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Traditional wage labor has experienced a significant decline in industrialized
countries over the past few decades. The spread of temporary work, the
proliferation of subcontracting arrangements, the use of artificial intelligence
(AI), the shipment of manufacturing jobs overseas, and the employment of
foreign contract workers are among the key factors driving this decline. The
result is a rise of labor insecurity and fragmentation among increasingly
diverse forms of flexible labor arrangements. This book examines this import-
ant transformation by considering the impact of foreign contract labor on
temporary migrant workers in their places of employment and home commu-
nities. It assesses work as a source of value in capitalist, reproductive,
domestic, and cultural economics, and argues for a new, work-centric field
of economics. Rich in examples, it is a sophisticated anthropological appre-
ciation of the many forms that work can take and what these forms mean for
the creation of value in people’s lives.
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Preface

While in graduate school, I taught in a women’s prison and a men’s prison;
assisted professors in anthropology, sociology, political science, and a food
institute with their work; cooked during the breakfast shift at the Old College
Inn; and cared for my two daughters when my wife Nancy needed to work on
hand-sewn dolls, wreaths, stuffed animals, and other crafts she sold in artisans’
markets. To this — our livelihood constellation — my wife and I added student
loans that I invested instead of spent, whatever subsidies came from living in
graduate student housing, close attention to our budget, and, eventually,
research grants for my doctoral dissertation work. This was neither the first
nor the last time in my life I had multiple sources of income, but it was
probably the first where Nancy and I were able to combine work that would
result in enhancing our family’s future and work that classified as low-wage,
temporary, and precarious.

Upon graduating, my university job wasn’t sufficient to support a family of
four. My wife still had to make her crafts, wait tables in restaurants, tend bar,
and spend her days researching schools and recreational programs and sustain-
ing the social networks it took to raise two children. The tips she earned from
waiting tables and tending bar were critical to making ends meet. Shortly after
we were settled, I started consulting, taking odd jobs in what was not yet called
the gig economy, conducting research for various government agencies, evalu-
ating AmeriCorps programs around the United States, providing technical
assistance for the Corporation for National and Community Service, and
earning small infusions of cash by writing, publishing, reviewing, investing,
and public speaking. For a time, travel reimbursements were nearly as critical
to our cash flow as Nancy’s tips. Over time, we came to combine between nine
and eleven sources of income, not one of which was sufficient to lift us into the
middle class but all of which gave us a comfortable lifestyle within an ever-
expanding, but still closely watched, budget.

This book argues that combining multiple sources of income into livelihood
constellations is becoming a critical part of the human economy — an economy

X1

© in this web service Cambridge University Press & Assessment www.cambridge.org



www.cambridge.org/9781009100281
www.cambridge.org

Cambridge University Press & Assessment
978-1-009-10028-1 — The Cultural Value of Work
David Griffith

Frontmatter

More Information
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marked by precarity, insecurity, widening income gaps, and other depressing
developments that have made developing livelihood constellations a central
part of planetary life. Not everyone does it for the same reasons that Nancy and
I have, but I don’t doubt that many of our motivations are the same for many of
the world’s peoples: seeing to the health and well-being of our children,
hedging against precarity, saving for emergencies, and surviving in increas-
ingly insecure times. Nancy and I have been fortunate. Unlike most of the
people I profile in this book, we have had plenty of good luck. That good luck
began with our parents. In the random way that fate is assigned, we both
happened to be born into families and social contexts that were already tilted
toward privilege. We were white and middle class in the US Midwest, edu-
cated in Iowa’s schools — institutions responsible for creating, at the time, the
highest literacy rate in the nation — and our families and networks were such
that they neither burdened us with requests for assistance nor would have
refused our assistance had our luck changed for the worse. At the same time,
many of the people who helped us through our youth were racist, fascist, and
intolerant; they were physicians, orthodontists, lawyers, businesspeople, and
insurance agents. They never would have considered themselves racists or
fascists, but, in hindsight, it’s clear that they were. It’s amazing that Nancy and
I escaped much of that, rebelling against the foolishness that surrounded us
even as we succumbed to some of it to find lovers and spouses acceptable to
our families, stay out of jail, establish credit, land employment, and accumu-
late more than most people deserve.

Again, this is unlike most of the people I profile in this book. They too may
have been subjected to racism, fascism, and intolerance, but from a different
direction and with different consequences. Instead of helping maintain what-
ever privilege they were born into and acquired, racism, fascism, and intoler-
ance have been directed at them, preventing them from upward social mobility
and undermining their well-being. Paul Farmer calls this “structural violence”
and David Graeber “spiritual violence,” but in most cases, it looked less like
violence than the daily despair that grinds people down into pulp for the labor
market. Guestworkers often become extreme cases of this, having to work long
hours in foreign settings without their families, subjected to high rents and
wage theft, idled for days at a time, yet willing to tolerate these conditions for
the higher wages they can earn in the countries in which they work on
temporary contracts. The sacrifices they make for their families are heavy
and intense. In spite of the challenges they face — violence, racism, national-
ism, anti-immigration, wage theft, harassment, and so on — they often survive
and even flourish, freeing their children from manual labor through invest-
ments and education, building nicer homes, and adding more satisfying

© in this web service Cambridge University Press & Assessment www.cambridge.org



www.cambridge.org/9781009100281
www.cambridge.org

Cambridge University Press & Assessment
978-1-009-10028-1 — The Cultural Value of Work
David Griffith

Frontmatter

More Information

Preface Xiii

lifestyles to their livelihood constellations. These are alternatives to the social
relations of an economic formation we call capitalism. They have been with us
for centuries, and they continue to be developed and thrive, yet many who
study economics ignore them. They are more likely to provide well-being than
despair and less likely than wage labor to be based on deception, violence, and
theft. They will become models, I hope, for the future of the human economy.
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