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Can waged work under capitalism be meaningful? How does this 

meaningfulness express itself in the politics of working life? More fun-

damentally, how should work be socially and economically valued, 

rewarded, organised and regulated to become more meaningful? Knut 

Laaser and Jan Ch. Karlsson address these questions and provide a novel 

theory of meaningful work that is deeply ingrained in Critical Social 

Science approaches. The authors conceptualise work on a continuum 

between meaningful and meaningless that rests on objective and subjec-

tive dimensions of autonomy, dignity and recognition, all pushed and 

pulled by the multilayered control and power dynamics of waged work. 

They challenge the tendency to promote unpolitical concepts in the schol-

arship of meaningful work. The explanatory power of the meaningful 

work framework is illustrated by the analysis of empirical case studies on 

Norwegian industry operators, British bank employees, Indian security 

guards, German university academics and Swedish cabin crew members.
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ix

Why another book on meaningful work? As sociologists of work we 

are baffled that the discipline has so far shied away from conceptu-

ally and analytically engaging with debates about meaningful work 

that take place in other disciplines, most prominently psychology 

and philosophy, as well as in interdisciplinary discussions, primarily 

within organisational and managerial discourses. One could argue 

that sociology has contributed to understandings of meaningful work 

by debating and developing concepts such as job quality, good work, 

job satisfaction or decent work, and yet these are not the same. Useful 

as they are, they are focusing on very particular aspects of work and 

employment such as job conditions, employment conditions, the 

nature of job tasks and their complexity, availability for learning 

and skill development and so on. Indeed, sociology has been heavily 

engaged in discourses about good and bad jobs (Kalleberg, 2011), job 

quality (Warhurst and Knox, 2022), mapping good work (Williams 

et al., 2020), job satisfaction (Berglund and Esser, 2020) and simi-

lar concepts. These concepts and the debates they have informed 

have been useful for making policy recommendations for improving 

working conditions, identifying precarious employment conditions, 

promoting the importance of workers’ voice and strengthening skill 

formation systems. Yet concepts such as job satisfaction have been 

criticised for resulting in a rather one-dimensional understanding of 

work and the meaning it provides to workers. For example, many 

surveys about job satisfaction mix intrinsic and extrinsic factors but 

lack robust definitions of them. The so-called Skills and Employment 

Survey is a case in point. Exploring the work orientation for over 

twenty-five years, the survey collects data from workers about a wide 

range of work characteristics. Here, the most important dimension of 

good work for more than 20,000 respondents is a rather vague one: 

‘Like doing it’. Without doubt this survey and similar ones provide 

invaluable data about the experience of work. They pave the way for 
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timely policy interventions and inform further working life research. 

But the under-theorisation of items coupled with the combination of 

intrinsic with extrinsic factors muddy the water. We are left wonder-

ing what it is that workers like doing. The tasks? The people they 

are doing it with? The people they are doing it for? The reputation 

that comes with it? The belonging to a workplace in general and the 

comfort routines in particular can offer? A combination of some or 

all of these aspects?

So, a crucial question that emerges from the lack of sociological 

theory and empirical studies on meaningful work is: why is there such 

an absence? We think that sociologists have so far avoided concep-

tualising and researching meaningful work because it does not seem 

to fit the critical agenda many sociologists have when it comes to 

waged work. Indeed, as we will illustrate in Chapter 5, the majority 

of social theory and empirical research on work portray it negatively. 

Here work is seen as a burden and necessity that suppresses autonomy 

and freedom, violates dignity and fosters inequality. In fact, sociolo-

gists have been rather eager to engage in opposite discourses such as 

about the end of work as wage labour, about the meaninglessness 

of modern work and about the importance of refusing work, rather 

than contemplating the meaningfulness of work. As we consider our-

selves to be critical social scientists as well, we are sympathetic to these 

approaches and consider wage labour as contested and in many ways 

problematic. And yet we think it is important to reclaim the field of 

meaningful work and develop a critical vocabulary and, essentially, 

a framework for exploring under which conditions waged work is 

nevertheless meaningful and how this meaningfulness expresses itself. 

Our ambition with the meaningful work framework that we present in 

this book is to provide a framework for capturing the complex nature 

of contemporary waged work as well as its experience. In doing so, 

our ambition is to provide a critical social theory that offers, in Axel 

Honneth’s (2010:225) words, a vocabulary for those who ‘not only 

fear losing their jobs but also the quality of their jobs’.
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