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This session is concerned with two central themes:  a) the definition of the concept ‘work’ and b) the
changes over time and space. An a-priori interpretation of both approaches is crucial in a comparative
analysis of the concept of labour. In what follows I will propose an approach which distinguishes
between labour as an inclusive and as an exclusive concept.

The papers presented in this session all point in the same direction: the concepts of work or labour are
‘historical’ concepts, which means that they are influenced by time, place and power. Hence this is the
place par excellence where we have to question our definitions and concepts of work and labour. It is
clear that there is no such thing as a general benchmark, at least not in the historical sense. I argue in
favour of a general, ontological definition. Labour is a process, the expression of all forms of inter-
human exchange, in which the output can be used as an input in new forms of inter-human
transaction. This exchange can be physical as well as mental, exactly as is the case with capital or
production. The basic question we have to ask ourselves is no longer: which forms of labour have
existed in history, but: how were the different aspects of the labour process defined or ignored,
regulated or expelled. This interpretation has an inclusive connotation. It integrates all forms of inter-
human interaction as well as the changes in time and space. This diametrically opposes the concept of
labour as it took form within historical capitalism. Here it gets a pre-eminently exclusive meaning, a
central thought in all the papers presented here.

A comparative analysis of the concepts of work and labour has to be contextualised within a general
matrix of time and place. Central to this matrix is the process of commodification of work and the
changing conception of (productive) labour. As the process of commodification becomes more
intensive, the normative definition of ‘labour’ becomes more strict since labour and non-labour become
sharply distinguished.
The rise of an urban corporative labour organisation in the West-European core regions creates 'a
new spirituality of work'. This is based on a sharp dichotomy between skilled (regulated) and unskilled
(unregulated) work. After the dismantling of the guild system the 'ideal' of  physical independence is
replaced by that of the financial independence. This creates a new criterion of difference. At the same
time the 19th-century model confirms the commodification but also the individualisation of work
(including intellectual work). The transition to a 20th-century model is characterised by a new, much
more formalised codification of the labour concept. Much sharper as before borderlines are drawn
between work (employment) and different forms of non-work, such as schooling, retirement, disability
and unemployment. The concept is collectivised and formalised within the outlines of a regulated state
and a fordist market economy.
More than ever before, work and employment are exclusive concepts. All human categories (youth,
seniors, women, the disabled…) and activities (education, schooling, culture, volunteer labour…) that
are not associated with a full-time, life-time paid job are excluded.

Outside the core regions the process of commodification of labour develops along other lines. Semi-
peripheral regions which are (partially) dependent on export are characterised by a large input of
unfree labour. The main dichotomy is the one between those who have to work 'as a damnation' and
those who can survive of the labour of others. ‘Modernisation' precludes the disappearance of forced
labour and the expansion of a 'classic' free labour market. To what degree this transition succeeds,
depends on the attempts to become a member of the capitalist core regions (difference between USA
and Russia).

In peripheral regions labour relations change very dramatically in the period of colonisation.
Everywhere the 'traditional' institutions lose their regulating impact. This evolution too is backed by a
sharp antipodal concept of labour. The (modern) wage labour is regarded as incompatible with the
(traditional) systems of family labour and master-apprentice relations. The dismantling of old
production relations goes hand in hand with a linguistic suppression. A decisive step is the
individualisation of work, a necessary condition for the (spatial) liberation of labour. The example of
Mali shows us that the local people try to accept the process of disqualification by assimilating the
difference between black and white labour. White labour is associated with 'qualities' (monetarisation,
disciplining, status, terminology) that degrade non-white labour. It is striking that currently this contrast
is being overturned and used to revalidate 'traditional' forms of labour.



Labour as an exclusive concept usually has a particular class, group and/or gender connotation. Some
elements are upgraded by downgrading other productive activities, which are class- or groupbound
(unskilled, traditional) or genderbound (home or women’s labour).
The exclusive definition of labour is an ideological weapon which hierarchizes social groups and
organises society. How this happens, depends upon time (nature of the capitalist organisation, periods
of acceleration) and place (core, periphery or in between). The semantic struggle for defining labour is
one of opposites: skill – unskilled, waged – unwaged, individual – collective, traditional – modern, male
– female, respectable – unrespectable, independent – dependent.

In the second half of the 20th century standardisation peaked. The notions ‘labour’ and ‘working’ have
never been defined in narrower terms. It is clear that contemporary social developments destroy many
of the artificial boundaries between labour and non-labour. The contemporary debates on the
seemingly elusive concept of informal labour symbolise how western science tries to come to terms
with these changes.


