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Introduction

THE NEED TO make a living has always set people in motion—oft the
land, into the towns and cities, over the seas. Most have been fleeing op-
pressive forms of work—chattel slavery, serfdom, indenture, guild depen-
dence, patriarchal servitude, routine wage labor—in search of a more free
and humane life. Employers have had little choice but to follow them or
try to restrict their mobility to select population centers in hopes of cap-
turing their labor (Moulier Boutang 1998, 2001). In the modern era, mass
migration to cities and manufacturing zones was and still is a monumental
geographical process, disrupting or reinventing ways of life and fabricat-
ing the vast new urban spaces where one half of the world’s population
currently ekes out a livelihood. Yet these patterns of flight, capture, and
escape have ensured that no destination would remain fixed for too long.

Nor has the restless and voracious spirit of capital delivered much in
the way of stability. Industrial employers in the United States, for example,
began to move from urban to greenfield locations as early as the 1920s,
primarily to escape the threat of concentrated union power (Gordon
1978). Their opportunistic moves helped stimulate the mass suburban-
ization of the 1940s and 1950s (postwar employers did not “follow” the
newly suburbanizing masses, as is often assumed), just as they prefigured
the flight of manufacturers in the mid-1970s to the U.S. South and then,
later, to the global South. As a result, the mass of African Americans (just
to cite one highly visible population) who sought relief from Jim Crow in
northern cities in the 1920s saw their children and grandchildren aban-
doned only fifty years later to joblessness and society’s neglect.

The last three decades of deregulation and privatization have re-
shaped the geography of livelihoods for almost everyone in the industri-
alized world, and for a large slice of the population in developing coun-
tries. On the landscape of work, there is less and less terra firma (Beck
2000; Castel 2002; Bowe, Bowe, and Streeter 2000; Sennett 1998). To-
day’s livelihoods are pursued on economic ground that shifts rapidly un-
derfoot, and many of our old assumptions about how people can make
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a living are outdated pieties. No one, not even those in the traditional
professions, can any longer expect a fixed pattern of employment in the
course of their lifetime, and they are under more and more pressure to
anticipate, and prepare for, a future in which they still will be able to
compete in a changing marketplace. The rise in the percentage of contin-
gent employment, both in low-end service sectors and in high-wage oc-
cupations, has been steady and shows no sign of leveling off. It has been
accompanied by an explosion of atypical work arrangements far removed
from the world of social welfare systems, union contracts, and long-term
tenure with a single employer.

It is no surprise, then, to hear laments for the bygone world of rela-
tively stable “standard employment” in the core industries and service sec-
tors that characterized the Fordist era in industrialized nations (in which
workers were promised incremental wage hikes, expanded benefits, and
job security in return for increased productivity and industrial peace). In
the rosiest remembrances of that world, chronic insecurity was a paren-
thetical experience—either the unavoidable burden of those who relied
on seasonal employment, or the lot of part-time female workers in the sec-
ondary labor market whose waged income was regarded as a supplement
to the male “family wage.” Yet, however sentimentalized, and however un-
equally shared its benefits really were, that was no mythical landscape, and
there are good reasons why the lived experience of it as a lost utopia still
resides within the living memory.

For youth entering the labor market today, stories about those dec-
ades of stable employment are tall tales indulged by the elderly, not unlike
the lore of Great Depression hardship that baby boomers endured from
their parents. In retrospect, the Keynesian era of state-backed securities—
whether in the capitalist democracies, the socialist bloc, or the postcolonial,
developmental states—was a brief interregnum, or, more likely, an armed
truce. It took many decades of struggle to establish that governments and
employers had any responsibilities toward securing the livelihoods of citi-
zens. In most countries, even the most affluent, the concession of elected
governments to provide poor relief, basic welfare, and social security was
a hard-won prospect. Persuading employers to offer benefits, pensions,
and assurances of job security was a more bitter fight by far. The consen-
sus that resulted in the postwar era was a massive accomplishment, but it
was also a tenuous arrangement, a matter of convenience at worst, cloaked
in the thin dress of morality. With the exception of the most solidly built
social democracies in Western Europe, Canada, and the vestigial “lifetime



Introduction 3

employment” corporate culture of Japan, its erosion in recent decades has
been rapid, impeded only by the residual ideologies of equality and the
populations moved to action by such ideologies. In developing countries,
especially authoritarian states where the rule of law can be rewritten with
impunity, the impact has been most visible. In less than a decade, the main-
land Chinese were weaned from the “iron rice bowl,” which guaranteed
cradle-to-grave security of livelihoods, and transformed into the most foot-
loose pool of migrant labor in the world (Solinger 1999; Zhang 2001; Pun
2005; Lin 2006; Yan 2008).

If the Keynesian era of standard employment was a brief exception to
the more general, historically enduring rule of contingency, the more pre-
carious circumstances we find ourselves in today are seldom experienced
as a reversion to some pre-Fordist status quo ante. In most of the indus-
trialized world, the family-based customs and cultural norms that bound
and regulated preindustrial life have been rent asunder and are no longer
strong enough to cushion the rough justice of market conditions. Variants
of so-called Asian capitalism, which rest on a strong, pastoral state and a
Confucian understanding of kinship, have not been able to tame the wild,
antisocial impact of marketization. Perhaps the most visible counterten-
dency lies in cultures that have been reshaped by resurgent Islamist phi-
losophies, many of which are driven by a reactive mentality. Latin Amer-
ica is the only region where, for the time being, the tide of liberalization
is being turned by new social forces that are both secular and democratic.
Yet even when these regional forces act in the name of indigenous popula-
tions, they are attuned to the shifting wavelengths of the global economy
and its fickle map of opportunities and pitfalls. Most nation-states, if their
resources were put to equitable use, have the means to guarantee a basic
income to their populations regardless of the circumstances of their em-
ployment. But they can no longer insulate their people from the transna-
tional traffic of information, iconography, and money. Nor is it so easy to
justify any vision of justice that is not internationalist, as it once was for
advocates of “socialism in one country” As for those who advocate non-
market control over the local provision of livelihoods, they are likely to
be labeled as protectionists, one of the most potent fighting words in the
lexicon of neoliberalism, the all-pervading philosophy of deregulation and
privatization.

What I describe in these pages as the new geography of livelihoods
is, in large part, the outcome of economic liberalization in the last two
decades. NAFTA, European integration, and WTO-driven deregulation
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have engendered a frenetic, global traffic in jobs, capital, goods, services,
and people. The rapid influx of investment into new regional markets
has pushed hundreds of millions of uprooted people into the migrations
streams that now crisscross the world. But though the new global econ-
omy of supply and demand is crafted to cater to investors and specula-
tors, it is not a winner-takes-all game for them. While mass mobility facili-
tates the ready availability of workers, often in straitened circumstances,
the flighty nature of migrant labor is a source of frustration to the state’s
strictures of population management and to capital-owners’ desire to con-
trol labor supply. The evasion tactics adopted by transnational migrants in
their running battle with agents of repressive border policies, unfair labor
regulation, detention camps, and deportation lie on the front lines of neo-
liberal conflict, both a consequence of discipline and a fugitive response
to it (Mezzadra 2001; Bacon 2008).

So, too, the escape of capital to cheaper locations in other parts of the
world is never a clean getaway. Transferring dirty, or dangerous, industrial
operations to less regulated regions is increasingly a corporate liability
when toxic substances taint the brand by showing up back home via the
intercontinental trade in material goods and food produce. The bargaining
power of labor gets relocated, as well, and, sooner or later, asserts itself in
a variety of ways (Silver 2003). The mercurial rise of worker protests in
the world economy’s labor-intensive Chinese centers of accumulation is a
case in point (Lee 2007). The chronic “shortage” of unskilled workers—
migrants in their millions who fail to show up, en masse, in Guangdong’s
sweated factories each year—is further evidence of the unorganized form
that such “refusals of work” can take (Ross 2006a). The more recent re-
sponse on the part of the Chinese government—new labor legislation
(from January 2008) that guarantees the right to sign contracts with no
fixed termination dates for employees after ten years of service—is evi-
dence that regulators can be made accountable if a coalition of advocates
connects effectively with public concern about the march of precarity (in-
termittent employment and radical uncertainty about the future) into ev-
ery stratum of the workforce.

The same dual-sided equation applies to the corporate push for flex-
ibility in labor markets. Capital-owners have won lavish returns from
low-end casualization—subcontracting, outsourcing, and other modes of
flexploitation—and increasingly expect the same in higher-skill sectors of
the economy. As a result, we have seen the steady advance of contingency
into the lower and middle levels of the professional and high-wage service
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industries. In these sectors, managers and consultants have zealously pro-
moted the condition of “free agency” as an existential test of character
for youthful entrants into the workforce (Pink 2001). In return for giving
up the tedium of stable employment in a large, hierarchical organization,
would-be free agents are buzzed by the thrill of proving themselves by
finding out if they have what it takes to prevail in the heady swim of self-
employment. Once they are in this game, some of the players thrive, but
most subsist, neither as employers nor traditional employees, in a limbo
of uncertainty, juggling their options, massaging their contacts, managing
their overcommitted time, and developing coping strategies for handling
the uncertainty of never knowing where their next project, or source of
income, is coming from (Reidl, Schiffbanker, and Eichmann 2006; Eh-
renstein 2006; Vishmidt and Gilligan 2003; McRobbie 2004, 2007; kpD
2005).

But it is also important to remember that the demand for flexibility
originated not on the managerial side, but from the laboring ranks them-
selves as part of the broadly manifested “revolt against work” in the early
1970s (Zerzan 1974; Tronti 1980; Garson 1975). Alienation on the job
arising from boring, repetitive, or otherwise ungratifying tasks produced
widespread discontent in white-collar as well as blue-collar workplaces
(Bell 1956; Terkel 1974). The outcomes were pervasive sabotage, chronic
absenteeism, and wildcat strikes, and they were interpreted by corpo-
rate and government managers as a system-wide protest against the fac-
tory-centered conditions of Fordist industrialization (U.S. Department
of Health 1973). One of the most salient elements of this revolt against
work was a visceral protest against the long-term tedium of organizational
employment. Many workers concluded that the conformist discipline of
this kind of stability had not produced meaningful experiential outcomes,
only classic (Marxist) alienation on the job. “Jobs for life” was not a recipe
for liberation, nor should it be. No less could incremental gratification
through consumer materialism be considered a long-term source of ful-
fillment, even if it were sustainable as a way of life. The programs of flex-
ible work, offered and imposed by corporate managers in the intervening
decades, are not only a response to, but also a perversion of, the original
vision of an existence freed from work-life alienation (Boltanski and Chia-
pello 2006).

So when we posit alternatives today, we cannot speak of security if
it entails a guaranteed slot in a sclerotic organizational hierarchy, where
employee participation is clearly tokenistic, and where the division of
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labor functions as a fixed and formal regime of discipline. The appeal of
self-employment, so pervasive in the high-skill, value-adding sectors of
brain work known as the creative and knowledge industries, has proved
a powerful draw, but it should not be associated or identified exclusively
with the neoliberal ethos of the self-directed entrepreneur. The market
evangelism of neoliberalism has produced so many converts in no small
part because it exploits the credo that individuals have power over their
economic destinies. Yet this belief is not the exclusive property of market
fundamentalists, nor should it be regarded as such. It can be espoused by
individuals in more democratic kinds of work environment—ones that
are just and vibrant but are also protected from market overexposure. Nor
does the appetite for self-direction necessarily lead to selfish neglect for
the welfare of others. Autonomy is not the opposite of solidarity. On the
contrary, solidarity, if it is to be authentic, has to be learned—it cannot be
enforced—and this can only occur when we are free enough to choose it
as an outcome of efforts and ideas that we share with others.

Though they occupy opposite ends of the labor market hierarchy,
workers in low-end services, both formal and informal, and members of
the “creative class,” who are temping in high-end knowledge sectors, ap-
pear to share certain experiential conditions. These include the radical
uncertainty of their futures, the temporary or intermittent nature of their
work contracts, and their isolation from any protective framework of so-
cial insurance. These common conditions have prompted some theoreti-
cal commentators associated with post-operaismo (the Italian school of so-
cialist thought that advocates workers’ autonomy) to envisage the forma-
tion of a multi-class precariat, somehow linked by shared concerns about
the insecurity of all aspects of their lives (Foti 2004; Neilson and Rossiter
2005; Papadopoulos, Stephenson, and Tsianos 2008). The youthful cast
of this formation is often evoked by the slogan of “the precarious gener-
ation,” and the activist networks generated on its behalf are driven by a
spontaneous, though far from dogmatic, belief that the precariat may be
the post-Fordist successor to the proletariat (Raunig 2004, 2007). Even
if this concept is theoretically plausible, does it make sense to imagine
cross-class coalitions of the precarious capable of developing a unity of
consciousness and action on an international scale?

Critics of this concept of the precariat dismiss as naive the assump-
tion that a highly trained aristocracy of labor, intermittently employed in
high-end sectors, will find common cause, simply on the basis of insecu-
rity, with the less skilled casually employed in low-end jobs. Yet we cannot
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afford to reject out of hand any evidence of, or potential for, this kind of
fellow feeling. In some of my own research, for example, in IT and other
technology-driven firms, I found it common for employees to refer to
their workplaces as “high-tech sweatshops,” especially when they are pres-
sured by long hours, deadline speedups, and divisions of labor that reduce
employee autonomy (Ross 2002, 2004). Such throwaway comments are
often simply expressions of the most cynical side of office humor. They
can also imply that sweatshops are somehow appropriate for the unskilled,
but only for that class of worker. Yet I have found that they also contain
real elements of self-recognition and identification with the plight of those
toiling in workplaces customarily associated with sweatshop labor.

Historical instances of this kind of complicated identification abound.
“Wage slavery,” for example, once resonated as a slogan, in the 1840s, for
skilled artisans opposed to factory deskilling and to employers’ efforts to
make them compete with Southern chattel labor. The slogan also played
a role in abolitionist sentiment and action, though it was increasingly
displaced by the explicitly racist shibboleth of “white slavery” (Roediger
1991). However fraught as a catchword for the free labor movement of
the time, the continuity—between plantation and factory conditions—
established by the slogan had a moral power that helped to establish some
measure of cross-class and transracial solidarity. Today, I would argue that
this moral power has been claimed for the “global sweatshop.” Activists
in the anti-sweatshop movement who sought to harness that power have
had a similar kind of impact in building associational sentiment across
lines of race and class. They have pieced together an agile, international
coalition to confront the power of large corporations, and they have had
some success in pushing labor rights on to the table of the reluctant poli-
cymakers who shape global trade agreements (Esbenshade 2004; Bender
and Greenwald 2003; Ross 2004; Bonacich and Appelbaum 2000; Ross,
Robert 2006). The student wing of the movement succeeded in orient-
ing student consciousness toward labor causes, arguably for the first time
since the 1930s, and some of that impetus has carried over into cross-class
campaigns for a living wage for service workers on campus and in campus
towns (Featherstone 2002).

While the anti-sweatshop movement helped revive public sympathy
for the predicament of workers in labor-intensive jobs, it has also revived
a moral language for those in value-added trades who are more and more
inclined to see their own occupational sectors following a similar path, off-
shore and down-market. Now that offshore outsourcing has climbed into
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white-collar sectors and is taking its toll on the whole gamut of profes-
sions, the plight of garment workers, onshore and offshore, can no longer
be viewed as a remote example of job degradation, unlikely to affect the
highly skilled. Creative workers—the talent pool at the heart of Richard
Florida’s formula for New Economy development—are only the latest
to be told that, come what may, there will always be a domestic, onshore
need for their occupational skills, which cannot be replicated elsewhere.
While this may be true of the most irreducibly artisanal, it has not of-
fered all that much protection for creatives in the knowledge industries.
In those sectors, the industrialization of creativity has been proceeding for
some time now, as managers seek out project templates that will impose a
reliable rhythm (and an offshore capability) on the delivery of intangibles
like ideas, concepts, models, formulae, and renderings (Ross 2002).

Though they tend to share the mentality of elites, independently
minded brainworkers are often the easiest to alienate, even radicalize. One
conspicuous example is the case of the academic professional. Once an
impregnable stronghold of occupational security, higher education in the
United States is now awash with contingency; almost two-thirds of its
teaching workforce have been casualized, leaving a minority in the tenure
stream to exercise the academic freedoms that are the signature of the pro-
fession in a society that still regards itself as a leader of the free world. For
the largely younger ranks of adjuncts and graduate teachers, the experi-
ence of deprofessionalization has triggered an embryonic labor movement
that may yet transform the workplace, regardless of whether it can arouse
larger numbers of the securely tenured from their apathy (Krause et al.
2008; Bousquet 2008; Berry 200S; Downs and Manion 2004; Johnson,
Kavanagh, and Mattson 2003; Nelson 1997). The concomitant demysti-
fication of academe and its genteel cult of disinterestedness has cleared
the way for a more accurate assessment of its work life—an advance in
consciousness that will bear more fruit as higher education moves further
along the road of industrial restructuring.

In addition, the erosion of job security and standard employment
arrangements have helped forge a new perspective on the conditions of
those who never enjoyed such advantages in the first place, whether be-
cause of their gender, racial background, or regional location. After all, the
breadwinner of the Fordist family wage breathed a different air from those
employed in the secondary labor markets of the era, and often did so at
the cost of the latter. Employers conceded to workers’ gains in core sec-
tors only because they profited so handsomely from the degraded income
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and status of female pink-collar workers, while the whole system of “stan-
dard employment” rested on the sprawling foundation of unwaged labor
in the home. Justice for one was not justice for all, and the trade union
leadership of that era, notwithstanding its affirmation of an alternative
understanding of how the economy works, can rightly be faulted for its
complicity with this multitiered arrangement. Today, the casualized fea-
tures of this secondary labor market are familiar to more and more of us,
whether in high-wage or discounted occupational sectors. For that reason
alone, such circumstances make it more difficult to ignore the principle of
common justice. But, rather than invoke it to vindicate casualization, that
principle of justice needs to be reinterpreted as a labor-friendly code for
protecting everyone’s right to choose their own balance of freedom and
security in employment. A guaranteed income, or social wage, unattached
to employment, may be the ideal vehicle for delivering such protections,
though building the political will for that goal lies along a long and hard
road.

Today’s labor movement has slowly but surely begun to move beyond
the siege mentality of protecting the hard-won privileges of the core sec-
tors. Recent examples include the efforts to organize immigrants and con-
tingent service workers, the push to internationalize campaigns against
multinational employers, and the flourishing of alternatives to work
site—bound unions for highly mobile workers whose needs are not met
by traditional locals (Fine 2007; Bronfenbrenner 2007; Gordon 200S;
Waldinger et al. 1998). More imaginative efforts are still required to un-
derstand and respond to the needs of employees in the nonunion knowl-
edge industries, especially those who may prefer nonstandard or freelance
employment. Organizers will have to approach precarity as an experiential
norm for people, not as an unlucky, temporary circumstance that can be
remedied simply by acquiring a union card. If the labor movement is to be
a resurgent force on the new landscape of irregular work, then the most
precarious may have to be accorded moral, and ultimately organizational,
leadership within cross-class coalitions.

Last but not least, organized labor has a role to play in helping to build
more sustainable livelihoods—ones that will not be left to waste when
the global economy shifts on its axis, as it is wont to do these days. These
are not simply jobs that will stay put; they are jobs that have to be justi-
fied according to environmentalist criteria. It is altogether hypocritical to
participate—just for the sake of employment—in the wasteful, hazardous,
or worthless forms of production that make our growth-driven consumer
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societies so destructive to land and life. If the long-overdue promise of al-
lying labor with ecology advocates—teamsters and turtles—is to be real-
ized, then “green jobs,” or “jobs for the future” in politicians’ parlance, will
have to be at the center of any economic development strategy (Brecher,
Costello, and Smith 2006). Ultimately, this impulse is what distinguishes
mere job creation from the making of “livelihoods” in the broader sense of
sustaining planetary life.

In this book, which is a far from comprehensive survey, I have selected
case studies of recent tendencies that have not yet been adequately docu-
mented. They involve employees, managers, activists, policymakers, trade
unionists, designers, scholars, and educators in a range of fields and in-
dustries. Each case study argues in its own way for shifting our mental-
ity about the practical meaning of security, flexibility, and autonomy. The
book divides into three sections.

The first section begins with a comparative analysis (in the United
Kingdom, the European Union, and the United States) of creative in-
dustries policymaking, increasingly a favored development strategy for
cities and national economies, both in the developed and developing
world. As managers struggle to retain a competitive edge in the global
economy, they look more and more toward creative workers to generate
value for a city, region, and nation. Once marginal on the landscape of
production, it is artists, designers, and other creatives who are becoming
the new model workers—self-directed, entrepreneurial, accustomed to
precarious, nonstandard employment, and attuned to producing career
hits. All of these features are endemic to a jackpot economy, where in-
tellectual property is the glittering prize for the lucky few. More to the
point, the proven ability of “creative clusters” and mega-events to boost
land value is a key factor in the state’s attention to this sector of cogni-
tive labor. At the same time, there is an understanding both that jobs
in this sector cannot be transferred elsewhere, and that they are models
for work gratification on a genuinely humane basis. Chapter 2 consid-
ers the efforts of developing countries to institute similar policies and
examines the case of China, where many cities incorporated creative in-
dustries policy into their most recent five-year plans. Desperate to prove
that “Created in China” can coexist with, or even supersede, “Made in
China,” PRC legislators have turned to promoting cultural production
in ways that are markedly different from the political orientation of the
Cultural Revolution.
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Intensified rivalry among regions for trade and investment is a promi-
nent feature of the new geography of work, and it is more and more insti-
tutionalized in the competition to host mega-events—none more monu-
mental than the Olympics. The third chapter compares the respective bids
of London and New York for the 2012 Olympics, assessing how different
levels of government interact to promote place-based development strate-
gies in a winner-takes-all environment where public monies can efficiently
be turned over to private hands.

The next section is devoted to environmentally driven propositions
about the conditions of low-end precarious workers—the migrants and
sweatshop employees whom Sabine Hess has called “the ground staff of
globalization” (2005). The first chapter in this section considers what the
anti-sweatshop movement can and should learn from the anti-consumerist
movement, and vice versa. Transnational labor activism has scored some
moderate successes, but in general it has been inattentive to ecological fac-
tors in the life cycle of products, often promoting job retention and job
enrichment at the cost of a systematic vision of sustainable development.
By that same token, anti-consumerists have been oblivious to the liveli-
hood concerns of those employed in the product life cycle. The second
chapter considers the residential needs of highly mobile workers and asks
why architects, while adept at espousing ecologically minded values and
practices, have not been designing for new immigrant populations. There,
I argue that green design, currently executed on a trickle-down principle,
might better be advanced from the bottom-up, employing sustainable self-
build practices that immigrants often carry with them. In centers of sprawl
like the United States, this would be an especially useful form of “knowl-
edge transfer” from the global South.

The last section of the book focuses on the instruments and institu-
tions endemic to the still-emerging mode of production known as knowl-
edge capitalism. The first chapter in the section analyzes the rush to secure
intellectual property rights in knowledge and creative industries that are
key export markets. Analyzing the battle between “public domain” liber-
als and privatizing corporations, the chapter dissects the combination of
interests represented in the antimonopolist coalition, and argues on be-
half of the mass of employees in the copyright-based industries who do
not come close to qualifying for the authorial rights championed by the
coalition.

The second chapter (and last in the book) analyzes the impact of glo-
balization on higher education, and, in particular, the stampede, on the



12 Nice Work If You Can Get It

part of Anglophone universities, to set up programs and campuses oft-
shore, especially in emerging markets for education services (whose over-
all global market is an estimated two trillion dollars). While the obvious
model is the global firm, operating on an international fiscal basis, the
global university will likely take a different shape. Here, I try to predict
the impact of this offshore economy on the teaching profession in general,
and on features of its work life in particular. Though higher education em-
ployment is still regarded as a somewhat anachronistic work environment,
hosting the “last good job in America,” as Stanley Aronowitz has put it
(2001), the reality is quite at odds with the public image. The combina-
tion of work-force casualization—at a rate unequaled in any other pro-
fession—with the emergent expansion of offshore higher education may
prove to be one of the most illustrative examples of the new geography of
work.



Creative Workers and Rent-Seeking
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The Mercurial Career of

Creative Industries Policymaking in

the United Kingdom, the European Union,
and the United States

TRADE DEREGULATION HAS brought down barriers to the move-
ment of capital and jobs, but it has not freed up movement of people in
pursuit of a better livelihood. The upshot is that work is allowed to circu-
late around the globe with impunity, but workers themselves are not—in
fact, many are criminalized if they cross borders (Bacon 2008). The higher
up the skills curve, the less strictly this rule applies, if only because it has
not proven so easy to separate skills from employees. Nonetheless, corpo-
rate strategies loosely known as “knowledge transfer” have been devised
to migrate brainpower from the heads of well-paid employees to a cheaper
labor pool offshore. Increasingly sophisticated work-flow technologies
can now slice up the contents of a job into work tasks, assign them to
different parts of the globe, and reassemble the results into a meaningful
whole. Most recently, trade liberalization, in India and China in particular,
has enabled large amounts of skilled, professional work to be performed
in discount offshore locations. As more and more countries strive to en-
ter the upper reaches of industry and services, the competition to attract
high-tech or knowledge-rich investment has intensified, and so these skill-
intensive sectors are now seen as key to the game of catch-up. In response,
new trade policies are being rolled out in the global North to keep wealthy
nations ahead of the game.

Most readers will be familiar with how this contest is played out in
the technology industries. First Japan, then Korea, Taiwan, Singapore,
and, most recently, China, have all taken their place, whether by invita-
tion or by self-propulsion, in the hierarchy of global production chains for
advanced technology. In the meantime, the United States has strained to
preserve its traditional dominance in innovation and top-end design, in
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large part by manipulating property law, tax codes, patent procedures, ex-
port controls, and immigration regulations. Brainpower is now organized
on an international basis, with engineers and their knowledge circulating
between Silicon Valley and East Asian nodes: Hsinchu, Penang, Singa-
pore, and Shanghai (Saxenian 2006). Managers at each of the Asian lo-
cations have to wheel and deal to leverage technology transfers that will
maintain their position in the chain, while all are trying to steal the fire
from the United States.

Software follows a similar pattern, but its cultural character and easy
replicability feeds into an economy where intellectual property (IP) and
other legal efforts to retain traditional monopoly rents play an ever-grow-
ing role in capital wealth creation. In such an economy, the competition to
capture value mutates more rapidly. During the dot-com years of the late
1990s, the adolescent surge of Internet-based operations appeared to offer
a different model of valuation and innovation from the customary patterns
in the technology industries. Internet-based development was rooted in
content, ideas, and humanistic creativity, as opposed to purely technical
invention. This shift in focus, toward skills that had hitherto been quite
marginal to the productive economy, promised to open up untapped
sources of financial value. For a while, talk about unleashing creativity
was all the rage in managerial circles, giving rise to the folie de grandeur
known as the New Economy.

The hothouse environment of these years proved to be a heady incu-
bator for the fledgling efforts at creative industries (CI) policymaking. The
fiscal windfall promised by the burgeoning new media sector prompted
government and corporate managers to imagine that the traditional and
emergent creative professions could also be brought into the same orbit of
financialization as IT start-ups. The result was a new composite “creative
economy”; and because the self-directed work mentality of artists, design-
ers, writers, and performers was so perfectly adapted to the freelancing
profile favored by advocates of liberalization, this new arrangement occu-
pied a key evolutionary niche on the business landscape. Cultural work
was nominated as the new face of neoliberal entrepreneurship, and its
practitioners were cited as the hit-making models for the IP jackpot econ-
omy. Arguably more important, the visible presence of creative lifestyles in
select city neighborhoods, now designated as cultural districts, helped to
boost property value in these precincts and adjacent others in accord with
well-documented, and by now formulaic, cycles of gentrification (Smith
1996; Ley 1996).
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After the dot-com boom faded, and as offshore outsourcing began to
take its toll on technology jobs, the creative sector held out the promise that
its skill-intensive jobs would not be transferred elsewhere. Unlike high-end
manufacturing industries, which require expensive technical infrastruc-
tures and customarily lavish tax incentives, creative occupations do not
entail costly institutional supports and they can endow a city or a region
with a kind of unique distinction that helps attract investment. The combi-
nation of low levels of public investment with the potential for high-reward
outcomes was guaranteed to win the attention of managers on the lookout
for a turnaround strategy for their faltering urban or regional economies.
Accustomed to seeing corporate investors come and go, they seized on this
rare opportunity to capitalize on a place-based formula for redevelopment.
Governments, both local and national, were quick to provide support with
policies aimed at stimulating the entrepreneurial energies of activities now
loosely grouped under the rubric of “creative industries” (CI). Under the
new policies, which were adopted or emulated in countries around the
world, urban and regional hubs would be groomed as centers for unleash-
ing the latent creativity of individuals and communities, and the image of
the nation would be irradiated with the wonder stuff of innovation.

It was far from clear whether these policies could support a produc-
tive economy with an engine of sustainable jobs at its core. Much of the
evidence so far suggests that the primary impact is on rising land value
and rent accumulations, which are parasitic side effects, to say the least,
rather than transmissions of the ideas originated by creative workers (Har-
vey 2001). For those who want to see sustainable job creation, the rise
of CI policymaking presents a conundrum. The guiding consensus is that
culture-based enterprise can be promoted as a driver of economic devel-
opment for cities, regions, and nations that want to catch up, or else be left
out of the knowledge society. At the very least, then, the policy spotlight
ought to present some new, long-term opportunities for creative workers
accustomed to eking a makeshift living out of art, expression, design, or
performance. So far, however, the kind of development embraced by poli-
cymakers seems guaranteed merely to elevate this traditionally unstable
work profile into an inspirational model for youth looking to make an ad-
venture out of their entry into the contingent labor force. If the creative
industries become the ones to follow, all kinds of jobs, in short, may well
look more and more like musicians’ gigs: nice work if you can get it.

The relevant shift in CI nomenclature—from the rusting coinage of
“cultural industries” to the newly minted “creative industries”—is usually
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credited to the United Kingdom’s incoming pro-business New Labour
administration of 1997. Prime Minister Tony Blair’s zealous modern-
izers renamed the Department of National Heritage as the Department
of Culture, Media, and Sport (DCMS), and promoted, as its policy bai-
liwick, an entrepreneurial model of self-organized innovation in the arts
and knowledge sectors of the economy. In this chapter, I will summarize
how this policy paradigm has fared in the years since the establishment of
the DCMS. Focusing on its career in the United Kingdom, Continental
Europe, and the United States, I will describe some of the reasons for its
enthusiastic reception, assess its model of job creation from a qualitative
standpoint, and analyze the politicized reaction to its implementation.
Not surprisingly for a policy-intensive paradigm, statistics generated
about CI have been legion. By contrast, there has been precious little at-
tention to the quality of work life with which creative livelihoods are asso-
ciated. Job gratification, for creatives, has always come at a heavy sacrificial
cost—longer hours in pursuit of the satisfying finish, price discounts in
return for aesthetic recognition, self-exploitation in response to the gift of
autonomy, and dispensability in exchange for flexibility. Yet there is nary
a shred of attention to these downsides in the statements and reports of
CI policymakers, save a passing concern that the “instrumentalizing” of
culture might bring undue harm to the nobility of aesthetics, as evinced
by Tessa Jowell, Blair’s second DCMS minister (2004). No doubt, it is
commonly assumed that creative jobs, by their nature, are not deficient in
gratification. If anything, their packaging of mental challenges and sensu-
ous self-immersion is associated with a surfeit of pleasure and satisfaction.
Proponents of this line of thinking may well concede that the life of cre-
atives, in the past, has often been one of misery, frustration, and depriva-
tion, but the given wisdom is that those pitfalls were primarily the result
of economic neglect and social marginalization. In a milieu where creativ-
ity is celebrated on all sides, such drawbacks, it is assumed, will evaporate.
Yet the ethnographic evidence on knowledge and CI workplaces
shows that sacrificial labor, market overexposure, and self-exploitation
are still chronic on-the-job characteristics (Ross 2002; Gill 2002, 2007;
Reidl, Schiftbanker, and Eichmann 2006; Huws 2003; Ehrenstein 2006;
Perrons 2003). If policymakers were to undertake official surveys of the
quality of work life, they would find the old formula for creative work very
much alive and well in its newly marketized environm