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Jiirgen Kocka

I.

I start with some remarks on Begrffigeschichte, the history of the concept and

problems of definition. This is the subfield with the best and most elaborate
literature: although it is very much restricted to Europe, especially'Western
Europe, and the \7est.a

There have been many, and there still are some, cultures and languages that
do not have anything like a general concept ofwork. In addition, cultures and

languages differ with respect to which human activities they lump together under
a label like 'work' in order to distinguish them from other activities. This makes

comparison interesting and translation difficult.
It is, for example, reported that the Yir-Yoront, native inhabitants of

Australia, use the same word for work and play, while the Dogons in Mali seem

to have the same word for agriculture and religious dancing, without needing a
general concept of work.5 The Greeks of the Classical period would not have seen

much sense in categorizing the manual work of slaves in the fields, the inferior
work of women in the house, the production of texts by a writer and the activities
of a politician under one and the same concept. They used different words for
these different activities; they did not have a general concept of work.6 In the
Middle Ages the semantic situation was complex and changing, but there was a

tendenry to limit the meaning of labor, Arbeit, trauail and'labour' to physical

work. Still, in Zedlert Uniuersallexikon, a mayor German encyclopaedi a of 1732,

the entry on Arbeit does not give a general definition of the word, but its author
is satisfied with the enumeration of different activities (including, however,

manual work and the work of artists, as well as the travels of Paulus and the
'schwere Amts- und Erliisungsarbeit Christi', i.e., the duties of clerics).7

One should not be surprised to see that a general concept of work- in the

sense of a purposeful application of physical and mental forces in order to fulfil
needs (or something like this) - emerged only slowly and sometimes not at all.
For such a concept becomes possible and meaningful only if and when different
activities appear sufficiently similar or related under certain viewpoints while they
are sufficiently separable from other activities as well. There were and are many
constellations in which such a differentiation of activities and such a need for
semantic construction did not and do not exist.

One can turn this around and ask for typical constellations in European
history which invited contemporaries to think and speak about work in general,

i.e., discursive situations that contributed to the construction ofa general concept
ofwork. On the one hand, it was the context of Christian piety and theology that
offered opportunities and incentives to reflect and form opinions about work in
relation to industry or idleness. This occurred already in late antiquiry in the

monastic movements and theological reasoning of medieval time, and particularly
in the Reformation when, for example, Luther wrote about work in general, seeing

it as a kind of worship and equalizing all kinds of work and activities relative to
their recognition by God. On the other hand, there were governments, first in the
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Jiirgen Kocka

of penance or punis ent for human sinfulness ('In the swear of thy face',
Genesis 3: 17-19).

In the European towns of the Medieval and early modern periods,
economically based on craft and trade, craftsmen and merchanrs, guilds and
corporations, qualifiedwork gained new relevance, respectabiliry and recognition.
Here, work status and citizenship were intrinsically intertwined and mutually
reinforcing. This stood in sharp contrast to what had been the case in the ancient
polis. tVork was now central to the emerging culture of the urban bourgeoisie,
and this in turn helped to upgrade the social status of work, at leasr of some types
of work. And it was in the writings of the Enlightenment and the emerging
discipline of Political Economy in the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries that
a nearly emphatic upgrading of work took place: work as the major source of
wealth, as well as a core element of civiliry, very much in a bourgeois spirit,
frequently with an anti-aristocratic thrust, often supported by religious self-
assuredness and a progressive mood. Hundreds of quotes could be given. Thke as

an example Immanuel Kant, who devalued leisure and praised work - in the
broad sense of the word - as a central element of life. 'Je mehr wir beschlftigt
sind, je mehr fiihlen wir, dass wir leben und desto mehr sind wir uns unseres
Lebens bewusst. In der Mul3e ftihlen wir nicht allein, dass uns das Leben so

vorbeistreicht, sondern wir fuhlen auch sogar eine Leblosigkeit.'11
It would be necessary to add many differentiations, exceptions, even counter-

evidence. For instance: in all the emphatic upgrading of work, sensibiliry for
ambivalence did not disappear altogether. Thke the entry for trauail in Diderott
Enryclopidie, written by Diderot himself and published in a volume of 1765. He
defined work (trauail'1as 'occupation journaliEre ) laquelle l'homme est condamnd
par son besoin, et ) laquelle il doit, en m6me remps, sa sanrd, sa subsistance, sa

sdrdnitd, son bon sens et sa vertu peut-Ctre'. In addition, many of those intellectuals
who celebrated the economic centrality and civilizing power of work also knew
that, to quote Adam Smith, mosr labour meant toil and trouble', and that most
people, if they had the choice, would prefer idleness. It also should be said that
writers like Adam Ferguson differentiated pointedly berween different rypes of
work: some uplifting, some degrading. And what about regional differences
between Protestant and Catholic Europe, berween \7est, South and East?12

Still, the main trend is clear. By 1800 the originally close connection berween
work on the one hand and struggle, hardship and toil on the other had been
loosened, and the fundamentally creative and formative dimension of work had
been emphasized, giving work an unprecedented centraliry as to wealth, civiliry
and human identiry. \7as this upgrading of work within the discourses of
intellectuals paralleled by a corresponding change in the values and attitudes,
mentalities and habits of the common people?
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slaughtered. The butchers' trade would be taken care of by foreigners who had
had to leave their home countries. They would be protected by law, but not
accepted as citizens. 'None of us will have to do this bloody and cruel job.'15

Another century later: early socialists like Saint-Simon, Fourier and \Teitling
dreamt of shortening the work hours and were ready ro pay for it with
compulsory work service, at least temporarily. A senate was supposed to decide,
instead of the market. W'age work, wage labour, was to be abandoned. And there
was a new utopian element in their writings: lifeJong careers in one and the same

specialization were to be overcome. By changing the workplace every two hours,
everybody would be able to pursue several occupations, several professions, several
jobs side by side. Remember the young Karl Marx who in the 1840s dreamt of
hunting in the morning, fishing at noon, breeding cattle in the evening, also

criticizing the food: without, as he wrote, ever becoming a hunter, a fisherman, a

herdsman or a critic ( wie ich gerade Lust habe').16

Later on, socialists were in favour of planning and efficient organization of
work, as well sceptical vis-i-vis wage work, the market and idleness. They were
always for shorter hours and for work regulation. Both Edward Bellamyt
bestseller Loohing Bacbtaard: 2000 to 1887 andAugust Bebelt Die Frau und dtr
Sozialismus anticipated the liberation of women and servants from household
work, thanks to public laundries and communal kitchens, electrification and
technical progress.lT

So we have addressed the future of work in utopias of the past. Utopian
constructions can be read as critical comments on the time in which they were
formulated.rs It is sufficiently clear what they opposed and what their authors saw
as particularly unsatisfactory and unbearable in the world that they knew. It was,
first of all, and without exception, the hardship of manual work, labourt toil and
trouble, which was to be overcome: through the shortening of work hours,
monkeys and the liberating effects of modern technology. Second, already in the
eighteenth century the unequal distribution of work and its rerurns was ro be
overcome in the future. Moreover, those authors did not regard wage labour as a

source offreedom but as an irritation to be replaced by organization, even ar the
price of limited compulsion. Finally, it was the monorony of specialized work that
they wished to remedy by permanent alternarion, so that work could better serve
the purpose of human self-realization. One does not find this before very late in
the eighteenth century.

Of course, this is only indirect evidence. No doubt, different rypes of work
offered very different degrees of satisfaction. There was always joy in some work
as well.le But those utopias were widely read. They must have hit a chord. In
order to be good utopians, the authors had to be realistic observers. I believe they
were. Their views are supported by other evidence we have, for example, by the
many comments and evaluations collected in the Oxford. Booh ofWorh.Its editor,
Keith Thomas, quotes a seventeenth-century writer: 'If it was agreeable to do
anything called work, it was not really so but pleasure ...It is incident to rhe rrue
nature of work not to delight in it.' And Thomas conrinues: 'Much of this
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expressions of life. Now, the separate 'work place' emerged. tWork now got its
own space and its own time. \Work and its products became more
measurable. The distinction berween work in this sense and non-work
(including other activities) became clearer, easier ro experience and a topic of
discussion. It was against the background of this differentiation berween
work ar-rd non-work that the lack of work became an identifiable
phenomenon, a topic, a problem. It was not before the 1880s that the
concepts oF Arbeitslosigkeir, 'ur-remployment' and chimage appeared in the
dictionaries and the social discourses, and soon in legislation.2a

3. Work had always been gender-specific to some degree. The division of
work had always been gendered. Now, the connection between gender
and work changed as a consequence of the increasir.rg separation of
workplace and the family/household. In the world of work, male-fbmale
inequaliry became more pronounced than in previous centuries.25

4. There had always been differences, tensions and conflicrs between those
who held differenr positions ir-r the social sysrem of work: berweer.r lords
and peasanrs, masters and men or women, owners and labourers,
employers ar.rd employees, and the many hybrids in berween. Now, sir.rce

market-related work became to some extent less embedded, more
distinguishable and located in a sphere per se, such diff-erences could play
themselves out Fully. Class became a major dimension of collective self-
identification, class conflicr one of the major topics of the century.26

5. For centuries, work had been regulated, one way or anorher, by
authorities of diflerent kinds. For a while, the breakthrough of a market
economy and of iegal liberalization reduced the public regulation of
.,vork, particularly in the second rhird and third quarter of the ninereenth
century. ]n the last rwo decades of the nir-reteenth cenrury a new process
of legal and administrative regularior.r gained momenrum, rrow dealing
with a subject matter to some degree separable from orher acrivities and
expressions of Iife. Consequenrly, legal and administrative regulation of
work led to a specialized legal sphere and a specialized arm of government
whose impact, in return, reinforced the existence of work as a separate
sphere under specific rules and regularions.

These . ere the f'lve most imporranr srrucrural changes related to work in the
century of tl're industrial revolution. Correspondingly, something changed in the
Ianguage of work. The concept of work became narrowet got closer ro'labour',
gradually narrowed down to mean work for a living and fbr an earning, work and
work-products to be sold some way or another, marker-relared work, in German:
Ertuerbsarbeir. \7ork for wages and salaries was jusr one form of it, although soon
the most numerous one, obviously. But Erwerbsarbeit also included the work of
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