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Abstract
A World Beyond Work? collects together a series of essays in one volume, which critically appraise the new wave of post-work and postcapitalist thought that has emerged since the middle of the of the last decade. Ana C. Dinerstein and Frederick H. Pitts (2021) argue that the ‘Post-Work Prospectus’ focuses too heavily on the abolition of concrete labour, leaving its abstract social forms – and with them the social relations of capitalist society – unthought and unmoved. Though this fetishism of concrete labour forms the body of their critique, Dinerstein and Pitts (2021) reproduce this fetishism in their own political recommendations, offering a Marxist-humanist thesis of counter-alienation located in their own celebration of the ‘social’ characteristics of concrete labour.
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The interventions collected together in Ana Dinerstein’s and Frederick Pitts’ (2021) A World Beyond Work? represent a timely and much-needed critique of the post-work imaginary that has emerged within contemporary social scientific discourse (Bastani, 2019; Mason, 2015; Srnicek & Williams, 2015). The charge that they make across these interventions is that the ‘Post-Work Prospectus’ and its portfolio of tactics for a transition into a post-work society – automation and the universal basic income (UBI) its two most prominent – neither adequately understand nor break with capitalist social relations and therefore offer an inadequate vision of a future beyond capitalism. To remedy this, Dinerstein and Pitts (2021) forward an approach grounded in open Marxism and value-form theory as a way of bringing capitalist social relations to the fore in the critique of work under capitalism and in order to offer a different route for the imagination of alternative social futures.
	The theoretical motor of the book is the identification of the contradiction between ‘concrete’ and ‘abstract’ labour, interpreted from the definition offered by Marx (2013) in part one of the first volume of Capital. Concrete labour is codified by the authors in terms of ‘work’, which they describe as ‘in general the labouring that people do in society’ (Dinerstein & Pitts, 2021, p.53). This general form of human work is juxtaposed with abstract labour, which they describe as ‘the reproduction of human life as labour power and its mediation through real economic, political, legal, social abstractions’ (Dinerstein & Pitts, 2021, p.59-60), visible in particular social forms such as value, money and the state. The authors here build on an approach grounded in open Marxism, which insists on the importance of the ‘social form’ as the vehicle in which the mobility of class antagonism can be observed (Bonefield et al., 1992). The central argument made throughout the book is that the recommendations contained within the Post-Work Prospectus focus too heavily on the abolition of concrete labour (work) as opposed to its abstract social forms in capitalist society. In other words, these recommendations focus on the abolition of work whilst leaving value, money and the state unthought and intact. As Dinerstein and Pitts (2021, p.139) write, ‘work as such is not the central social relationship that defines capitalism, but rather the value relation’ and therefore ‘any attempt to define a post-capitalist society based on a set of transitional political prescriptions that address only work and stop short of addressing this aspect will obstruct rather than facilitate the development of an alternative.’
	Mobilising this distinction is a useful theoretical lever by which Dinerstein and Pitts (2021) demonstrate the ways in which important social relations are mystified in the recommendations offered by the Post-Work Prospectus. This is evident, for example, in chapters two and three which focus on the demand for the full automation of production. The ‘automation discourse’ (Benanav, 2020) has concentrated its attention too heavily on work under capitalism in its concrete form alone: a misreading reflected in historical fears of ‘technological unemployment’ but also in celebrations of the liberating effect of further automation. Dinerstein and Pitts (2021, p.37) argue that when labour is viewed in its abstract form – a view which brings the wider social relations necessary for its maintenance into view – what is evident is that automation has not had the historical effect of diminishing work but merely changing its form: ‘What little gains in productivity capital has gleaned have been achieved largely on the back of intensified or flexibilised labour regimes rather than technical investment.’ In this way, ‘technology has actually added to the volume of work whilst eroding its quality – a situation that the automation discourse distracts from by focusing on quantity of jobs over quality’ (Dinerstein & Pitts, 2021, p.40-41). For the authors, this throws into question the ‘crisis of value’ on which the advocacy of automation is predicated, as the Post-Work Prospectus is shown to attach value to the concrete expenditure of labour (as per Ricardo) as opposed to observing the valorisation of abstract labour in the value-form (as per Marx).
	The failure to distinguish between concrete and abstract labour also forms the basis of Dinerstein’s and Pitts’ (2021) critique of the UBI in chapters four, five and six. They argue that the proponents of the UBI endorse this policy as recompense for the expenditure of all concrete labour, paid or unpaid, within a given society. According to Dinerstein and Pitts (2021, p.84), this reinforces and reproduces a productivist work ethic by tying the receipt of money to the completion of concrete labour as if it were the value-producing form of labour: ‘This creates hierarchies of who deserves what, and fundamentally misunderstands what wealth is in a capitalist society.’ As well as the reproduction of productivism, this lack of understanding of abstract labour as a social form reinforces a blind-spot within the Post-Work Prospectus towards the other forms that abstract labour takes within capitalist society, namely money and the state. Proponents of the UBI ignore both money and the state as social forms, instead treating them as neutral tools in the delivery of compensation for the completion of concrete labour. The most worrying outcome of this blind-spot for Dinerstein and Pitts (2021) is the advocation of a political programme that is complementary of authoritarianism, citing the entertainment of UBI-style policies by Narendra Modi in India as an example. Without an adequate knowledge of the state and money as social forms, the UBI could reproduce ‘an imaginary of the people, the nation and the state that can be easily repurposed by political programmes quite contrary to those apparently espoused by the post-capitalist left’ (Dinerstein & Pitts, 2021, p.111).
	A fetishism of concrete labour and a failure to adequately consider its abstract forms characterises at each stage the failing of the Post-Work Prospectus. The proponents of this prospectus rely on an economistic ideology, filling the concept of concrete labour with social powers it does not possess (namely the ability to create value). Despite this, in the offering of a political alternative, Dinerstein and Pitts (2021) tend towards a fetishism of concrete labour themselves, substituting the economism of the Post-Work prospectus with a humanism, on which their own political recommendations are advanced. The tendency of value-form theory within the Marxist tradition to reproduce theoretical humanisms of this kind has been considered before (Rancière, 2015; Rattansi, 1982; Resnick & Wolff, 1987). What is evident in the account presented by Dinnerstein and Pitts (2021) is an interpretation of the process of social abstraction as an anthropological rather than social process, culminating in ‘a subject which is separated from itself, whose predicates pass into an alien entity’ (Rancière, 2015, p.159-160) and against which any future political intervention must be specifically targeted.
In describing concrete labour, Dinerstein and Pitts (2021, p.53) provide a humanistic definition of the term: ‘The world is a product of work. Our societies would not exist without work. Work is what makes us human and what makes us social’ (emphasis added). Note here that concrete labour is not simply imbued with the general quality of labour in society but is filled with a specific set of values: as the activity which both ‘makes us human’ and ‘makes us social.’ In this instance and with these phrases, Dinerstein and Pitts (2021) designate within concrete labour a ‘supernatural creative power’ (Marx, 2010, p.81) of their own, a quality responsible not simply for the material creation of the social world but for the creation of human subjects themselves and for the social bonds that tie them together. Abstract labour represents an alienated form of this concrete relationship between humans and nature observed in the act of labour, an alienation that ‘stems from something intrinsic to the human condition and cannot be easily wished away’ (Dinerstein & Pitts, 2021, p.55). This alienation of the human condition – or of something intrinsic to it, at least – provides the basis for the authors’ interpretation of the social form, arguing that this alienation ‘is later expressed in the account of social and monetary abstraction under capitalism and the historically-specific forms of mediation that serve to bridge the gap between subject and object characteristic of the human relationship with nature’ (Dinerstein & Pitts, 2021, p.55). Therefore, what was first presented as theory of social abstraction, is here elaborated as one of social alienation.
	The humanism implicit in this theoretical manoeuvre finds itself reproduced in the alternative politics offered in chapters seven and eight of the book. Bringing together the work of Ernst Bloch (1986), Kathi Weeks (2011) and what they call ‘the social reproduction standpoint’ (Dinerstein & Pitts, 2021, p.125), the authors call for a utopian project predicated on the concrete reproduction of ‘life’ rather than the abstract reproduction of value: ‘The principle of “life” at the heart of this approach may include productive activity but, importantly, is not reducible to it. This principle invites a wealth of possibilities for the use of one’s time as desired’ (p.81-82).  However, this thesis simply reproduces a Marxist-humanist politics of negating the alienated abstract form of work under capitalism in favour of an embrace of its more concrete form (a form which the authors have already charged with a humanistic life-affirming quality). To exemplify what this politics looks like in practice, the authors draw on research conducted in Argentina (Dinerstein 2010, 2013, 2015), among a group of workers within the Unemployed Workers Organisation called the ‘Piqueteros.’ The grassroots struggle of the Piqueteros is considered as an alternative to the Post-Work Prospectus insofar as they ‘did not demand only job creation, security and inclusion via a job or via the UBI: they struggled for dignified work’ (Dinerstein & Pitts, 2021, p.157). According to the authors, by levelling a demand for greater dignity at work, the Piqueteros initiated ‘a struggle over the form within which the subjectivity of labour is mediated, which asserts itself as a struggle over the diverse array of social mediations including the state and other institutions, the law, policy [and] money’ (Dinerstein & Pitts, 2021, p.162-163).
	In the offer of this alternative politics based on the principle of ‘life’ rather than the abolition of work, Dinerstein and Pitts (2021) reproduce the same theoretical problematic that they originally identify in the Post-Work Prospectus: namely the fetishism of concrete labour and the attachment to it of social powers that it does not possess. By establishing concrete labour as the activity that both ‘makes us human’ and ‘makes us social’, concrete labour can be advanced as the potential site for a politics that can counter its abstraction and alienation in the social form, which would mean ‘a move towards the abolition of capitalist work, but not necessarily of “work” itself’ (Dinerstein & Pitts, 2021, p.160). This amounts to a contradiction in their work: whilst Dinerstein and Pitts (2021, p.115) insist that work cannot be separated from the social relations and social forms in which it is valorised, their political recommendations appear to rest on a humanist interpretation of concrete labour that does exactly this, existing primarily in co-operation between human beings, as ‘products of human thought and practice,’ autonomous of capitalist social relations. What is evident here is a vacillation in Dinerstein’s and Pitts’ (2021) definition of class struggle. In the critique of the Post-Work Prospectus, class struggle is interpreted as the social antagonism found at the base of specific social forms; but in the advocacy of their own politics, class struggle takes on a humanist dimension, as the relations between individuals in their struggle for dignified work. Whilst the former might find its origins in Marx, the latter is certainly foreign to his mature works (Althusser, 1996) and is in danger of echoing the bourgeois political economy from which Dinerstein and Pitts (2021) accuse the Post-work Prospectus of drawing its own misreadings.
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