
This course will focus on the role of work and labour in the contemporary world – since labour is, 
on the one hand, basic, decisive for satisfying humans’ most fundamental needs, and on the 
other, subject to significant, contemporary restructurations due to changing forms of production 
and circulation of economic value. Hopefully this will be a welcome subject for students working in 
all parts of the world and in highly different economic, cultural and political contexts. 

Why ought anthropologists and ethnographers to preoccupy themselves with the study of work 
and work regimes? How can we usefully understand and analyze labour forms and labour 
practices? The most central purpose of this course is to invite participants to think through, and 
work on, these wide, relatively open questions. The conceptualization and examination of work 
was crucial for the founders of the nineteenth and twentieth centuries’ social sciences – from 
Marx to Weber to Durkheim. In the 1970s and partly in the 1980s, anthropology saw a strikingly 
strong and influential (often marxist-inspired) interest in the comparative investigation of labour 
processes and labour regimes, but subsequently the interest in work became, in many ways, of 
little importance in the discipline, as other dominant interests emerged and/or overshadowed it. 
Despite this, we see the interest in work and labour as key to the exploration and the analysis of 
the contemporary world. 

Every social system has to mobilize labour – whether by households, lineages, slavery, or wages 
– and organize and channel work to determine who does what, when. Labour offers a window for 
understanding most of human thinking, creativity, action and organization from the most large-
scale in the form of a global political economy to the most small-scale in the shape of the 
individual labourer in a household. Work is what people do and who they are – and it separates 
and connects. Work is embedded in all relationships from kinship and friendship to political 
relationships and relationships between employers and employees. It maintains and crosses 
class divisions and it may connect and divide gender and age categories. 

In brief, the course intends to address a set of inter-locking questions: 

- How can we usefully examine and understand labour practices and labour regimes? Or, how 
can anthropologists help to document and illuminate the diverse ways in which contemporary 
forms of work are being reconfigured? 
- In which ways can an ethnographic focus on labour practices further our understanding of how 
economic and social forces are registered and engaged in working bodies? 
- What is the relationship between particular labour regimes and particular forms of state-making 
(including production or dismantling of welfare)? 
- How may we study and analyze contemporary “work-places”? How and when are relations of 
solidarity, friendship, and moral community enacted in work-places? 
- What is the part played by organized labour or unions? Or by cooperatives? 
- May a revitalized anthropological focus on labour allow us to transcend the classical divisions 
between instrumental/affective; work/leisure; paid/unpaid; formal/informal; salaried/free/voluntary 
—while still retaining key insights produced through earlier studies? 
- What de-stabilizations and accommodations are involved in securing a living under difficult, or 
profoundly precarious, conditions? 
- How can anthropologists think productively about the ways in which informality and precarity – 
“informal” and “precarious” labour forms – are folded into the structures of the formal economy? 
- Is there a difference in how work is “efficient” or “instrumental” within different work regimes; say, 
with regard to ritual work (mourning, sacrifice, prayer etcetera) versus industrial work? 
- What happens when people do not find paid work? Is there, for example, a relationship between 
particular forms of work (or lack of work) and religious or magical imageries and activities, 
consumption patterns, gambling, loan and debt relations, etcetera? 

In sum, we invite the participants to reflect on, and discuss, a broad problematic of lasting and 
great significance to anthropologists—and work especially on one or more of the above outlined 
questions or a closely related question. 



Please note that participants are expected to have read the works on the course’s reading list 
before the course. 
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