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Wageless Future 

In his piece Wageless Life, Denning addresses the analytic restrictions inherent to the 

contemporary rhetoric surrounding employment, wherein those who are employed as wage labourers 

contrast with the unemployed and those who exist on the fringes in the ‘informal’ sector. Denning 

recognizes the weakness of this framework, suggesting there is a continuum between these extremes of 

labour participation that exists across the globe (Denning 2010:95). 

 Denning develops his stance by identifying changing labour conditions, and their attendant 

discourse, throughout history (Denning 2010:80). He is correct to do so, but anchors his contemporary 

analysis too strictly in what he calls the 3rd world, without considering the pace of change in developed 

nations. Stable, full-time employment, be it waged or salary, is becoming less common, especially 

among the young. Services such as Uber are bringing more people into the ‘informal’ economy, where 

working hours and rates of pay are subject to constant fluctuations. These workers do not fit Marx’s 

conception of the ‘not-busy’, nor would they be considered gainfully employed in traditional discourse 

(Denning 2010:82). In fact, they become closer to what Breman has termed “wage hunters-and-

gatherers” (Denning 2010:93). 

 Improved technology not only offers more opportunities for fluid, contract labour; it may well 

prove a monumental disruptive force. Labour is becoming increasingly automated, and indeed, 

capitalism demands such efficiencies. The resultant loss of opportunities upsets the duality of freedom: 

workers are not free to sell their labour when there are no willing buyers, yet they remain free of the 

means of production (Denning 2010:97). These shifts will have profound impacts on the labour force, 

especially those who are already members of the ‘reserve army’. 

 For these and other reasons, the 19th century notion of employment demands a reimagining, 

away from wage labour as the normalized, legitimate means of labour participation, from which all 

other approaches are aberrant. Denning’s work, and that of others like him, goes some way towards 

making this claim. The discourse is abstract, but the consequences very real. 
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