain
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and America, about 15 percent in Germany, and about
30 percent in China—not a lot, countervailed by down-
ward mobility, but much greater than in the first in-
dustrial era.

These indubitable achievements only pose Ri-
cardo’s early proposition in a new and painful form.
The skills economy still leaves behind the majority;
more finely, the education system turns out large num-
bers of unemployable educated young people, at least
unemployable in the domains for which they have
trained. In its modern form, Ricardo’s proposition is
that the skills society may need only a relatively small
number of the educated who possess talent; especially
in the cutting-edge realms of high finance, advanced
technology, and sophisticated services. The economic
machine may be able to run profitably and efficiently

by drawing on an ever-smaller elite.

The Specter of Uselessness

Three forces shape the specter of uselessness as a mod-
ern threat: the global labor supply, automation, and the
management of ageing. Each is not quite what it might

at first glance seem.
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When the press writes scare stories about the global
labor supply draining jobs from rich to poor places, the
story is usually presented as a “race to the bottom”
simply in terms of wages. Capitalism supposedly looks
for labor wherever labor is cheapest. This story is half
wrong. A kind of cultural selection is also at work, so that
jobs leave high-wage countries like the United States
and Germany, but migrate to low-wage economies
with skilled, sometimes overqualified, workers.

Indian call centers are a good example. The jobs
in these centers are performed by people who are at
least bilingual; they have refined their language skills
so that the caller doesn’t know whether she has reached
Hartford or Bombay. Many call-center workers have
had two or more years of university training; more, on
the job they have been well trained. Indian call centers
stress “stretch-learning,” which is to have so much in-
formation in one’s head that one can answer most con-
celvable questions quickly, thus enabling a rapid turn-
over 1n calls. The centers also train their workers in
“human-resource skills,” so that, for instance, impa-
tience is never evident to a befuddled caller. The Indian
workers are better educated and better trained than

call-service workers in the West (excluding Ireland and
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Germany, which operate at near Indian standard). The
wages for this work are indeed abominable, paid to
highly capable people.

Something of the same phenomenon appears
in some industrial jobs which have migrated to the
global South. Here a telling instance is automobile sub-
assembly plants on the northern border of Mexico. The
people doing very routine forms of labor are quite
often highly skilled mechanics who have left auto-body
shops to work on the assembly line. Up North, line la-
borers in the Mexican maquiladoras might be subfore-
men or foremen.

The most fearful image of the economic race to
the bottom is of children leaving home and school to
work in the sweatshops of the global South. This image
1s not false but, rather, incomplete. The labor market
also looks for talent on the cheap. The appeal to em-
ployers of overqualified workers is the same in the
global South as it 1s in the more developed world. Such
capable workers prove good at problem solving, espe-
cially when something goes wrong with job routines.

In turn, the people who take these jobs are often
quite entrepreneurial. In the Mexican maquiladoras,

workers on the assembly line can establish a credit rec-
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ord after a few years of fixed-wage work, which can en-
able them then to go to banks for loans to start a small
business of their own. The credit incentive is not quite
as powerful in India, where the driving force is entre-
preneurial subcontracting. In the Indian calls centers,
many workers, once trained, have started small busi-
nesses which subcontract call-center work from the
large foreign firms.

Of course it’s important to keep this in perspec-
tive. Just as the bulk of global South jobs employ dis-
possessed farm laborers, so the hope of becoming a small
businessman or businesswoman will remain for many
just a hope—though the number of small-business
start-ups in India, Mexico, China, and Indonesia has in-
deed increased almost exponentially in the past decade.
What needs to be stressed is that these are not Ricardo’s
people. They cannot be classified simply as victims be-
cause they participate in the system and have an inter-
est in it.

The reason I stress this is the consequence at
home. They are of higher status than their peers in the
global North, if less well paid. Their combination of
motivation and training, their Bildung, constitutes a

particular draw for employers. At home, the people who
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lose out would have to increase their human capital to
compete, but few can do so; uncompetitive with these
foreign peers, they face being no longer needed. The
specter of uselessness here intersects with the fear of
foreigners, which, beneath its crust of simple ethnic or
race prejudice, 1s inflected with the anxiety that for-
eigners may be better armed for the tasks of survival.
That anxiety has a certain basis in reality. Globaliza-
tion names, among other things, a perception that the
sources of human energy are shifting, and that those in
the already developed world may be left out as a result.

The second specter of uselessness lurks in auto-
mation. The fear that machines will replace humans is
ancient. The appearance of the first steam-driven spin-
ning looms caused riots among French and British
weavers; by the end of the nineteenth century it be-
came painfully evident to many steelworkers that they
would be “deskilled,” machines doing their compli-
cated labors, the men reduced to low-wage, routine tasks.
In the past, however, the threat of automation was over-
dramatized.

The problem lay in the design and development

of the machines themselves. Let me give a personal ex-



TALENT AND THE SPECTER OF USELESSNESS

ample. My grandfather, an industrial designer, worked
for sixteen years (from 1925 to 1941) on the prototype
of a robotic arm capable of one-millimeter manipu-
lation: the gears and pulleys required for this high-
tech machine cost a fortune, and the robotic arm itself
needed constant readjustment. After wasting a fortune
on my grandfather, his employer decided that skilled
human fingers were cheaper. This story was repeated
throughout the field of industrial design. The only real
savings brought through true automation—in which
most or all of the production process occurs via ma-
chines—appeared in those large-volume, heavy in-
dustries which produced goods like electric cables and
metal pipes.

Thanks to the revolution in computing and in
microelectronics, my grandfather’s robotic arm is a tool
which can now be quickly and effectively designed on
screen; microprocessors take the place of the intricate,
vulnerable gears and levers he contrived. In service
labor, automation has converted the science fiction of
the past into technological reality. I'm thinking of in-
telligent voice-answering devices—automation’s future

threat to the call center—or bar-code readers, which
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have transformed back-office accounting, inventory
management, and front-of-counter sales. Electronics
enable, further, the automation of quality control—the
human eye replaced by the more rigorous laser censor.

Manufacturers use these technologies in a partic-
ular way. Automation permits manufacturers not only
to respond quickly to changes in demand, since the ma-
chines can be quickly reconfigured, but also to execute
quick turnarounds when demand changes and so keep
inventories low.

Automation now truly delivers productivity gains
and brings labor savings. Here are two examples: from
1998 to 2002, the Sprint Corporation increased its pro-
ductivity 15 percent by using advanced voice-recognition
software and increased its revenues year on year 4.3
percent, while cutting its payroll over this four-year pe-
riod by 11,500 workers. In heavy industry, from 1982 to
2002 steel production in the United States rose from 75
million tons to 102 million tons even as the number of
steelworkers dropped from 289,000 to 74,000. These
jobs were not exported; for the most part, sophisticated
machines took over.'

Which is to say, modern workers are finally facing

the specter of automated uselessness.
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In the past, when sociologists thought about au-
tomation, they imagined that new or more white-collar
and human-service jobs would be created when pairs
of hands were replaced by machines. This belief in-
formed the “postindustrial” thesis advanced by both
Daniel Bell and Alain Touraine.” The shift idea made
sense, given the state of machines fifty years ago; for
practical purposes, these machines were serviceable for
only mechanical tasks. The machines we now possess
can subtract labor across the board: the job losses at
Sprint were in its human-service sector.

What sort of machines are these? When the watch-
maker Jacques de Vaucanson fabricated a mechanical
flute player in the mid—eighteenth century, the wonder
of the robot seemed its litkeness to a living human
being. In the spirit of Vaucanson, much automation
technology today still focuses on 1mitating the human
voice or the human head—the latter in smart surveil-
lance cameras which swivel and focus on anything the
machine “sees” as unusual. But other technologies do
not mimic human beings, notably computing technolo-
gies, which reckon at speeds no person could. The
image of replacing a pair of hands by a machine is

therefore inexact: as the work analyst Jeremy Rifkin
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has observed, the realm of uselessness expands as ma-
chines do things of economic value of which human
beings are incapable.

Both global job migration and true automation
are special cases which affect some, but not all, labor.
Ageing defines a much more sweeping domain of use-
lessness. Everyone grows old, and, enfeebled, we all
become at some point useless in the sense of unproduc-
tive. Age as a measure of uselessness 1s, however, fine-
tuned in the modern economy in two ways.

The first is through sheer prejudice. When in the
early 19gos I interviewed people in the advertising
world my subjects worried that they would be “over the
hill” by the time they turned thirty, “out of it” by the
time they turned forty. The cutting-edge organization
indeed tends to treat older employees as set in their
ways, slow, losing energy. In advertising and media, the
prejudice against age combines with views of gender:
middle-aged women are particularly stigmatized as lack-
ing drive; this combined prejudice appears also in fi-
nancial services.

Ageism embodies an obvious paradox. Modern
medicine enables us to live and to work longer than in

the past. It made sense, in 1950, to set retirement at age
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fifty-five or sixty because the average male worker was
likely to live only to his early seventies. Today, 50 per-
cent of American males live into their early eighties,
and most are healthy into their early seventies. When
retirement age is kept to the old standard, males now
spend fifteen to twenty years in which they could be
productively employed but aren’t. Burnout more accu-
rately applies to the character of work than to the phys-
ical state of the worker. It would be perfectly possible,
physiologically, for a middle-aged man to work as a
global currency trader twelve hours a day—so long as
he had no family or outside interests.

Age more directly touches the question of talent
if we think about how long a skill lasts. If you are an
engineer, how long will the skills you learned in uni-
versity serve you? Less and less. “Skills extinction” has
sped up not only in technical work, but in medicine,
law, and various crafts. One estimate for computer re-
pairmen is that they have to relearn their skills three
times in the course of their working lifetimes; the fig-
ure 1s about the same for doctors. That 1s, when you ac-
quire a skill, you don’t have a durable possession.

Here labor-market economics intrudes in a partic-

ularly destructive way. An employer could choose either
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to retrain a fifty-year-old to get up to date or to hire a
bright young thing of twenty-five already up to speed.
It’s much cheaper to hire the bright young thing—
cheaper both because the older employee will have a
higher salary base and because retraining programs for
working employees are themselves expensive operations.

There’s a further social wrinkle in this replace-
ment process. Older employees tend to be more self-
possessed and judgmental of their employers than
younger workers. In retraining programs, older work-
ers behave like other mature students, judging the
value of the skill on offer and the ways it is taught in
light of how they themselves have lived. The experi-
enced worker complicates the meaning of what he or
she learns, judging its worth in terms of his or her past.
The Young Turk, by contrast, is a stereotype falsified by
many studies of young workers themselves: lacking ex-
perience or standing in a firm, they tend to behave
prudently, and if they don’t like the conditions at a
workplace, they tend to leave rather than resist, an op-
tion open to them since the young carry less family and
community baggage. In firms, age thus makes an im-

portant difference between what the economist Albert

13 13 77

Hirschmann has called “exit” and “voice.

Young
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workers, more pliant, favor exit when discontented;
older workers, more judgmental, give voice to their dis-
contents.

Though Hirschmann sees this as a divide in all
firms, it matters above all to those at the cutting edge,
impatient as these businesses are with corporate second
thoughts and measured introspection. Just because flex-
ible firms expect employees to move around, and just
because these firms do not reward service and longe-
vity, the employer’s choice is clear. The younger person
is both cheaper and less trouble. The many firms which
do invest in the skills of their employees over the long
term tend to more traditional kinds of organization.
Hirschmann’s view is that such investments will be
made particularly by firms which count loyalty as a
corporate asset.

In those firms which do abandon the structures of
social capitalism, the personal consequence of focusing
on young talent is that as experience increases it has
less value. I found in my interviewing that this slight-
ing of experience was notably strong among consult-
ants, who have a professional interest in thinking so.
Their work in changing institutions requires suspicion

of long-entrenched employees, whose accumulated in-
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stitutional knowledge appears a barrier to swift change.
Of course consultants do not come all in one piece;
much of the work currently done by the Boston Con-
sulting Group, for instance, accepts the inseparable
connection between skill and experience. The effect of
the boom in the 1ggos, however, was to legitimate more
superficial, quick-strike forms of consulting, embodied
by the intervention in the BBC described by Georgina
Born. In that strike, “skill” became defined as the abil-
ity to do something new, rather than to draw on what
one had already learned to do. The consultant engi-
neering sudden change has to draw on a key element in
the new economy’s idealized self: the capacity to sur-
render, to give up possession of an established reality.

The formula that, as experience increases it loses
value, has a deeper reality in today’s more chastened
economy. Skills extinction is a durable feature of tech-
nological advance. Automation is indifferent to experi-
ence. Market forces continue to make it cheaper to buy
skills fresh rather than to pay for retraining. And the
draw of capable workers in the global South cannot be
stemmed by the worker in the global North through
the invocation of his or her experience.

These conditions combined give the specter of
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uselessness solid substance in the lives of many people
today. The brute mantra of “skill” cannot, alone, ad-
dress them. Before addressing what specific kind of
skill could address them, I need to relate this economic

overview to the public sphere.

The specter of uselessness poses a challenge to the wel-
fare state—the state broadly conceived as providing
benefits to those in need. What will it offer people who
are cast aside?

The record of response in the late twentieth cen-
tury was not good. Even in countries like Britain and
Germany, which have good-quality job retraining pro-
grams, it proved difficult to cure unemployment result-
ing from automation. The twentieth-century welfare
state treated automation ineptly because policymakers
suffered a failure of imagination. The planners failed
to understand how fundamentally automation could
change the very nature of the productive process. In the
steel industry, for instance, the same forces which con-
tracted the foundry reduced the office staff. Not only

did government shy away from the enormity of this
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transformation; labor unions resisted thinking the mat-
ter through, focusing on job protection for existing
workers rather than on shaping the future workforce.
The American labor negotiator Theodore Kheel, founder
of Automation House, spoke as a prophet in the wilder-
ness when he argued to Western governments that the
only “remedy” for true automation was to make paid
jobs out of previously unpaid work like child care and
community service.

The welfare state proved equally inept at dealing
with age. The development of publicly funded pension
and medical systems in the twentieth century can be
understood as a form of wealth redistribution, shifting
benefits from younger to older generations. Now the
increasing longevity of old people strains this wealth
redistribution, as does the falling birthrate in devel-
oped societies, so that fewer workers pay into the sys-
tem. In terms of health care, the elderly today consume
the lion’s share of medical resources. Though just, fi-
nancially the system has become, as everyone knows,
unsustainable. In this quagmire, the age-ethos of the
new capitalism is coming to play a primary role. This
ethos diminishes the legitimacy of those in need. Re-

cent surveys of young workers find they resent paying
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for their elders, and even someone as old as I am un-
derstands the resentment. The young have not been in-
vited to vote on wealth redistribution.

Cultural attitudes have, ultimately, derailed the
public realm from addressing the specter of uselessness.
The “new man” takes pride in eschewing dependency,
and reformers of the welfare state have taken that atti-
tude as a model—everyone his or her own medical ad-
visor and pension fund manager. Practically, as in pri-
vate business, this cuts down on public responsibility.
But it avoids an equally hard truth. Uselessness begets
dependency; insufficiency breeds the need for help.

The most afflicted subjects researchers like Kath-
leen Newman and I have interviewed are middle-class,
middle-aged men who, cut out of the old corporate cul-
ture, are having trouble finding a place in the new. It’s
important not to sentimentalize their condition in
order to understand their problems. Few of those New-
man and I have interviewed are self-pitying. When
they set up as individual consultants, as many do, they
vigorously pursue whatever leads come their way; their
own “fear of falling,” as Newman puts it, most are de-
termined to address. But in their communities these

marginal men become invisible. Others come to avoid
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asking them too many questions, for fear of raising the
issue of uselessness. “Your friends talk sports and kids
with you but avoid business,” as one middle-aged com-
puter programmer said to me. When marginalized men
try to use the network of contacts they developed in
their old firms, “it’s like nobody knew you,” another
observed. The silence which surrounds their marginal-
ity marks America’s greatest social taboo, failure, our
unmentionable subject.

Most of the people we’ve interviewed know they
need help, but don’t know in what form it could come.
Public institutions are indeed ill-adapted to deal with
the downwardly mobile. The welfare state provides for
those absolutely unemployed, but these men tend to
be underemployed and so aren’t taken into account.
Marginality in the form of underemployment or semi-
employment raises questions about human resources
which escape statistical calculation, though the phenom-
enon is real enough: one estimate for the United States
1s that about a fifth of men in their fifties suffer under-
employment. No figures exist for women in this age co-
hort, but given the prejudices about women workers in
general, and middle-aged women workers in particu-

lar, underemployment for them surely cannot be less.
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The issue of underemployment speaks to a more
general problem in the public sphere. Discussions of
welfare policy tend to use a rhetoric of abjection, of lost
lives and the like; the simplest way to reform is to make
a stark contrast between dependence and independence.
But uselessness and marginality come in many shades
of gray. By eliminating these colors, the state avoids the
knotty issues of how to support the relatively needy, the
somewhat dependent. Policies which addressed these
knotty issues would have to be much more sophisticated
and fined-tuned than they are at present. To put the
matter abstractly, a welfare state can simplify itself by
treating dependency, marginality, and need as absolutes.

At the end of this book, I want to address ways in
which the public sphere could embrace the ambiguities
of uselessness. To lay the ground for this, I need to elab-
orate more clearly two key terms which define people’s

talents: craftsmanship and meritocracy.

Craftsmanship and Meritocracy

Craftsmanship is a term most often applied to manual
laborers and denotes the pursuit of quality in making a

violin, watch, or pot. This is too narrow a view. Mental
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craftsmanship also exists, as in the effort to write
clearly; social craftsmanship might lie in forging a vi-
able marriage. An embracing definition of craftsman-
ship would be: doing something well for its own sake.
Self-discipline and self-criticism adhere in all domains
of craftsmanship; standards matter, and the pursuit of
quality 1deally becomes an end in itself.
Craftsmanship emphasizes objectification. When
Nicolo Amati made a violin, he did not express himself
through the violin. He made a violin. Whatever his
feelings, he invested himself in that object, judging
himself by whether or not the thing was made right.
We are not interested in whether Amati was depressed
or happy when he worked; we care about the cut of his
f-holes and the beauty of his varnish. This is what ob-
jectification means: a thing made to matter in itself.
This objectifying spirit can give even low-level,
seemingly unskilled laborers pride in their work. For
instance, my student Bonnie Dill in the 1970s did a
study of cleaning workers in Harlem—poorly paid
black women often abused by their white employers
downtown. At the end of the day, these women salvaged
some fragment of self-worth in having cleaned a house

well, though they were seldom thanked for it.> The
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house was clean. When I studied bakers in Boston in
those same years, in a family-run bakery where the
most junior members were treated roughly and pressed
too hard by fathers and uncles, the results in the early
morning similarly salved some of the upset: the bread
was good.* While it’s important not to romanticize the
balm of craftsmanship, it matters equally to under-
stand the consequence of doing something well for its
own sake. Ability counts for something, by a measure
which is both concrete and impersonal: clean is clean.
Understood this way, craftsmanship sits uneasily
in the institutions of flexible capitalism. The problem
lies in the last part of our definition, doing something
for its own sake. The more one understands how to do
something well, the more one cares about it. Institu-
tions based on short-term transactions and constantly
shifting tasks, however, do not breed that depth. Indeed
the organization can fear it; the management code
word here 1s ingrown. Someone who digs deep into an
activity just to get it right can seem to others ingrown
in the sense of fixated on that one thing—and obses-
sion 1s indeed necessary for the craftsman. He or she
stands at the opposite pole from the consultant, who

swoops in and out but never nests. Moreover, deepening
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one’s skills in any pursuit takes time. It usually takes
three or four years for a young professional fresh out of
university to sort out what was really serviceable in the
subjects he or she studied. Deepening ability through
practice sits at cross-purposes with institutions that want
people to do many different things in short order. While
the flexible organization thrives on smart people, it has
trouble if they become committed to craftsmanship.

A good example of this conflict came to me in re-
turning to a group of programmers I had once inter-
viewed in a large but legally unmentionable software
firm. These programmers resented the firm’s practice
of shipping out incompletely formulated software in
versions then “corrected” through consumer struggles
and complaints. While deeply antipathetic to unions,
the programmers were developing a loose professional
movement called craft in code, demanding that the
company desist from this highly profitable but poor-
quality practice. They wanted the time to get the pro-
grams right; their sense of meaningful work depended
on doing this job well for its own sake.

Meritocracy poses a different kind of problem for
the flexible organization. To understand the word we

have to go far back in time.
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When inheritance was the dominant fact of life
for Europeans, there could be no concept of meritoc-
racy in the easy sense we understand, that of giving to
and rewarding a person for the job he or she does well.
People inherited offices in the Church or the military
just as they inherited land. Which is to say that po-
sitions were possessions. Which meant that it was a
happy accident if a bishop happened to be religious but
not a necessary qualification for the job. More gravely,
in a world of armies and navies in which the officers
inherited their ranks, an incompetent commander, no
matter how much suffering he caused, could not be dis-
missed from his post; he owned it.

Inheritance did not smother the value placed on
ability; rather, one’s station in life and one’s compe-
tence were parallel social worlds. It was the Renais-
sance artist who first began to build a bridge across the
two. Michelangelo demanded his patrons submit to his
genius—genius alone earning him rank. Benvenuto
Cellini’s Autobiography shows how the demand began
to challenge institutions. As a youth, Cellini entered
the guild of goldsmiths, an elite craft in which many
other Renaissance painters began their careers. Entry

into this guild was largely but not exclusively by inher-
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itance; within the guild, people advanced only when
someone higher up died or retired. Cellini (1500—71)
jumped up, skipping the traditional progression, a man
consumed by ambition for himself and his art. He ac-
cused guilds and other institutions which did not re-
ward talent alone of being corrupt.

In that accusation sounds a new, modern note: the
equation of talent with personal worth. Ability entails
a kind of moral prestige. This note 1is social as well as
personal. Craftsmanship fit easily within the medieval
guild frame in that the apprentice as much as the mas-
ter could seek to make something well for its own sake.
Now talent measured a new sort of social inequality:
creative or intelligent meant superior to others, a more
worthy sort of person. Here lay the passage from crafts-
manship to meritocracy.

Modern meritocracy took shape when institutions
began to structure themselves on this sort of inequality.
One way to date this birth lies in the career of Samuel
Pepys, a middle-class Britain who in the 1660s was one
of the first officials able to make his way up in govern-
ment by virtue of the fact that he was smart; in partic-
ular, Pepys was good at adding and subtracting. In the

Admiralty, he worked at provisioning the fleet; he had
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to reckon how many cannon balls and how much salt
beef to put in ships. His claim was that he deserved this
post because of his mathematical abilities, in prefer-
ence to the Earl of Shrewsbury, whose second aunt was
the niece of the then-reigning monarch. In the person
of Pepys, as it were, Cellini had entered the portals of
bureaucracy.

Military organization was the domain in which
the notion of careers open to talent first made real
headway. Like the bureaucratic pyramid, the military
pointed the way for later careers open to talent in busi-
ness. Military academies like St. Cyr, founded in the
late seventeenth century, forced young officers to learn
the mathematics which enable ballistic strategy. Mili-
tary academies innovated in creating the first ability
tests, a radical innovation in the eighteenth century. In
both St. Cyr and the Prussian military academies, these
tests were incorruptible, in the sense that the people
tested appeared as numbers rather than names; an im-
personal judgment was rendered on the contents of a
person’s brain. The tests thus provided a relatively ob-
jective measure of how capable an individual would be,
certainly a more objective measure than family back-

ground or connections.
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The military institutions thus not only discovered
talent, they objectified failure; those who were stupid
were eliminated no matter what their family back-
ground. This negative was in a way even more impor-
tant than the positive. A bureaucratic procedure now
measured something deep inside the individual, pun-
ishing him (and later her) for lack of ability. Abso-
lute measures of incompetence only strengthened the
“merit” of those who succeeded; an impersonal judg-
ment determined personal worth.

Of course, class and cash still counted; up to the
early nineteenth century throughout Europe a wealthy
individual could buy an officer’s commission—but
now the professional soldier had come into being, with
the professional’s special prestige. The same structures
came in time to govern the development of other pro-
fessions in civil society, and with the same judgmental
focus—Ilaw, medicine, accounting, education all even-
tually following the military model. Business came last:
the modern business school completes the transforma-
tion begun in St. Cyr. Today businesses obsessively test
and measure employees in the workplace, in order that
talent be rewarded and, more consequently, failure cer-

tified and so legitimated.
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Most arguments about preferential treatment in
education and employment for categories of people,
based on their race or class, turn on the way meritocracy
took form as an impersonal judgment on individuals.
On the one side the argument is that the dominant so-
clety discriminates against subordinate groups; on the
other, that society possesses the technical instruments
to determine who as a single individual has ability. Suf-
fusing the debate is a highly personal judgment; the
search for talent is no technical exercise. Merit is a far
more personally intrusive category than competence.

The specific meaning of merit appears in a sweep-
ing enquiry conducted over several decades of the mid—
twentieth century by the American sociologist Otis
Dudley Duncan. He asked first Americans and then
people in other countries to rank the prestige of various
occupations and found some striking uniformities: pro-
fessionals like doctors, nurses, teachers, and social work-
ers were more admired than business executives and
stockbrokers, who made many times the salaries of these
professionals; the teacher and nurse are also much more
admired than politicians, who come in low on the list.
The survey also found that skilled manual craftsmen

like electricians and carpenters enjoy high prestige.
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The reason for these ranks is straightforward. All
the high-prestige workers have an ability developed
within themselves, a skill whether mental or manual
not dependent on circumstances. I suspect that if Dun-
can had substituted “statesman” for “politician,” the
political class would have risen in public estimation,
because then the image is about a project which tran-
scends manipulating circumstances and the public it-
self. Duncan’s research illustrates the equation of occu-
pational prestige with self-direction and autonomy
more than with money or power. Merit in the work
world is judged on this basis.

Cellini would, I think, have understood the for-
mula merit equals autonomy. He would have under-
stood that meritocracy transforms the spirit of crafts-
manship into an invidious, highly personal comparison.
But he would be baffled by the bureaucratic machinery
which objectifies merit, the bureaucratization of tal-
ent, which has occurred in the development of modern
society. This bureaucratic machinery of meritocracy
has created an iron cage for ability, but it is a cell of soli-

tary confinement.
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To understand this machinery, we need ever to keep
in mind what seems a self-evident fact, and a subtlety.
The self-evident fact i1s that judgments of ability are
Janus-faced: at one and the same time they single out
ability and eliminate incompetence or lack of ability.
This self-evident fact looks a little more problem-
atic, though, if we recur to social capitalism as Bis-
marck first conceived it. His institutions promoted by
merit—but also by seniority. The machinery aimed to
include the masses, whether competent or not, so long
as the masses put in their time and served the insti-
tution.

The search for talent in modern society, partic-
ularly in dynamic institutions, does operate within a
framework of social inclusion. Just those tests, judg-
ments, and milestones which reward the best serve as
the basis for shedding others below this elite level. The
Janus-faced search for talent is conspicuous when busi-
nesses are combined or when a single business decides
to downsize. Bureaucracies often try to legitimate get-
ting rid of layers or categories of people by claiming
that only the worthy remain. Of course this can be a
self-serving fiction, but such institutions are driven to

justify impersonal, hasty, or arbitrary change on the
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basis of shedding deadwood or other highly personal-
ized judgments of who should remain.

The sociologist Pierre Bourdieu called this Janus-
faced relationship “distinction,” the mass disabled or
penalized tacitly as educational, work, and cultural in-
stitutions confer elite status explicitly.> For Bourdieu
the real point of distinction is to create a mass in
shadow, by putting a spotlight on the elite. My own
view is that the spotlight shows a confused scene. This
is the subtle aspect of the meritocratic talent search—
the 1llumination and definition of talent itself.

In craftsmanship we are able to judge how well
someone performs by looking at the concrete results of
their labors. To displaced or discarded workers, those
results at least make legible why they have been cast
aside; the quality of Indian software programs and
Chinese manufactured goods are solid facts. It might
seem that the meritocracy machinery of testing and
on-the-job evaluation is equally solid. The measures,
after all, are standardized, numbers often taking the
place of names on tests to assure objectivity. But in
fact the bureaucratic machinery chases after some-
thing quite intangible; one can quantify what kinds of

work seem autonomous, for example, but not what spe-
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cifically an autonomous act is. Craftsmanship requires
mastering and owning a particular domain of knowl-
edge; this new version of talent is not content-specific
or content-determined. Cutting-edge firms and flex-
ible organizations need people who can learn new skills
rather than cling to old competencies. The dynamic or-
ganization emphasizes the ability to process and inter-
pret changing bodies of information and practice.
Within the meritocratic scheme there is thus a
soft center in evaluating talent; that soft center con-
cerns talent conceived in a particular form, as potential
ability. In work terms, a person’s human “potential”
consists in how capable he or she is in moving from
problem to problem, subject to subject. The ability to
move around in this way resembles the work of con-
sultants, writ large. But potential ability cuts a larger

cultural swath; it is a damaging measure of talent.

Potential Ability

The word potential 1s a red flag for anyone cursed by
contact with the psychological clique that goes by the

name “the human potential movement.” Though too
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often just a version of the self-help and self-improve-
ment business, exhorting its followers to discover the
real hidden inner you, the study of human potential
began as something quite serious. In the writings of
Abraham Maslow, for instance, human development
was viewed as a lifelong negotiation between the ge-
netic capacities of an individual and his or her experi-
ence in society; in place of Freud’s ideas about drives
and instincts, Maslow sought a more plastic under-
standing of the self’s form in time.’ His conviction
about continuous development appears today in the
writings of Amartya Sen and Martha Nussbaum on
human capabilities.” Like Maslow, the geneticist Rich-
ard Lewontin thinks of biology as furnishing a reper-
toire of human capacities used, or not used, variously
over the course of a lifetime as circumstances demand.”

The search for potential abilities can fall within
this project. Owing to prejudices of race, class, and gen-
der, society may not tap into the talents of all its mem-
bers: it should make that effort. This 1s a deeper claim
than serving the needs of a particular kind of institu-
tion—the flexible regime. Rather, it equates the dis-

covery of potential ability with justice.
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In the United States, this meritocratic claim lay
behind the erection of a certain kind of testing, the
Scholastic Aptitude Tests (SATs). A cliché about Amer-
ican education says that the country’s schools put little
emphasis on knowing something but a great deal of
emphasis on knowing how to know. But the SAT set
out, at first, not to eviscerate learning but to complete
the project of “careers open to talent.” In the years
after the Second World War, the testers tried to figure
out how to discover the potential to learn among young
people from culturally deprived backgrounds. The test-
ers’ target was narrow, to recruit a new elite of raw tal-
ent for universities like Harvard.” The SAT drew on an
old American ideal, Thomas Jefferson’s belief in a “nat-
ural aristocracy,” and certainly to Jefferson the search
for talent was not meant to be Janus-faced: he believed
a natural aristocracy could fit comfortably into the prac-
tices of democracy.'” The SAT tests themselves began to
transform this old ideal by framing ability in a new way.

By comparing the SAT to the tests given in the
military academy of St. Cyr in the mid—eighteenth cen-
tury, we understand what became new. St. Cyr asked
the student, for instance, to perform a calculation using

a quadratic equation and then asked the student to ex-
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plain, in words, what went into the process of calcu-
lation. In the sections on “Patrie” (country), St. Cyr
asked for definitions of loyalty, courage, and sacrifice.
The testers graded the response as to whether the pupil
had given the true response. In other words, these were
tests of what we would call achievement, requiring for
the quadratic equations a preexisting mastery of how
to translate numbers into words (try it), for “Patrie,”
sufficient cultural impregnation to know just what
would count in the examiners’ minds as true. There
were few surprises in these tests, students being in-
formed well in advance exactly what knowledge they
would have to produce.

The SAT assumed a more innocent subject. Apti-
tude could be isolated from achievement by confront-
ing the subject with a problem to be solved, the test try-
ing to minimize preexisting mathematical training;
the process of mathematical reasoning was to be under
the microscope. In the realm of words, the tests again
probe the process of thinking in words rather than
thinking correct thoughts. The mental world here is
operational, process divorced from content.

How this works is illustrative in a prep-book for

the SAT addressing the seemingly most objective part
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of the test, the meaning of words. Here are two defini-

tions offered for the word incisive:

Following Huntley’s incisive analysis, the bond traders

were immediately galvanized into a frenzy of selling.

Cheryl’s incisive coverage of City Hall affairs made her a
formidable candidate for a Pulitzer Prize.!!

What is a bond trader or a Pulitzer Prize is treated as ir-
relevant cultural context. But the definitions paired to-
gether make for a puzzle. The first asks the teenager to
assume that bond traders are people who act on incisive
information, the second that incisive information earns
official rewards. Are bond traders therefore like liter-
ary prize judges? If not, is the point of incisive infor-
mation that it was previously unknown—in that case,
the synonym for incisive should be exposed, not, as the
test coaches then recommend, acute.

The only practical way to deal with the ambigui-
ties 1s not to dwell on them too much. The correct, ob-
jective answer lies on the adolescent’s mental surface.
By probing meaning, digging deep, one risks losing
time and so doing a poor job on the exam; that’s how
someone treating the test in a craftsmanlike spirit

would likely fare. The exam is “soft” in that sense at its
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very heart—this purely operational thinking requires
mental superficiality.

Yet exams like this are meant to test innate ability.
The brilliant young girl lost in a Chicago ghetto is
taken to have a capacity fresh and ready to respond; in
the testing room, her inner capacity is meant to step
forward, casting off the chains of circumstance. The
idea of ability innocent of experience is, however, a fic-
tion. Psychologists like Howard Gardner have further
questioned why these two kinds of mental activities—
mathematical and verbal activity—are treated as more
innate than visual or auditory understanding: archi-
tects think in images, musicians in sounds. Even more
elusive is emotional intelligence—hearing the inten-
tion beneath another’s words, tact, empathy—a capac-
ity which profoundly affects practical performance in
the world. Most of all, to understand what all words
mean, we, testers as well as subjects, assume they have
referents.

The point of these objections is not to deny that
ability exists or that there are differences between
people. Rather, in the search to consummate the proj-
ect of finding a natural aristocracy, the mental life of

human beings has assumed a surface and narrowed
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form. Social reference, sensate reasoning, and emotional
understanding have been excluded from that search,
just as have belief and truth. By a perverse irony, the
more modern testers have sought to eliminate cultural
bias from their work, the thinner has become the in-
nate ability they test.

It could be said in defense—and testers of ability
do say so—that processes of verbal interpretation and
mathematical reasoning are the practical skills a bright
young woman from the urban ghetto needs to make her
way 1n the world. That defense, and indeed the word
potential in the phrase “potential ability,” has a partic-
ular relation to the practices of flexible institutions.

These institutions, we have seen, privilege the kind
of mental life embodied by consultants, moving from
scene to scene, problem to problem, team to team. Team
members themselves have to become adept at process
work, since they will in time be moving around in the
organization. There 1s a real talent required for such
labor. It 1s the ability to think prospectively about what
might be done by breaking context and reference—at
its best, a work of imagination. At its worst, though, this
talent search cuts reference to experience and the chains

of circumstance, eschews sensate impressions, divides
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analyzing from believing, ignores the glue of emotional
attachment, penalizes digging deep—a state of living in
pure process which the philosopher Zygmunt Bauman
calls “liquid modernity.”'? Which is just the social con-

dition of work at the cutting edge.

Knowledge and Power

The formulation of potential ability leads back to the
relation between talent and the specter of uselessness,
a relationship which looks different once we have de-
scribed the kind of knowledge which is now useful,
particularly at the cutting edge of the economy.

The French philosopher Michel Foucault was
the modern era’s great analyst of the ways knowledge
enables certain forms of power. He had in view the
development of increasingly elaborated, dense knowl-
edge which would serve the purpose of ever more com-
plete control over individuals and groups; for instance,
the development of psychiatry was in his view inti-
mately linked to the spread of institutions of incarcera-
tion."” The Foucaultian scheme does not envisage super-

ficial knowledge as a tool of power, and in this way does
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not quite describe the way potential ability is sought and
practiced in modern meritocracy. But he illuminated
an all-important fact about meritocracy: it disempow-
ers the larger majority of those who fall under its rule.

When Michel Young coined the term meritocracy
he meant to dramatize, painting crudely, a society in
which a small number of skilled people can control an
entire society. Foucault made a more detailed picture of
this domination; the elite would get under the skin of
the masses by making them feel that they did not
understand themselves, that they were inadequate in-
terpreters of their own experience of life. Tests of po-
tential ability show just how deeply under the skin a
knowledge system can cut. Judgments about potential
ability are much more personal in character than judg-
ments of achievement. An achievement compounds so-
cial and economic circumstances, fortune and chance,
with self. Potential ability focuses only on the self. The
statement “you lack potential” is much more devastat-
ing than “you messed up.” It makes a more fundamen-
tal claim about who you are. It conveys uselessness in a
more profound sense.

Just because the statement is devastating, organi-

zations engaged in continual internal talent searches
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tend to avoid saying it outright. Personnel managers
often soften the blow by talking about the varied abili-
ties in every human being which may pass through the
net of examinations, etc. etc. More finely, as in some fi-
nance firms in London, judgments of potential ability
tend to be informal, senior management acting on gut
feeling about their juniors’ potential as much as on
the objective trading record; year-end bonuses may be
awarded in ways which resemble the ancient Roman
practice of divining the future from the entrails of
dead animals. The sting of being left behind, of being
unrewarded, is stronger in these firms than in invest-
ment banks, where either the bonus or future prospects
are simply calculated by the trading record.

The untalented become invisible, they simply
drop from view in institutions covertly judging ability
rather than achievement. Here again organizations
mirror what people may have experienced earlier in
life at school. Youngsters judged to be without talent do
not stand out as distinctive individuals, they become a
collective body, a mass. Meritocracy, as Young under-
stood, 1s a system as well as an idea, a system based on

institutional indifference once a person is judged.'"* The
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problem is compounded, as Gardner has shown, just be-
cause the talent searches do not try to cast a wide net,
paralleling the diverse kinds of abilities diverse indi-
viduals may possess; the search for potential ability is
narrow-focus.

School and work differ in one crucial way about
the process. Though in principle there should be noth-
ing a student could do about his or her innate ability, in
well-known fact it is possible with sufficient tutoring to
raise scores significantly in retaking the tests. In the
work world, on the contrary, there are seldom second
chances. In flexible organizations, employee records con-
stitute the one hard possession of the firm. In studying
one set of such records, I was struck by how little revi-
sion the personnel manager had made over time to indi-
vidual case files; the first judgments instead set the stan-
dard, later entries sought for consistency; translation of
the records into numeric form usable by core managers
only made the documents more rigid in content.

The belief of many workers let go or held back in
work that they have been judged unfairly illustrates
another dimension of judgmental power, one which

again does not fit into Foucault’s scheme. Those who
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are discarded are often correct interpreters of their ex-
perience: they have not indeed been judged fairly, on
the basis of their achievements. The sense of being un-
fairly judged comes from the ways in which firms
themselves are run. To understand why, we might recall
some of the idealized traits of a worker in the cutting-
edge institution.

An organization in which the contents are con-
stantly shifting requires the mobile capacity to solve
problems; getting deeply involved in any one problem
would be dysfunctional, since projects end as abruptly
as they begin. The problem analyzer who can move on,
whose product is possibility, seems more attuned to the
instabilities which rule the global marketplace. The so-
cial skill required by a flexible organization is the abil-
ity to work well with others in short-lived teams, others
you won’t have the time to know well. Whenever the
team dissolves and you enter a new group, the problem
you have to solve is getting down to business as quickly
as possible with these new teammates. “I can work
with anyone” is the social formula for potential ability.
It won’t matter who the other person is; in fast-chang-
ing firms it can’t matter. Your skill lies in cooperating,

whatever the circumstances.
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These qualities of the ideal self are a source of
anxiety because disermpowering to the mass of workers.
As we have seen, in the workplace they produce social
deficits of loyalty and informal trust, they erode the
value of accumulated experience. To which we should
now add the hollowing out of ability.

A key aspect of craftsmanship is learning how to
get something right. Trial and error occurs in improv-
ing even seemingly routine tasks; the worker has to be
free to make mistakes, then go over the work again
and again. Whatever a person’s innate abilities, that is,
skill develops only in stages, in fits and starts—in
music, for instance, even the child prodigy will become
a mature artist only by occasionally getting things
wrong and learning from mistakes. In a speeded-up in-
stitution, however, time-intensive learning becomes
difficult. The pressures to produce results quickly are
too Intense; as in educational testing, so in the work-
place time-anxiety causes people to skim rather than
to dwell. Such hollowing out of ability compounds the
organizations’ tendency to discount past achievement in
looking toward the future.

When people have spoken to me about not being

able to show what they can do, I've sensed they are re-
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ferring to just this sense of being prevented from de-
veloping their skills. When I interviewed back-office
workers in a health maintenance organization, for in-
stance, they complained that the time pressures meant
they did a “middling” job of making sense of the ac-
counts; people who worked quickly were rewarded
with promotion, but the bills they processed proved fre-
quently a muddle on closer inspection. In call centers,
management similarly frowns on employees who spend
too much time on the telephone—too responsive, for
instance, to fuddled customers who can’t express them-
selves clearly. Anyone who has spent time at a budget-
airline ticket counter knows the problem: impatience is
institutionalized.

In principle, any well-run firm should want its
employees to learn from their mistakes and admit a
certain degree of trial-and-error learning. In practice,
such big firms do not. The size of the firm indeed
makes the greatest difference in this regard: in small
service firms (under a hundred or so employees) care of
customers 1s more directly connected to the firms’ sur-
vival. But in the large medical insurance company su-
perficiality proved functional; taking too much time to

straighten things out earned no rewards. The result,
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within the firms I and my colleagues studied—perhaps
mvisible to a frustrated customer—was a fair number

of employees who also feel frustrated.

In sum, the material specter of uselessness lifts the cur-
tain on a fraught cultural drama. How can one become
valuable and useful in the eyes of others? The classic
way 1n which people do so is the craftsman’s way, by
developing some special talent, some particular skill.
The claims of craftsmanship are challenged in modern
culture by an alternative formula of value.

In its origin, meritocracy sought to offer opportu-
nity to individuals with exceptional ability—Jeffer-
son’s “natural aristocracy.” It took on an ethical cast in
arguing that such people deserved opportunity; it was a
matter of justice that society provide for them. In the
beginning, this search pitted one elite against another,
the natural aristocracy against inherited privilege. In
the course of time society has refined the technology of
searching for unusual talent. In prospecting for the po-
tential to grow rather than for past achievement, the

search for talent well suits the peculiar conditions of
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flexible organizations. These organizations use the same
instruments for a larger purpose: to eliminate as well as
promote individuals. The invidious comparisons be-
tween people become deeply personal. In this talent
cull, those judged without inner resources are left in
limbo. They can be judged no longer useful or valuable,

despite what they have accomplished.
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Consuming Politics

s the new economy breeding a new politics? In the
past, inequality furnished the economic energy
for politics; today inequality is being reconfig-
ured both in terms of raw wealth and work experience.
The generation of great wealth at the very top of
the social order is notorious; more largely consequent
may be the class divide between those who profit from
the new economy and those in the middle who do not:
the labor analyst Robert Reich speaks, for instance, of a
“two-tier” society in which the “skills elite,” the “mas-
ters of information,” and the “symbolic analysts” cleave

away from a stagnant middle class.'



CONSUMING POLITICS

At the bottom, Alain Touraine points out, a class
difference appears between those laborers—mostly
immigrants in the informal, or “gray,” sectors of the
economy—who find room for themselves in a fluid or
fragmented economy and those traditional working-
class people, once protected by pyramidal unions or
employers, who have less room for maneuver. In the
middle, people fear being displaced, sidelined, or under-
used. The institutional model of the future does not
furnish them a life narrative at work, or the promise of
much security in the public realm. In the network soci-
ety, their informal networks are thin.

In the age of social capitalism, strains on the eco-
nomic system produced ressentiment. The word names
a cluster of emotions, principally the belief that ordi-
nary people who have played by the rules have not been
dealt with fairly. Ressentiment is an intensely social
emotion which tends to stray from its economic ori-
gins—it produces resentment at being patronized by
the elite, or anger at Jews or other internal enemies
who seem to steal social prizes to which they have no
right. In the past, under the sway of ressentiment, reli-
gion and patriotism became weapons of revenge. This

emotion has not disappeared. In the United States
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today, ressentiment may explain why so many workers
once center-left have moved far to the right, translating
material stress into cultural symbols.

While real, ressentiment seems to me too narrow
a way to relate economics and politics because material
Insecurity prompts more than ways to demonize those
who herald unsettling change. The economy is also a
teacher: We might get deeper into people’s everyday
experience by exploring the distinctive ways in which
people learn how to consume the new—mnew goods and
services—and then ask ourselves, Do people indeed
shop for politicians the way they shop for clothes?
Rather than just as an angry voter, we might want to
consider the citizen as a consumer of politics, faced
with pressures to buy.

The matter of consumption takes us into the
heart of the new economy, and particularly onto the
floor of the giant firm Wal-Mart. This global, cut-price
retailer employed 1.4 million workers worldwide in
2004, its revenues of $258 billion “are 2 percent of US
GDP and eight times the size of Microsoft’s.”” This
new company has innovated in its suppliers, drawing
on fast-developing Chinese manufacturing, and in its

uses of advanced technology. The McKinsey Institute
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names Wal-Mart as the very acme of a cutting-edge
firm, its productivity coming from an “ongoing mana-
gerial innovation” which has concentrated power at the
center of the giant, has disempowered unions, and has
dealt with its mass of workers as though they were pro-
visional, temporary laborers.’

The appeal of this megalith to consumers is that
everything they might want to buy cheap—clothes,
auto goods, food, perfume, computers, . . .—1s in one
place. The centralization of command seems mirrored
in the position of a consumer wandering the aisles of a
Wal-Mart, everything available instantly, the clothes
only a few steps away from the computers. Though its
employees are, in my experience, mostly helpful, as a
class the salesperson has been in Wal-Mart stripped out
of the consumption process: there’s no face-to-face me-
diation and persuasion here. In this the firm resembles
other cutting-edge bureaucracies which have stripped
out their middle, interpretative layers of staff. The de-
cision about which cut-price product to buy turns on
global imaging and marketing.

Absurd as it may seem, we might refine the ques-
tion about economics and politics to this: Do people

shop for politicians the way they shop at Wal-Mart?
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That s, has the centralized grip of political organizations
grown greater at the expense of local, mediating party
politics? Has the merchandizing of political leaders
come to resemble that of selling soap, as instantly rec-
ognizable brands which the political consumer chooses
off the shelf?

If we answer yes to all of the above, the crux of
politics becomes marketing, which seems bad for polit-
ical life. The very idea of democracy requires media-
tion and face-to-face discussion; it requires deliberation
rather than packaging. Following this train of thought,
we would observe with dismay that all the seductive
tricks of advertising are now deployed to market the
personalities and ideas of politicians; more finely, just as
advertising seldom makes things difficult for the cus-
tomer, so the politician makes him or herself easy to buy.

This obvious answer I want to dispute. Not that
it’s wrong, but that the new economy makes both mar-
keting and politics more complicated. Wal-Mart has
certainly oppressed its workers but serves a real need
for its customers.* Only a snob could look down on cheap
products; should we then look down on “cheap” politics?
The political version of the megastore could repress

local democracy but enable, as advertising does, indi-
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vidual fantasy; erode the content and substance of pol-
itics but stimulate the imagination for change.
Political rectitude will treat this simply as a frivo-
lous thought. The avatars of the new capitalism have,
however, argued forcefully that the new structures mo-
bilize the imagination of change. We need at least to
keep an open mind about how politicians now become
marketed, and the institutions which market them—
the effort of keeping an open mind on this subject, I
must admit, i1s difficult for me, since the loss of local,
mediating politics seems to me indeed a fatal wound. If
the economy continues to move toward the cutting-
edge model, however, and political ideals remain back-
ward looking, then the ideal becomes no more than an

impotent regret.

The Self-Consuming Passion

The ancient Athenians separated the place where they
did politics, the Pnyx, from the central economic space
of the city, the Agora. The separation embodies a clas-
sic proposition in social thought, that economic activ-

ity enervates people’s capacity for politics. The logic is
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simple: to Plato it appeared that economics operates on
need and greed, while politics should operate on justice
and right. Closer to modern times, separating econom-
ics and politics took a different twist, as Albert Hirsch-
man has documented in 7%e Passions and the Interests;
trading appeared in the sixteenth and seventeenth cen-
turies to be a more peaceable and moderate activity
than politics, whose real passions tended to violence.’
The belief that economics saps the energy needed
for politics reappeared in the industrial era, in some
versions of Marxism. Now, it was argued, the physical
deprivations and soul-destroying rigors of factory labor
focused workers simply on survival, leaving no mental
room to reimagine a different form of collective life. A
revolutionary vanguard would have to do that thinking
for them. The political imagination, that is, requires a
certain measure of protection from economic experi-
ence. Today this classic, negative proposition has taken
another turn, one that more concerns everyday life
than theory, due to the meaning of consumption itself.
In poetic usage, a consuming passion can connote
a passion that burns itself out by its own intensity; put
in less lurid form, in using things we use them up. Our

desire for a dress may be ardent, but a few days after we
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actually buy and wear it, the garment arouses us less.
Here the imagination is strongest in anticipation, grows
ever weaker through use. Today’s economy strengthens
this kind of self-consuming passion, both in shopping
malls and 1n politics.

Honoré de Balzac was the great nineteenth-century
artist of self-consuming passions. His characters, so ar-
dent in wanting what they don’t have, lose their ardor
once possessed. These characters are forerunners of
Proust’s famous Erotic Law, that the more inaccessible
someone is, the more we desire him. In Le Peére Goriot,
Balzac imagines this psychology to embody a social
transition, a shift from old-fashioned peasants clinging
to everything they have accumulated to more cosmo-
politan characters who dwell in material desires which
die when consummated. The sociologist might explain
this social shift as a change in institutions, such as the
weakening of inherited lands or houses as a basis for
wealth, or the swelling of disposable, salaried income
which could be more freely and regularly spent, or
again the cornucopia of new things to buy machine
production made possible.

Surfeit and waste are married in the self-consuming

passion. Were we able to peek into the wardrobe of a
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Parisian clerk’s home in the ancien regime, for instance,
we would find only a few women’s dresses, perhaps two
sets of male clothes, and shoes handed down across the
generations—all made by hand. In the kitchen we
would find a single set of dishes, a few pots, spoons, and
ladles, again all made by hand. In Balzac’s time, me-
chanical production both reduced the cost and increased
the volume of such ordinary goods. Only by the mid—
nineteenth century was it possible for a family of mod-
est means to contemplate throwing out worn shoes
rather than mending them, or to possess a battery of
clothes adapted to the seasons. Mechanical production
explains Georg Lukac’s observation that Balzac was a
prophet of capitalism’s expansion of desire, but the
cornucopia in itself does not explain the subsequent
withering of pleasure in possession.

In the twentieth century two explanations were
advanced for the self-consuming passion, neither en-
tirely satisfactory. One was the “motor of fashion,”
which means that advertising and the mass media
learned how to mold desires so that people feel dis-
satisfied with the things they have; this was the view
influentially put forward by Vance Packard in his mid-
century study The Hidden Persuaders.” Here market-
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ing is the evil. The other explanation was “planned ob-
solescence,” which argued that things were built not to
last, in order that the public would buy new things. The
facts on which this latter explanation drew came from
the American auto and clothing industries, the cars so
poorly welded, the clothes so poorly stitched that they
became junk after two or three years.” Here production
1s the evil.

While there is merit in both views, both assume
the consumer to play a passive role—as the mere play-
thing of advertising or the prisoner of junk. Yet changes
in work and the search for talent show how individuals
could be more actively involved in the self-consuming
passion.

The change in work bureaucracies, probed in
chapter 1, showed the fragility of a person’s hold over a
place in a cutting-edge institution. Work is not a pos-
session, nor does 1t have a fixed content, but becomes
instead a position in a constantly changing network. A
network node—that curiously content-free word used
in management-speak—differs from an office in Max
Weber’s sense. People may jockey fiercely for position
in the corporation, but not to possess any one location

as an end in itself. As the first chapter tried to make
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clear, this experience is larger than simply being so
ambitious one is never content with what one has. Work
identities get used up, they become exhausted, when
nstitutions themselves are continually reinvented. Much
corporate restructuring has similarly the character of a
self-consuming passion at work, most notably in the
pursuit of prospective “synergies” when firms are com-
bined. Once the marriage is effected and staff is cut,
the pursuit of synergy wanes. This was the case, for in-
stance, in the merger of Time Warner and AOL in the
late 19gos, a desire which faded once it became possible
to enact.

The modern frame gives talent a cast which is
akin to the self-consuming passion. In chapter 2, we
saw how fixed skills are rapidly challenged in the ad-
vanced sectors of technology, medicine, and finance.
The value placed on craftsmanship, doing something
for 1ts own sake, sits ever more uneasily in institutions
where process and networking rule. Instead, the flex-
ible organization puts a premium on portable human
skills, on being able to work on several problems with a
shifting cast of characters, cutting loose action from
context. The search for talent, in particular, focuses on

people with a talent for problem solving no matter the
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context, a talent which skirts becoming too ingrown.
Potential ability emphasizes the prospect of doing things
one has yet to do; achievement and mastery are self-
consuming, the contexts and contents of knowledge used
up in being used.

Consumption of goods plays a key role in com-
plementing and legitimating these experiences. VWWhen
people come to buy things, marketing the self-consum-
ing passion seem desirable. It does so in two ways, one
straightforward, the other subtle; the straightforward
way occurs through branding, the subtle way through

investing things to buy with potency and potential.

Branding and Potency

In a study of consumer desire, Sharon Zukin has framed
the practical dilemma of shopping thus: “The consumer
lacks the production knowledge that earlier generations
commanded.” Specifically, “by the Sixties, Americans
no longer knew how to milk a cow, make a bagel, or
build a car out of a soapbox or a packing crate.”® This
meant to Zukin that the person trying to buy intelli-

gently needs a new understanding of physical things:
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“instead of production knowledge ... craft knowl-
edge,” by which Zukin means “a sensory appreciation
of a product’s qualities, a modest understanding of dif-
ferent production techniques, and the imagination to
construct a product’s ‘back story’—a social narrative of
the cultural tradition from which the product comes.””
In other words, the modern consumer needs to think
like a craftsman without being able to do what a crafts-
man does.

Ideally, this should be true. And, in practice, one
virtue of Wal-Mart, particularly in its in-house products,
lies in the utilitarian character of its stores—those end-
less rows of shelves stacked high with things the con-
sumer has to know something about in order to select.
Other ways of marketing, however, seek to prevent con-
sumers from thinking like craftsmen about a product’s
utility. Instead, branding seeks to make a basic product
sold globally seem distinctive, seeks to obscure homo-
geneity. The means of doing so today are more compli-
cated than Packard’s concept of the “motor of fashion.”

Today, manufacturing deploys on a global scale
the “platform construction” of goods from automo-
biles to computers to clothes. The platform consists of

a basic object on which minor, surface changes are im-
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posed in order to convert the product into a particular
brand. The production process is not quite the familiar
industrial one of mass-produced goods. Modern tech-
nologies can quickly transform the shape and size of
bottles or boxes; the contents can also be redecorated
more quickly in electronic production than on the old-
fashioned assembly line, in which tools were made fit
for a single purpose.

Manufacturers call these changes built on the
modern platform gold-plating, and that image is exact.
To sell a basically standardized thing, the seller will
magnify the value of minor differences quickly and
easily engineered, so that the surface is what counts.
The brand must seem to the consumer more than the
thing itself.

Automobile manufacture is a good example. Giant
firms like Volkswagen and Ford can and do produce
versions of a global automobile—a basic platform of
frame, engine, and body parts—then gold-plate sur-
face differences. Often, in this kind of production, the
rough assembly work on the platform will occur in
low-wage countries in the developing world; the gold-
plating will occur in finishing plants closer to local

markets. Computers come into being in the same way:

144



CONSUMING POLITICS

the chips, circuit boards, and faces produced on a com-
mon platform far from the market become a brand
near to markets in both place and time.

The problem for the platform manufacturer is
how to make differentiation profitable. Chimpanzees
and human beings share about g6 percent of the same
genetic DNA. The Volkswagen corporation has to con-
vince consumers that the differences between a modest
Skoda and a top-end Audi—which share about go per-
cent of their industrial DNA—justify selling the top
model for more than twice the low-end model. How
can a 10 percent difference in content be inflated into a
100 percent difference in price? The problem can be
equally framed in terms of services: An airplane’s
speed could be considered its service platform. The av-
erage business-class ticket on a trans-Atlantic flight
costs four to five times an economy fare, but the busi-
nessman gets nothing like four to five times the space
or service—and the speed remains the same in all cab-
ins. Again, neither Skodas nor Audis tend to wear out
quickly; their platforms are of excellent quality. This
admirable manufacturing fact poses an economic

threat. Were the company to emphasize the virtues of
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sheer utility and possession, it would sell fewer cars,
and craftsman-buyers in Zukin’s sense would tend to be
Skoda-minded.

Imaging difference thus becomes all-important
in producing profits. If differences can be magnified in
a certain way, the viewer will experience the consum-
ing passion.

In British advertising, the Skoda is presented as a
thing in itself, the car shown clearly inside and out,
often with lots of informative print to round out the
presentation. The high-end Audi, by contrast, tends to
give a view from the driver’s seat, looking out. The ads
have little text, and the view changes from advert to ad-
vert, depending on whether the high-end model is an
open-top coupe or a sedan equally at home in the Sa-
hara and the shopping mall. The visual difference aims
to destroy any association in the buyer’s mind between
Skoda and Audi.

By diminishing attention to what the object is, the
manufacturer hopes to sell its associations; by con-
stantly altering the view out the window, the manufac-
turer hopes to emphasize the “driving experience,” a
process which changes constantly, seeming to offer in

different brands and models a different view out of the

146 -



CONSUMING POLITICS

car window. Of course in functional terms this is the
equivalent of saying that business-class passenger fly
faster across the Atlantic than people in the back of the
airplane. The challenge of all branding is to create
variations of that illusory theme by decontextualizing.
Gold-plating has changed the terms of planned
obsolescence as these were framed a half century ago.
When W. Edwards Deming advanced his ideas for
total-quality management, he faced a productive real-
ity in which defective products were accepted by con-
sumers as normal—rather like the situation today in
which consumers accept as normal the poor initial
quality of new software. The Japanese auto and elec-
tronic manufacturers who responded to Deming’s ideas
sought to create products which did not become obso-
lete on purpose, and so create a new market niche.
Firms like Toyota and Sony succeeded brilliantly in
doing so. Their machines were “fit-for-purpose,” in
Deming’s phrase, which has the double meaning of a
machine doing just what it should do and doing it ro-
bustly, the way an athlete 1s fit. Automated production
and electronic product surveillance have since enabled
total-quality management to become today’s normal.

The problem is of course that once this high stan-
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dard is reached, the demand for a product trails off.
This challenge is in one way not new. When Henry
Ford declared in the 1g20s that the customer could have
any Model T car he or she liked so long as it was black,
his son Edsel Ford riposted that colors make profits.
What'’s changed now is the participation of the con-
sumer in the process of magnifying differences. Here
we pass from what marketing intends to why consum-
ers respond.

The consumer seeks the stimulation of difference
from goods which are increasingly homogenized. He or
she resembles a tourist who travels from one clone city
to the next, visiting the same shops, buying the same
products in each. But he or she has traveled: for the con-
sumer, stimulation lies in the very process of moving
on. The sociologist Guy Debord thought this is what a
consumer does fo things—changing one’s desire be-
comes, like traveling, a kind of spectacle; it doesn’t mat-
ter that the things one buys remain the same so long as
one can sense oneself shifting.'” The sociologist Erving
Goffman, in his last studies of advertising, took a com-
plimentary view of the consumer’s involvement. He
emphasized that the most sophisticated forms of pub-

licity are “half finished frames” which invite the con-
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sumer to participate by filling in the picture.'! Tronic
adverts do this; so does selling a car by showing the Sa-
hara but no car. The result is the same for Debord and
Goffman. The consumer is engaged by his or her own
mobility and imagination: Movement and incomplete-
ness equally energize the imagination; fixity and solid-
ity equally deaden it. The consumer participates in the
act of branding, and in this act, it is the gold-plate
rather than the platform which matters.

As a rather Skoda-minded soul, I had difficulty
taking such views seriously, until I sat in on a set of
product conferences about vodka at an advertising
agency in New York. The elemental fact about vodka is
that it has no taste and virtually no smell. For several
weeks I witnessed the “creative team” at the agency
agonize about how to sell a new brand of this anony-
mous alcohol; the solution they came up with consisted
in pictures of sexy male and female midriffs joined
with the name of the product, without any indication
of what kind of product this was. The consumer was
meant to do all the work of association. The genius of
the campaign, evidently, is that the naked midriff im-
ages would change from month to month, thus produc-

ing what one person explained to me as “compound

149 -



CONSUMING POLITICS

associational effects.” (Few of the creative team, I might
note, actually drank hard liquor.)

Though advertising which invites imaginative
participation is hardly unique to modern times, it has a
specific weight today. For example, Marx’s dictum “all
that 1s solid melts into air” was balanced, in the open-
ing pages of Kapital, by a quite different analysis of
commodity fetishism. To Marx, mundane things in-
vested so magically with human meanings dwelt in a
kind of personal museum, one in which the consumer
added more and more to his collection; the consumer
hoarded his treasures, his aim was accumulation. The
last thing the consumer wanted was to give up these
fetishes into which he had invested so much of himself.
Now, in the kind of consumption described by Debord
and Goffman, surrender of an object is not experienced
as loss. Rather abandonment fits into the process of
finding new stimulations—the objects particularly easy
to give up since they are basically standardized goods.

Thus the self-consuming passion appears. Should
we sneer at this invitation to fantasize? The strict util-
itarian would do so, preferring to live in a Skoda-
functional world. The true craftsman might not care,

so long as the goods are good. But freedom from pos-
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sessiveness 1s also a kind of freedom. To look ahead,
mightn’t it be better for citizens to vote for what might
be, for a shared imagination, rather than vote to defend
their particular interests, to protect what they already

possess?

A second sign of the consuming passion lies in potency.
Potency is something we can buy—here I'm thinking
about machines rather than sex pills. A commonplace
in the electronics industry is that ordinary consumers
buy equipment whose capabilities they will never use:
memory hard-drives which can store four hundred
books, though most people will store at best a few hun-
dred pages of letters, or software programs which sit
unopened on the computer. The behavior of these pun-
ters parallels that of the buyers of super-fast sports cars
who mostly crawl in bumper-to-bumper traffic, or of
the owners of the infamous SUV machines meant for
desert navigation used mostly to shepherd children to
and from school. These are all consumers of potency.
From the origins of capital markets, investors

have been driven by irrational belief in the power of
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objects, as in the “tulip mania” of English investors in
the seventeenth century, when trade in these prosaic,
useless bulbs promised somehow to make British bank-
ers rich—a precursor of the dot.com investment mad-
ness of the 1ggos. The attraction in this kind of con-
sumption 1is that capital will increase through the
investor’s exploiting of possibilities unforeseen by oth-
ers, or through sheer magic. Buying a potent machine
has another kind of appeal, embodied in one small,
beautiful object currently on the market.

This 1s the 1Pod, capable of storing and playing
ten thousand three-minute songs. How, though, would
you go about choosing the ten thousand songs, or find
the time to download them? What will be your prin-
ciples for sorting out the five hundred hours of music
contained in the little white box? Could you possibly re-
member the ten thousand songs in order to choose
which one you wanted to hear at any given moment?
(This human memory feat would entail, in classical
music, the ability to know by heart virtually all the
compositions of Johann Sebastian Bach.)

Scholars in the Renaissance learned to memorize
an immense amount of factual material by imagining

themselves in a theater: they would group facts into
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categories represented by a character on stage like
Apollo, standing for astronomy, and Neptune, repre-
senting navigation; the mental spectator then invented
a story woven around Apollo and Neptune in order to
correlate the varied facts contained in the two realms.'?
This kind of memory theater is not built into
the random-access procedures of an 1iPod. The written
bumpf which accompanies the iPod admits as much.
The machine is “content neutral;” the bumpf suggests
visiting various Internet sites with protocols for down-
loading material, but visits reveal only further neutral-
ity. One site, for instance, offers three thousand golden
oldies, after which follows an alphabetic enumeration
of each of the three thousand titles. But again there is
the difficulty of hearing nine thousand minutes in the
mind. Not surprisingly, Michael Bull, who has written
a study of how people use the Walkman, the 1Pod’s
primitive parent, has found that people listened to the
same twenty or thirty songs over and over again—
which 1s as much active musical memory as most
people possess.'?
Yet the 1Pod’s phenomenal commercial appeal

consists precisely in having more than a person could

ever use. Part of the appeal lies in a connection be-
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tween material potency and one’s own potential ability.
The talent searcher, we have seen, 1s less interested in
what you already know, more in how much you might
be able to learn; the personnel director is less interested
in what you already do than in who you might become.
Buying a little 1Pod similarly promises to expand one’s
capabilities; all machines of this sort trade on the buy-
er’s identification with the overloaded capacity built
into the machines. The machine becomes like a giant
medical prosthesis. If the 1Pod is potent, but the user
cannot master that potency, the machines have great
appeal, then, just for that reason. As the salesman who
flogged my iPod said, without any embarrassment,
“The sky’s the limit.” I bought.

Put abstractly: desire becomes mobilized when
potency is divorced from practice; put simply: you don’t
limit what you want to what you can do. In a way the
Wal-Mart also epitomizes this divorce, a vast assembly
under one roof of more than any one person could buys;
the sheer mass of the objects stimulates desire. There 1s
a contrast in this between the Wal-Mart and the first
department stores, which appeared in Paris in the late
nineteenth century. In those commercial emporiums,

marketing consisted in displaying a group of dissimilar
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objects, one or two of each, in a single setting; for in-
stance, a saucepan might be laid on a Persian carpet,
next to a bottle of expensive perfume. The merchan-
diser meant to stimulate the buyer by making the ordi-
nary strange, whereas, in the Wal-Mart, it 1s the sheer

number and excess of objects which stimulate.

In sum, the consuming passion takes two forms: active
engagement in imaging and arousal by potency. The
consumer who enters the marketing game of imaging
can lose a sense of proportion, mistaking the gold-
plating instead of its platform as an object’s real value.
So does the celebration of potency pose risks—to firms
as well as to individuals. In the era of American trusts
and monopolies, magnates like Carnegie and Rocke-
feller sought to foreclose on the unruly dynamism of
markets because they wanted submission from smaller
suppliers and distributors rather than competitors en-
acting the entrepreneurial fantasy of becoming Rocke-
fellers themselves. Similar in intent was Bismarck’s de-

termination to create solid bureaucracies: i1f workers
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and soldiers felt themselves filled with all sorts of un-
tapped, undefined possibilities they might no longer be
obedient. Today, in cutting-edge organizations, the ide-
ology of potency can suggest to management future
possibilities greater than the institution’s present grasp;
in pursuit of that goal management can become more
centralizing and directive, employees in turn losing out
or, as in the BBC, no longer certain about how to survive.

The ethos of potency can make companies them-
selves vulnerable, as when investors see in them some in-
definable possibility for growth. The history of mergers
and acquisitions is littered with firms like the Sunbeam
Corporation, which did very well producing prosaic do-
mestic appliances until a small group of rich investors
decided it could be remade to become a much more
important firm; this siren appeal nearly shipwrecked
the company. The firm, then, can behave like a con-
sumer who submits to the consuming passion, casting
aside things which work well.

But still, the machines I've described—iPods,
SUVs, computers filled with a cornucopia of software
programs—do make a positive appeal to the imagina-
tion. So does a megastore like Wal-Mart. The Puritan

dwells in suspicion; we want instead pleasure. What
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I've described are pleasures which consumers make
in things, imposed pleasure which a sober utilitarian
would and doubtless should suspect. And the declara-
tion that “the sky’s the limit” could be defended on po-
litical grounds: people might be set free by dreaming of
something beyond the routines and confines of every-
day life. In the same way they might be set free by feel-
ing they’ve used up and exhausted these perfectly work-
able ways of getting by. Aren’t people set free when
they transcend in spirit what they directly know, use, or
need? The consuming passion might be another name
for liberty.

At least that’s the proposition I now want to

explore.

Citizen as Consumer

I began thinking about this connection, circuitously,
when visiting two cutting-edge research laboratories,
Xerox Park in Silicon Valley and the Media Lab at
MIT. Both are premised on the idea that puritan utility
cramps the spirit of innovation, both have played with

vague scientific possibilities rather than adhered to
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mechanistic models of research, both have produced
immensely puissant, practical results inadvertently by
chance. Xerox Park stumbled on the computer screen
icon, the Media Lab on a host of software programs.
Though I little understand their scientific labors, both
places struck me as somehow democratic.

That impression is strengthened by the view
Hannah Arendt put forward in her writings on the
democratic process.'* For her, the “policy wonk,” that
technician of power, is the citizen’s enemy. In a truly
democratic forum, every citizen should have the right
to think aloud and debate with others, no matter if he
or she is not an expert. Nor should the test of utility and
practicality rule: this test emphasizes what is rather
than what might be. Arendt wants to give the political
imagination free play, in something like the experi-
mental spirit of the Media Lab.

More, Arendt subscribes to her own version of the
consuming passion: citizens make laws, live with them,
use them up, and then give birth to something new,
even though the old law might still prove mechanically
viable. Here her thinking is quite precise: she takes aim
against the jurist’s insistence on precedent, contests the

deadening weight of case law, subscribes to a peculiar
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vision of common law which gives more room for in-
novation. The dramatization of potential appears in
Arendt’s late writings on collective will; like Arthur
Schopenhauer, she came to believe that the strength of
will taps into sources which lie beyond representations
and transcriptions of things in everyday life.'®

These views look backward to Jefferson’s demo-
cratic ideal, in which citizens rebel every two genera-
tions against the deadening weight of the past, and
forward to visions like that of the social philosopher
Ulrich Beck, in whose “risk society” people are willing
to take chances without knowing what will result. '°

In practice, of course, a political figure who cuts
loose from hard facts can be merely an opportunist. But
the cynic 1s often left behind by political reality. This
was the case of the movement for black civil rights in
America, energized at a key moment of protest by Mar-
tin Luther King’s speech “I Have a Dream,” delivered
at the height of the search for justice. Derided by real-
ists in the press and in government, he moved a mass of
listeners forward to action. The language he used de-
ployed the rhetoric of personal potential and the sur-
render of past, routinized habits of racial separation.

King was the perfect Arendtian. The pursuit of justice
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was for him more than a set of policy fixes; it required
a fresh page.

We might expect a culture like ours, with so little
possessive regret, so attuned to change, to strengthen
the progressive prospect. In this best-case scenario, the
time of possession would shorten, as in the labor pro-
cess. The political public would expand to global di-
mensions, as in the investment process. There have
indeed been moments in the past decade when, inter-
viewing some managers of cutting-edge businesses,
I've been almost convinced that new economic condi-
tions might produce a progressive politics. These are
younger business leaders who made fortunes in tech-
nology and are now ploughing money back into civil
society, particularly into environmental causes and
work retraining schemes. They believe that the new
ideal of selfhood in business is a model for the empow-
ered citizen, as the citizen imagined in social capitalism
was not: proactive rather than submissive.

Yet their dream, I have come to think, is ill-
founded. To explain why the new institutions will
not produce a progressive politics, I want to focus on
something which consumption and politics share—

theater.
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The realm of consumption is theatrical because
the seller, like a playwright, has to command the will-
ing suspension of disbelief in order for the consumer to
buy. Even the prosaic Wal-Mart is such a theater, in
which the size and sheer mass of goods on offer change
the spectator-consumer’s understanding of the things
in themselves. Today, the consuming passion has a
dramatic power: possessive use 1s less arousing to the
spectator-consumer than the desire for things he does
not yet have; the dramatization of potential leads the
spectator-consumer to desire things he cannot fully use.

Politics is equally theatrical, and progressive poli-
tics in particular requires a certain kind of rhetoric. It
deploys a willing suspension of disbelief of citizens in
their own accumulated experience. I've tried to accent
the positive side of this. But, like the marketing of con-
sumer goods, the marketing of politics can take a much
more negative turn. What’s missing in the hope for pro-
gressive change 1s an understanding of the profoundly
enervating role that illusion plays in modern society.
I'mean here to propound a paradox, that people can ac-
tively enter into their own passivity.

I’ll address five ways in which the consumer-spec-

tator-citizen is turned away from progressive politics
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and toward this more passive state. The list 1s hardly
exhaustive, but each element arises directly from the
culture of the new capitalism portrayed in these pages.
To guide the reader, here’s the list of five: the consumer-
spectator-citizen is (1) offered political platforms which
resemble product platforms and (2) gold-plated differ-
ences; (3) asked to discount “the twisted timber of hu-
manity” (as Immanuel Kant called us) and (4) credit
more user-friendly politics; (5) accept continually new
political products on offer.

The political platform: The VW platform is a
common chassis from which small material differences
are inflated in value to become brands. Modern politics
has a similar form, which we commonly call consensus
politics. In Britain today, for example, New Labour and
modern Toryism share a pretty-much standard plat-
form: business-friendly, socially inclusive, immigrant-
ambivalent. Platform politics operated in this way for
most of the latter half of the twentieth century in the
United States, up to the era of the second president
George Bush. The Republican and Democratic parties
sounded very different but behaved 1n office very much
the same; President Ronald Reagan, supposedly hard

right, expanded the bureaucracy of central govern-
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ment, ran up Keynesian-size deficits, and successfully
pursued detente with the Soviet empire, while Presi-
dent Bill Clinton nurtured business, resisted elevation
of the minimum wage, and vigorously made small-
scale war. The only practicing Arendtians for many
decades were the courts, in their rulings on racial seg-
regation, abortion, crime, housing, and corporate ac-
countability; today their transforming work remains
the target of the second Bush regime.!”

What the simple label of consensus politics doesn’t
explain is the forces driving politics onto a common
ground. Today, European political scientists have la-
beled the United States and the United Kingdom neo-
liberal regimes to indicate that in both nations a cen-
trist political platform enabled economic development
friendly to globalization, flexibility, and meritocracy.
These forces are hardly unique, though, to the Anglo-
American sphere. They represent a logical progression
in other societies moving beyond the confines social
capitalism.

The single most important common element in
this platform is the state’s role. Far from becoming
weaker, the state remains strongly directive. The center

controls infusion of resources into devolved 1nstitutions

- 163 -



CONSUMING POLITICS

and monitors performance. It does not lead, in the
Weberian sense: power and authority instead divide. As
in business, so in politics bureaucracies increasingly
centralize power while refusing to take responsibility
for their citizens. This divorce between power and au-
thority—analyzed in the first chapter as a business
phenomenon—is anything but politically progressive.
By progressive  mean here that a good polity is one
in which all citizens believe they are bound together in a
common project. Social capitalism created that common
project through civic institutions based on a military
model; the vice of social capitalism was the iron cage of
solidarity. The new institutional order eschews responsi-
bility, labeling its own indifference as freedom for indi-
viduals or groups on the periphery; the vice of the poli-
tics derived from the new capitalism is indifference.
Gold-plating: As the state assumes this new plat-
form, the rhetoric of competing political parties neces-
sarily has to stress differences. Indeed, by concentrating
on the platform alone as reality, we would miss the
lived experience of political life, which is that differ-
ences are what really arouse voters and the media.
Gold-plating explains how this arousal occurs. The

simplest form of political gold-plating is symbol in-
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flation. In Britain, the parties have differed passion-
ately on whether or not hunting foxes with dogs ought
to be allowed; approximately seven hundred hours of
Parliamentary time were recently allotted to this issue,
whereas the creation of a Supreme Court for the United
Kingdom was debated for eighteen hours. There’s noth-
ing new in symbolic inflation of trivia—what 1s new 1is
the consonance between the advertising of products
and political behavior. The marketing of political per-
sonalities comes Increasingly to resemble the market-
ing of soap in that the gold-plating of small differences
is what the advertisers hope will grab the public’s
attention.

So familiar are we with this crossover from con-
sumer to political behavior that we lose sight of the
consequences: the press’s and public’s endless obsession
with politicians’ individual character traits masks the
reality of the consensus platform. In modern political
performances, the marketing of personality further and
frequently eschews a narrative of the politician’s his-
tory and record in office; it’s too boring. He or she em-
bodies intentions, desires, values, beliefs, tastes—an
emphasis which has again the effect of divorcing power

from responsibility.
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Perhaps the most serious form of gold-plating in
modern politics consists of recontextualizing fact. The
advertisements for high-end autos, as we observed ear-
lier in this chapter, as in the VW advertisements, make
a brand out of a platformed product. In politics, the
facts of 1Immigration can be recontextualized and then
marketed 1n just the same way. In Germany as in Brit-
ain, the bulk of immigrants are tax-paying workers,
doing work cleaning hospitals and sweeping streets
which native Brits and Germans eschew; to make po-
litical capital out of their presence, these necessary out-
siders are repackaged so that they fit into the same box
of culture as unproductive asylum seekers. In the United
States, the branding of immigrants can be achieved in
another way. Migrant workers, especially from Mexico,
are tacitly accepted because, again, they’re necessary to
much of the American agricultural and service econ-
omy. They become political brands when repackaged
culturally, as the political guru Samuel Huntington
does in an influential recent book, Who Are We?'® Mex-
icans loom as divided in loyalty between home and
abroad, resistant to America’s Protestant civic culture,
as 1nsidious colonizers from below. Like British foxes,

Mexican-Americans are made to matter in ways larger
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than their behavior in picking grapes and sweeping the
streets warrants.

Europe and North America for centuries have
branded the Foreigner as a large, frightening presence,
and today, as in the past, the Foreigner has become a
symbolic site on which people can project all sorts of
anxieties. The difference lies in what these anxieties
are. Today, in addition to long-standing pure prejudice
and political point scoring, experience of short-term,
unstable bureaucracy shapes immigrant branding. In
the labor realm, the Foreigner focuses anxieties about
job loss or uselessness. Those anxieties make sense, as
we’ve seen, when the foreigner is actually abroad, in an
Indian call center or software firm; they make no sense
projected onto an immigrant streetsweeper. Or rather,
they make imaginative sense: the fear of loss of control
now has a target close at hand. And in that perverse
work of the imagination, it does not register that per-
secuting these close-by weak outsiders does little to
make one’s own job secure.

Platform and brand combine in politics to pro-
duce something other than a progressive desire for
change—rather, a political climate akin to what Freud

first called the “narcissism of small differences.” As in
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advertising, so in politics branding can lead to loss of
realistic, Skoda-minded judgment and opens a particu-
larly modern door to prejudice.

The third reason the new order is not politically
progressive lies in the consumer’s conviction that what-
ever 1s, 1s not enough. Such a conviction operates in the
economic sphere, as we have seen, when a profitable
company 1s reorganized to make it grow; simply being
profitable is not enough. A kindred way suspending
present reality occurs in the search for talent, when the
tester’s focus shifts from actual achievement to a hypo-
thetical capacity. Similarly in consumption: the gas-
guzzling, monster SUVs which populate the American
suburbs are machines dedicated to an imagined free-
dom; though stuck in traffic, one now has the potential
to drive across a desert or through the Arctic.

Impatience with existing reality ought to be pro-
gressive. But the lesson politicians learn from cutting-
edge institutions tends to be negative. The reason is
that the sphere of everyday experience is slighted—
the small, incremental losses and gains which make up
the fabric of live experience. In the 19gos, for instance,
a liberal-minded American government sought to re-

form the health care system, following the cutting-
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edge model of treating health care as a series of trans-
actions with doctors rather than long-term relation-
ships. The reform ignored the dense, everyday experi-
ences of patients and doctors in filling out forms; it
supposed well-organized computerized searches on the
Net could substitute for the time-consuming activity of
face-to-face diagnosis and treatment. The reformers
were impatient with the messy realities of being ill;
they instead treated the sick like entrepreneurs.

Impatience with “the twisted timber of human-
ity” has, of course, a long lineage—so long, indeed,
that policy making should have learned from it; policy
should grow from the ground up. In fact, the hold of
new institutional thinking, in politics and in business,
skirts doing so. Edmund Burke, Kant, and other ob-
servers of the French Revolution watched in horror
as the revolutionaries monitored and attacked the re-
alities of everyday life, trying to straighten out the
twisted timber; the character of modern reform 1s in-
stead uninterested; it neglects the ground because daily
life seems merely provisional.

My fourth worry 1s that when citizens act like
modern consumers they cease to think like craftsmen.

This worry complements the policymaker’s inatten-
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tion, but more finely; the citizen-as-consumer can dis-
engage when political issues become difficult or resist-
ant. The usual complaint about the media 1s that the
worthy wooden master of policy bores and the glitter-
ing personality gains votes on the tube. The issue should
instead be about how paying attention is oganized.

In labor, the good craftsman is more than a me-
chanical technician. He or she wants to understand
why a piece of wood or computer code doesn’t work; the
problem becomes engaging and thereby generates ob-
jective attachment. This ideal comes to life in a tradi-
tional craft like making musical instruments; equally
in a more modern setting like a scientific laboratory.
And indeed in a well-run business: you don’t want to
run away from problems, you pay attention. But in con-
sumption it’s hard to think like a craftsman, as Zukin
advocates. You buy because something is user-friendly,
which usually means the user doesn’t have to bother
about how the thing, whether a computer or a car,
works. The computer guru John Seely Brown reflects
this divide between maker and consumer in arguing
that the commercial challenge of modern electronic

gadgets is to get “the technology out of the way”; the
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new machines should be as technically engaging and as
easy to use as a telephone.

Of course no one wants to start the day reprogram-
ming the computer. But user-friendly makes a hash of
democracy. Democracy requires that citizens be willing
to make some effort to find out how the world around
them works. Few of the American proponents of the re-
cent war in Iraq, for instance, wanted to learn about Iraq
(most couldn’t in fact locate Iraq on a map). Equally
striking on the other side of the political spectrum,
few proponents of stem-cell research have been curious
about the arguments put forward by Catholic theolo-
gians against this research. The citizen-as-craftsman
would make the effort in either case to find out; when
democracy becomes modeled on consumption, becomes
user-friendly, that will to know fades.

My point is not that people are lazy but that the
economy creates a political climate in which citizens
have difficulty in thinking like craftsmen. In institu-
tions organized around flexible labor, getting involved
deeply in something risks making the worker seem in-
grown or narrowly focused. Again, in testing of ability,

someone who becomes too curious about a specific prob-
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lem will fail the test. Technology itself now works
against engagement.

The 1Pod, I noted, disables its user by its very
overcapacity; the glut of information generated by
modern technology more largely threatens to make its
receivers passive. Overload prompts disengagement.
Seely Brown again makes a useful distinction in this
regard between information and communication. An
overwhelming volume of information, he suggests, is
not an “innocent” problem; large amounts of raw data
create a political fact: control becomes more centralized
as volume increases.!” Whereas in communication, the
volume of information decreases as people interact and
interpret; editing and elimination are the procedures
which decentralize communication.

This may seem counterintuitive but makes sense
if one thinks about communication in bureaucratic
terms. As appeared in chapter 1, in the bureaucratic
pyramid, information from the top is filtered, edited,
and particularized as it passes down the chain of com-
mand; people communicate about the information. In
the MPz kind of institution, large bodies of data are
centralized, ordered, and circulated in unalloyed form.

Information remains intact on-screen as e-mail or nu-
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merical data. As the volume of this information in-
creases—as 1t has done in the past generation—the
receiver can react less to it, indeed disengages from it
interpretatively. A text-message transaction, moreover,
little resembles a conversation; its language is more
primitive, and silences which register doubt or objec-
tion, ironic gestures, momentary digressions—all the
stuff of mutual communication—are eliminated in
the technology. When rigorously institutionalized, the
technology disables the craft of communication.

A last reason the modern political economy does
not tend to progressive politics concerns trust. Robust
empirical evidence backs up the cliché that people today
have lost trust in politics and in politicians. Many politi-
cians in turn blame the public for its cynicism. Beneath
this mutual antagonism lies the question of Aow politi-
clans earn trust; they cannot do so, I want to argue, by
behaving like cutting-edge business executives.

To explain this, I ask the reader’s forbearance for
intruding my own experience with the British Labour
Party. I moved to Britain just as L.abour came to power,
in 1997. For an entire generation before, Labour had
struggled to shake off its socialist past; New Labour

wanted to model itself on high-tech or advanced ser-
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vice businesses, learning from their successes. I entered
this process informally in labor relations policy, since
I’d just finished a term presiding over the American
Council on Work, a loose organization of labor leaders,
academics, and businesspeople.

Once in power, New Labour began spinning out
policies for reform. The initial policies about work were
good: job training and counseling, industrial safety,
work-family issues all squarely addressed. Each year,
however, there were more policies, or different policies
which reformed the previous policies which reformed
the mess Labour had inherited. As the policies kept
coming, the public’s trust in them eroded. Within the
councils of government, the manufacture of ever-new
policies appeared as an effort to learn from the actions
previously taken; to the public, the policy factory seemed
to indicate that government lacked commitment to any
particular course of action. At a meeting on the mini-
mum wage, a union official glumly asked me, “What
happened to last year’s policy?” The same process of
spewing out policy occurred in education and the health
services, with the same disenchanting effect. Even be-

fore the prime minister acted against the wishes of the
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country in making war in Iraq, polls showed Labour
had a severe problem of confidence.

Ironically, the only realm of New Labour policy
which continued through its first eight years of power to
command public trust lay in economic policy overseen
by the Treasury, which was less fertile but more steady
in 1its 1deas. Ironic, because the manufacture of reform
was so closely modeled on what government ministers
saw as advanced business practices. As appeared in chap-
ter 1, those practices breed anxiety—of a sort which the
psychoanalyst Margaret Mahler once called “ontologi-
cal insecurity.” This label is not a piece of jargon; she
aims to describe the fear of what will happen even if no
disaster looms. Anxiety of this sort is also called free-
floating to indicate that someone keeps worrying even
if he or she has nothing to fear in a specific situation.

Labour invited this free-floating anxiety, even as
its policies on the whole were working; as David Walker
and Polly Toynbee have documented in some detail;
over the course of its first eight years in power, New
Labour steadily improved the lot of most Britons.’ But
to the public at large, again as measured by opinion
polls, these real improvements were not reassuring. As

a foreigner working in Britain, I was especially brought
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up short by a group of young unemployed workers
being carefully retrained. Nothing comparable exists in
the States, yet these young people couldn’t connect the
great care they were receiving with the government
which made it possible; most said they were disap-
pointed in Labour.

Britain under New Labour 1s, I well recognize, a
special case. Most countries would beg for this kind of
discontent. But I cite it just because the British state is in-
deed a progressive model. Yet ever fewer of its benefici-
aries credit progress. The politicians I have worked with
cited such reactions as “ungrateful”; critics in the media
seize on them as due to the personalities of New Labour
politicians, who are said to be “out of touch.” It makes
better sense to understand the problems politicians have
encountered in terms of consumption. New Labour has
behaved like consumers of policy, abandoning them as
though they have no value once they exist. This con-
suming passion breaks trust in government: the public
cannot credit that the policymaker ever believed in the
policy he or she once put forward, then left behind.

In government policy, as in business, such a con-
sumption mentality fits within the frame of new insti-

tutions. In both politics and business, short-term think-
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ing prevails about process; slower, more sustained forms
of growth are suspect. Sudden lurches of policy in busi-
ness institutions produce ontological insecurity and free-
floating anxiety; so too in public policy. People quite
logically take their suspicions and unease about eco-
nomic change into the political sphere, inferring that
politicians are rudderless or lack commitment. When
progressive politicians in particular think and behave
like consumers, they can self-destruct, or produce the
sour discontent which attends even the admirable pol-

icy reforms under way in Britain.

Here, then, are five reasons why on balance the new in-
stitutional model does not encourage progressive poli-
tics, even when its leaders intend to do good. Political
science would probably identify the split between
power and authority as the most consequent. To me, it
seems that the culture of emerging institutional life
plays an equally important role. The consuming passion
fits into that culture, as does the meritocratic concept of
talent and the idealized self which publicly eschews

long-term dependency on others. These are cultural
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forms which celebrate personal change but not collec-
tive progress. The culture of the new capitalism is at-
tuned to singular events, one-off transactions, interven-
tions; to progress, a polity needs to draw on sustained
relationships and accumulate experience. In short, the
unprogressive drift of the new culture lies in its shap-
ing of time.

Does this mean nothing can be done?
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Social Capitalism in
Our Time

here were many foolish things about the New

Left of my youth, fifty years ago, but in one

way the movement was prescient beyond its
years; the Port Huron Statement foresaw how state so-
cialism could die from within. Socialism would suffo-
cate under the weight of bureaucracy. Capitalism would
remain, and remain the problem.

As I've sought to show in these pages, big bureau-
cracy can bind as well as oppress. This has long been
true of armies; Max Weber witnessed how in his time
economic and civil society institutions mimicked the
social structure of armies, in pursuit of social inclusion

and obedience to authority. The secret of this milita-
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rized capitalism lay in time—time structured so that
people formed a life narrative and social relations within
the institution. The price individuals paid for organized
time could be freedom or individuality; the “iron cage”
was both prison and home.

State socialism, as it developed in the Soviet em-
pire after 1923, took on this military—capitalist legacy
almost gladly. It thought the capitalist enemy lay in
profits and markets rather than in bureaucracy. Like its
enemy, the empire needed solidarity and subordina-
tlon—Dbureaucracy became also the home and the prison
of socialism. It was ironic that the New Left took aim
in the 196os at the military-capitalist-socialist behe-
moth because this was a decade of bureaucratic tri-
umph, the factories of the Soviet empire finally be-
coming as productive economically as their brothers in
the West. Looking back, the first sixty years of the
twentieth century appear the age of the military ma-
chine, violent and self-destructive on the battlefield, tri-
umphant, however, in the factory and the office. When
the American president Dwight Eisenhower spoke of
the “military-industrial complex,” his image applied

more broadly than to the manufacture of weapons.

- 180 -



SOCIAL CAPITALISM IN OUR TIME

The New Left hoped the behemoth would wither
from within because it was a prison. Perversely, con-
temporary history has begun to grant that wish, though
not in ways radicals of my youth would have wished. In
the past three decades, bureaucracy has reorganized it-
self in the advanced economic sectors of global finance,
technology, media, and merchandizing. This global
spurt of growth may have brought many benefits, but
a better quality of institutional life is not among them.
The new institutions, as we have seen, are neither
smaller nor more democratic; centralized power has in-
stead been reconfigured, power split off from authority.
The institutions inspire only weak loyalty, they dimin-
ish participation and mediation of commands, they
breed low levels of informal trust and high levels of
anxiety about uselessness. A shortened framework of
institutional time lies at the heart of this social degra-
dation; the cutting edge has capitalized on superficial
human relations. This same shortened time framework
has disoriented individuals in efforts to plan their life
course strategically and dimmed the disciplinary power
of the old work ethic based on delayed gratification.

This is a list of negatives. The positives invoked by

these institutional changes are qualities of self which

- 181 -



SOCIAL CAPITALISM IN OUR TIME

might allow individuals to flourish as institutional life
becomes more shallow. These qualities are repudiation
of dependence, development of one’s potential ability,
the capacity to transcend possessiveness. These qualities
take us outside the realm of production, into the institu-
tions of the welfare state, education, and consumption.
The cutting edge of reform at work, as I have wanted
to underline, is narrow; most people continue to labor
under conditions Weber would well have understood.
But the extension of the new values is broad. The pos-
itives invoked by the new order promise to consummate
the project of meritocracy and to provide the model for
progressive reform.

The remedy proposed by the New Left for the
prison of bigness was cultural. Emotional declaration,
made face to face, in small groups, would spawn a more
humane order; the lessons of intimacy would be applied
to society as a whole. Of course this scale is a young per-
son’s natural territory, and of course it cannot last; as
adulthood unfolds, one’s subjectivity becomes, if any-
thing, more puzzling. And what the New Left might
have learned from Bismarck, or from military service,
is that strong social ties can flourish under quite imper-

sonal conditions.
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Yet I don’t think the dreamers of my youth had
the wrong idea in holding up material life to a cultural
standard. As the reader may possibly have detected, 1
was one of those youthful dreamers. The normal path
of the adult’s “sentimental education” is meant to lead
to ever greater resignation about how little life as it 1s
actually conducted can accord with one’s dreams. Fth-
nography about workers and their work has kept me off
that path. The people I've interviewed, especially in the
past decade, are too worried and disquieted, too little
resigned to their own uncertain fate under the aegis of
change. What they need most is a mental and emo-
tional anchor; they need values which assess whether
changes in work, privilege, and power are worthwhile.
They need, in short, a culture.

I would like to conclude this book by assessing
three critical values—mnarrative, usefulness, and crafts-

manship—that might create a cultural anchor.

Narrative

Cutting-edge institutions, short and erratic in their time
frames, deprive people of a sense of narrative move-

ment. Which means most simply that events in time
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connect, experience accumulates. In the past decade
I've been impressed by three innovative attempts to
create this sense of narrative connection at work.

The first consists of efforts in Britain and the
United States to fashion “parallel institutions” which
seek to afford workers with the continuity and sustain-
ability missing in short-term, flexible organizations.
These efforts focus on rethinking the nature of labor
unions. The 1dea is to make the labor union serve as a
kind of employment agency, booking jobs; the union
buys pensions and health care for its members; most
important, it provides the community missing in the
workplace, organizing creches, discussions, and social
events. Secretaries in Boston and communications work-
ers in Britain have tried to establish such parallel insti-
tutlons.

In so doing, they are challenging as new-fash-
1oned employers sclerotic, traditional unions. The con-
servative union focused on a particular industry or craft
and thus was poorly equipped to keep contact with
workers who have to jump from one kind of labor to
another; by contrast, a more forward-looking union
like the United Auto Workers in America now enrolls

young university lecturers in its ranks. Traditional
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unions put their energies mostly into wages and mate-
rial conditions; the Boston secretarial union concen-
trates on the communal needs of women and single
parents. Service and seniority were the hallmarks of
the old social capitalism, and conservative unions fol-
low that time guide. The parallel union seeks to make
a narrative thread of experience, as in its employment
agency activities, for people who are not yet gray-
haired.

The second way of threading experience together
over time lies in job sharing. Here the Dutch have been
pioneers. The Netherlands has as much as the United
States suffered from outsourcing and the disappearance
of labor into the developing world. The Dutch response
has been to design a system in which available work is
divided up in halves or thirds. The job network system
further contains a good deal of open entry, so that a per-
son can labor at more than one part-time job as market
conditions permit. The Dutch, by temperament the
most self-lacerating of Kuropeans, have found much
wrong with the way job sharing operates, but the prin-
ciple is accepted, and when practiced, this scheme has
provided employers with a tool useful in a volatile

economy, society with a tool for social inclusion.
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Job sharing offers a special kind of narrative frame.
A person is continually in work, long-term. This avoids
the light-switch anxiety of short-term contracts—mow
I'm engaged, now I'm redundant. The self-respect from
being in work is maintained, even if one works only part
of the week or part of the day. Job sharing has the fur-
ther advantage of permitting people to sort out family—
work relations, particularly child care, on a reasonable
and predictable basis.

The third way of shaping time under new condi-
tions can enable people to plan long-term. This policy
began as an idea which, glimmering a decade ago in
the minds of a few radical academics, is now making its
way into the real world.

The radical version, pushed by Claus Offe and
Van Pariij, was a “basic income” scheme which would
replace the welfare bureaucracies of northern Europe
by a simpler system which gives everyone, rich and
poor alike, the same basic income support to spend or
misspend as the individual wants. All individuals would
be able to buy education, health care, and pensions on
the open market; further, unemployment benefits would
disappear, since everyone has the minimum annual

income needed to support themselves. Taxes support
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everyone at a minimum level of life quality, but the
Nanny State disappears; if you misspend your income it’s
your problem. Moreover, everyone gets this basic income
whether they need it or not; means-testing disappears.

As these tonic notions made their way into the real
world, the promise of providing people the means for
long-term personal planning came to the fore. The rad-
ical proposal for basic income modulated into the notion
of basic capital, that is, giving each young adult a pot of
cash to use on education, on purchasing a house, or as a
nest egg for hard times. The American jurist Bruce Ack-
erman has been pivotal in this shift; the results have ap-
peared in Britain legislation which will provision young
people this way, though the pot has been filled by a
somewhat abstemious, Scotch-Presbyterian hand.

All three of these efforts address a hard reality:
insecurity 1s not just an unwanted consequence of up-
heavals in markets; rather, insecurity is programmed
into the new institutional model. That 1s, insecurity
does not happen to a new-style bureaucracy, it is made
to happen. These and kindred efforts aim to counter-
vail against that program without returning to the
rigidities of time within the old-style social capitalist

organization.
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The policies turn on a cultural pivot, which con-
cerns narrative itself. If the well-made plot has gone out
of fashion in fiction, it is a rarity in ordinary life; life his-
tories are seldom shapely. In ethnography, we are indeed
less concerned with how coherent are the stories people
tell us than with the effort of our subjects to make their
experience cohere. This is not a one-shot effort. Fre-
quently a subject will retell and reorganize an event,
sometimes taking apart a seemingly logical story into
disconnected bits, in order to see what lies beneath the
surface. In technical lingo, this is “narrative agency,” the
narrator actively engaging and interpreting experience.

In the new institutions, people can frequently suc-
cumb to feeling they have no narrative agency; that is,
that they lack the power to interpret what is happening
to them. We’ve seen one concrete reason for this; in
new Institutions, when intermediate layers of bureau-
cracy are stripped away, information can remain intact
as 1t passes from center to periphery, with relatively
little modulation. People subject to this process fre-
quently complain that they have, as Albert Hirsch-
mann put its, no voice within the institution.

Here are three experiments which give people,

culturally, more agency in interpreting their experi-
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ence in time, long-term. As policies, the experiments
are small in scale, but as cultural practices they are

largely suggestive.

Usefulness

Feeling useful means contributing something which
matters to other people. As the scope of uselessness has
expanded in the political economy, it might seem that
people could compensate through the more informal
relations of civil society. A supposedly over-the-hill,
middle-aged computer programmer might, for in-
stance, find useful activity in a community or church
organization. This is an approach which follows from
Robert Putnam’s writings on social capital, in which
voluntary participation is the crux. While volunteering
is certainly a worthy act, this approach risks reducing
usefulness to a hobby.

More consequent values for usefulness appear in
two realms: among paid public service workers, the sec-
ond among people doing unpaid domestic labor.

A few years ago I participated in an interview

project which sought out British public service workers,
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running the gamut from street cleaners to surgeons in
the public health service.' For a generation—Ilike their
American counterparts—they had been under attack,
their institutions derided as inefficient, themselves de-
meaned as people who couldn’t make it in the world of
private enterprise. Many of the people we spoke to were
also self-critical; they knew from within how rigid and
risk-averse these public bureaucratic pyramids were.
Yet despite the criticism they stayed in public service.
Our question was, why?

It fell to me to interview immigrants who change
bedpans in run-down public hospitals; they could have
made more money in better-run private clinics. The
reason these hospital attendants stayed was a matter of
status. The purpose of the National Health Service—
health care for all—elicits the respect of most Britons;
for these immigrants, the institution gave them a posi-
tive, institutional place in British society.

Status 1s perhaps the most elusive word in the so-
ciologist’s lexicon. While it is often used as a synonym
for snobbery, its deeper value has to do with legitimacy.
You have status when institutions confer legitimacy

upon you. Being useful falls within this framework;
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more than doing good privately, it is a way of being
publicly recognized.

Another line of interviews turned up the same
sentiment among noncommissioned officers in the
army, who stayed rather than work easier hours as pri-
vate security personnel. Interviewers in yet another
branch of the project talked to people higher up the
civil service. Though they received more verbally elab-
orate responses to the question “Why do you stay?” still
the verbal meat boiled down to the same bone: more
recognition for one’s work in the public than in the
private realm. Of course there are slackers, particularly
in British transport services. Even there we found a
good deal of peer pressure exerted on the lazy or time-
serving; their frustrated colleagues put a high premium
on professionalism, another cognate of status. And while
conditions in the Inland Revenue or Home Office could
drive any man or woman to drink, these institutions’
purpose makes the work matter to the public, and so
meaningful to the workers.

Voluntary service 1s of course a worthy act. Here,
though, the State confers status on those who do useful

work. In so doing, the state acquires authority. As we've
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seen, institutions at the cutting edge walk away from
issues of authority and legitimacy—issues they can’t
handle. And for this social reason, a truly progressive
politics would, in my view, seek to strengthen the State
as an employer, rather than hive-off public service
work to private companies.

Once we think positively about the State as a
source of legitimate, useful activity, progressive politics
could deal with those people performing useful labor in
families, mothers caring for children, adults caring for
aged parents. In my view, government should pay
them. The Putnam view is that people “volunteering”
to do love’s drudgery represent the ultimate test of so-
cial capital. The error in this kind of thinking is to
equate domestic usefulness with altruism. Care work
may be loving, but the work itself has no public recog-
nition; it 1s an invisible gift, and many of the men and
women who do it feel they have dropped out of the
adult society of their peers. Were government to re-
ward care work, people would not labor in that limbo.

As a practical matter, care work of all sorts repre-
sents an enormous slice of time and effort in the do-

mestic economy. The economy used to benefit by driv-
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ing a wedge between paid and unpaid care work. Today,
the expansion of old age combined with the desires
of many women to have careers outside the house has
disrupted that old balance. Both these changes have
opened up new opportunities for immigrant labor to
do care work. Against these trends, however, is the need
of both the elderly and the young to be taken care of,
emotionally as well as practically, in ways only family
members can provide. A truly progressive politics
should make that possible, I believe, for men as well as
for women.

If only reformers could accept that usefulness is a
public good, they could engage with the anxiety and
fear of uselessness spawned by the most dynamic sec-
tors of the modern economy. For the reasons I pre-
sented in the second chapter, the cult of meritocracy is
unlikely to salve these anxieties; exploring new ways
for people to be recognized as useful has to be more in-
clusive. Usefulness itself is more than a utilitarian ex-
change. It is a symbolic declaration which matters most
when the polity confers it, as it can to even the lowest
worker in the public services and as it does not to

people in the domestic sphere.
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Craftsmanship

The third value which could countervail against the
culture of the new capitalism is craftsmanship. It rep-
resents the most radical challenge but is the hardest to
imagine in terms of policy.

Craftsmanship broadly understood means the de-
sire to do something well for its own sake. All human
beings want the satisfaction of doing something well
and want to believe in what they do. Yet at work, in ed-
ucation, in politics the new order does not and cannot
satisfy this desire. The new work world 1s too mobile
for the desire to do something well for its own sake to
root into a person’s experience over the course of years
or decades. The educational system which trains people
for mobile work favors facility at the expense of dig-
ging deep. The political reformer, imitating the cutting-
edge culture in private institutions, behaves more like
a consumer ever in search of the new than like a crafts-
man proud and possessive of what he has made.

Craftsmanship challenges the idealized self sup-
posed by new work, educational, and political institu-
tions. This is a self adept at change, a master of process.

At its origins, psychologists like Abraham Maslow cel-
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ebrated this ideal of self as responsive, open to ex-
perience, capable of growth, a self of potential powers.
This idealized self indeed has real obvious strengths,
and the craftsman’s realm is in certain ways smaller
and more guarded. Worrying about getting something
right mobilizes obsessive elements of the self; getting
something right can then lead to a kind of ungenerous
possessiveness. Competition 1s no stranger to crafts-
manship, and good craftsmen, be they computer pro-
grammers, musiclans, or carpenters, can be highly in-
tolerant of those who are incompetent or simply not
as good.

For all this, craftsmanship has a cardinal virtue
missing in the new culture’s idealized worker, student,
or citizen. It is commitment. It’s not simply that the
obsessed, competitive craftsman may be committed to
doing something well, but more that he or she believes
in its objective value. A person can use the words cor-
rect and right in describing how well something is done
only if he or she believes in an objective standard out-
side his or her own desires, indeed outside the sphere of
rewards from others. Getting something right, even
though 1t may get you nothing, is the spirit of true

craftsmanship. And only that kind of disinterested
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commitment—or so I believe—can lift people up emo-
tionally; otherwise, they succumb in the struggle to
survive.

We've seen why commitment is in increasingly
scarce supply in the new capitalism, in terms of insti-
tutional loyalty. The sentiment would be irrational—
how can you commit to an institution which 1s not com-
mitted to you? Commitment is equally difficult in the
new culture’s recipe for talent. Mental mobility es-
chews getting deeply involved; ability is focused on op-
erational technique, as in the SAT, an exercise in prob-
lem solving rather than problem finding. Which means
that a person becomes disengaged with the reality be-
yond his or her own control.

Commitment poses a more profound question
about the self-as-process. Commitment entails closure,
forgoing possibilities for the sake of concentrating on
one thing. You might miss out. The emerging culture
puts enormous pressure on individuals not to miss out.
Instead of closure, the culture counsels surrender—
cutting ties in order to be free, particularly the ties bred
n time.

What I have sought to explore in these pages is

thus a paradox: a new order of power gained through
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an ever more superficial culture. Since people can an-
chor themselves in life only by trying to do something
well for its own sake, the triumph of superficiality at
work, in schools, and in politics seems to me fragile.
Perhaps, indeed, revolt against this enfeebled culture

will constitute our next fresh page.
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