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ABSTRACT
Work is often said to be hard to define. A precise working definition may nevertheless be valuable for analytical purposes, such as discussing justice in the distribution of work or the future of work. This paper takes a conceptual engineering approach to the concept of ‘work’. It examines the most common features of definitions of work in the contemporary philosophy of work: pay, negation of leisure, effort, social contribution, necessity/instrumentality and production of a benefit/external good. Of these, it argues that the latter two can be refined into two equally suitable, co-extensive working definitions: Work is activity that is instrumental and intermediary to satisfy needs and wants, and Work is activity that produces a benefit (or intermediary product to a benefit) external to the worker(s) doing the activity. These are useful working definitions by virtue of coming close to a core of ordinary language ‘work’, being easily adaptable for various purposes, and for tracking a central feature of the human condition of particular importance for the philosophy of work.
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Introduction
Work is often said to be hard to define (e.g. Cholbi, 2018, p. 1121, 2022, para. 1; Clark, 2017, p. 62; Elster, 1986, p. 110; Furendal et al., 2024, p. 184; Govier, 1975, p. 135; Michaelson, 2021, p. 415; Muirhead, 2004, p. 4; Tyssedal, 2023b, p. 534, 2022, p. 15; Veltman, 2016, pp. 22–24). At the same time, philosophers writing on work often emphasise the importance of the question ‘What is work?’. Appiah (2021, pp. 1, 9–10) identifies this as one of the three main issues for the philosophy of work, whereas Furendal, Brouwer and van der Deijl (2024, p. 185) suggest that transformations of work caused by automation and AI make it plausible that ‘conceptual questions around what constitutes work will become more and more important in the coming years’. This emphasis on what may seem a mere conceptual question is justified, for the concepts we use shape the theories we develop. The concept of ‘work’ is instructive in this regard: as feminist critiques have shown (e.g. Dalla Costa & James, 1975; Federici, 1975; Cox & Federici, 2012; Friedan, 1977), the common identification of ‘work’ with paid labour has often rendered unpaid work, including the unpaid, reproductive work done by women in the household, invisible, at least as ‘work’.
This paper therefore aims to make progress on the conceptual question: ‘What is work?’. To do so, it takes a conceptual engineering approach, an approach that has not yet been applied to the concept of ‘work’ specifically (at least not explicitly). This is an approach that aims at assessing, revising and improving concepts to make them more suitable for the uses we have for them. This paper focuses on developing a working definition of ‘work’ suitable in particular for discussing questions of distributive justice for work and questions about the future of work. However, by virtue of being thoroughly analysed and easily adaptable, the resulting definitions may also be useful for other purposes. The paper ultimately argues for two working definitions of work that are intensionally different but extensionally overlapping: Work is activity that is instrumental and intermediary to satisfy needs and wants, and Work is activity that produces a benefit (or intermediary product to a benefit) external to the worker(s) doing the activity. It also argues for the virtues of these definitions: they come close to the core of the everyday language concept ‘work’, are easy to amend for various purposes, and track a feature of the human condition of particular interest for the philosophy of work.
The conceptual analysis is conducted as follows. Section 1 introduces and explains the choice of conceptual engineering as methodological framework. The actual conceptual engineering then takes place in the following three sections. I begin in Section 2 with what I find to be the most common elements in descriptions and definitions of work in the contemporary philosophy of work, namely, pay, negation of leisure, effort or exertion, social contribution, necessary/instrumental to satisfy needs and wants, and production of an external product/benefit. Of these, I reject the first four, whereas Section 3 refines the two latter, which turn out to be co-extensive, into definitions of work – hence, the two definitions above. Section 4 then presents the positive arguments for why these are valuable as working definitions of ‘work’.
1 Methodological framework: conceptual engineering
This paper will approach the task of providing a definition of ‘work’ as a project of conceptual engineering. Conceptual engineering is a general term for projects that seek to critically assess and improve the way concepts are used (Cappelen, 2018, p. 3). The most well-known examples of such projects are perhaps Haslanger’s ameliorative analysis and Carnap’s explication (Cappelen, 2018, pp. 11–14; Carnap, 1950, Chapter 1; Haslanger, 2012, Chapters 7, 13, 14). What characterises conceptual engineering projects in general is a revisionary approach to concepts, animated by the idea that we can examine our concepts and revise the way we use them, and that this may enable us to talk and deliberate in better ways about the issues that concern us.
The concept of ‘work’ can be and has been analysed within other frameworks that each have something to contribute. For example, a descriptive conceptual analysis describes how a concept is currently being used, whereas a genealogical analysis (which Appiah, 2021, p. 1 has recently recommended) is useful for tracing the historical development of the concept, and the significance of the various meanings and connotations that have been associated with it at different times. What the conceptual engineering approach offers is a framework for analysing and deliberately revising a concept in order to make it useful for talking and deliberating in better ways about specific issues that concern us now. This makes it a framework for fitting concepts to the uses we have for them. It is worth noting the difference from a descriptive analysis in particular: a revisionary, conceptual engineering analysis is guided by deliberations about how a concept can be most useful, and while the relation to everyday usage is of course one such concern, everyday use and linguistic intuitions are not hard constraints if reasons can be given for accepting a concept that deviates from them.
As conceptual engineering aims at providing a concept that is useful for certain purposes, it is necessary to say at least something about what purposes and concerns guide this specific conceptual engineering project. As several theorists have emphasised, we should use different concepts of ‘work’ for different purposes (Furendal et al., 2024, pp. 184–185; Rose, 2024, pp. 3–4). For example, analyses of actual labour markets may be able to rely on a fairly simple definition of work as ‘paid activity’. This paper, however, aims at developing a concept of work suitable for more theoretical or philosophical purposes, focusing on two such concerns in particular. The first is to theorise about justice in the distribution of work. I focus on this question because it is one of the arguably main concerns that have animated discussions of work since Plato, including socialist and feminist scholarship on work. Second, the concept should be useful for theorising about the future of work, including the possibility of a ‘post-work’ future. I emphasise this concern because it is arguably one of the main concerns that the social and political philosophy of work should address at this point in time (on this, see also e.g. Celentano et al., 2024; Deranty, 2022; Santoni de Sio, 2024). 
The emphasis on relevance to discussions of a ‘post-work’ future also implies that the resulting concept should not be tied to any specific mode of production – it is not intended as a concept for discussing e.g. ‘work under capitalism’ in particular. On the contrary, the concept must be useful for discussing work as an activity that has existed in various forms under previous modes of production and which may transform again, or perhaps even disappear, as the term ‘post-work’ suggests. Whether work will disappear in the future to some extent also depends on what we mean by ‘work’, and this demonstrates the importance of thinking about this carefully.
The form of the concept I aim for is that of a classical concept defined in terms of necessary and sufficient conditions. To foreshadow what will follow, one (perhaps unsurprising) result of the analysis is that a classical definition of how the term ‘work’ is used in everyday language is not possible.[endnoteRef:1] The definitions that result are therefore revisionary in significant ways. Authors who have aimed at providing descriptive analyses or definitions of ‘work’ have often preferred to define the term as a matter of family resemblance (e.g. Geuss, 2021, Chapter 1; Veltman, 2016, pp. 22–26; Muirhead, 2004, pp. 4–6), and the analysis here thus suggests that for that purpose, they have been right to do so. The advantage of aiming for a concept in the classical form is that it provides clearer criteria than family resemblance. This may be particularly useful for discussing the persistence of work in different forms under different modes of production, as well as its potential disappearance.[endnoteRef:2] [1:  The result is perhaps unsuprising because on a leading theory of word meanings, prototype theory, the meaning of natural language terms functions by resemblance to protoypes, rather than conformity to necessary and sufficient conditions (see e.g. Ramsey, 1992).]  [2:  I am not suggesting that family resemblance cannot account for such persistence, only that necessary and sufficient conditions do so with more clarity and ease.] 

Finally, while ‘conceptual engineering’ may be fairly novel as a term and explicit approach to concepts in general and the concept of ‘work in particular’, the kind of projects it labels and describes have, arguably, always been around (cp. Cappelen, 2018, Chapter 2), and arguably also for the concept of ‘work’. One illustrative and noteworthy example may be the feminist campaign for ‘wages for housework’. Silvia Federici writes: 
[T]o demand wages for housework does not mean to say that if we are paid we will continue to do it. It means precisely the opposite. To say that we want money for housework is the first step towards refusing to do it, because the demand for a wage makes our work visible, which is the most indispensable condition to begin to struggle against it (Federici, 1975, p. 5).
According to Federici, as I read her here, the point of demanding ‘wages for housework’ was thus not really to get a wage for doing housework, but to change the concept of ‘work’ such that housework would be an obvious and salient referent within its extension.[endnoteRef:3] This is conceptual engineering of ‘work’, i.e. an attempt to change the word, for theoretical and in this case also explicitly political purposes.[endnoteRef:4] [3:  On wages for housework, see also Dalla Costa and James (1975); Cox and Federici (2012); Weeks (2011, pp. 120–136); and Cockburn (2018, pp. 83–86).]  [4:  I. e. the kind of conceptual engineering project of which Haslanger (2012) is an advocate.] 

With these methodogical remarks in place, it is time to start this conceptual engineering analysis.
2 Examination of typical characteristics in definitions of ‘work’
This section examines what I take to be the most typical characteristics used to define ‘work’ in the contemporary philosophy of work. These are:[endnoteRef:5] [5:  The list thus reflects my judgement about which characteristics are typically considered central to defining work in the contemporary literature. It should be noted that the source material spans from more elaborate descriptions (Geuss, 2021, Chapter 1; e.g. Muirhead, 2004, pp. 4–6), some of which are explicitly not intended as a definition (Geuss, 2021, p. 8), to briefer definitions given in passing.] 


(1) Pay
(2) Negation of leisure
(3) Effort or exertion
(4) Social contribution
(5) Necessary or instrumental to satisfy needs or wants
(6) Production of an external product or a benefit.

In this section, I focus mainly on mapping the limitations of each of these as necessary or sufficient conditions on ‘work’, especially with regard to thinking about distributive justice or the future of work. The upshot is that I reject all the frequently used conditions (1)-(4). I also find there to be limitations to (5) and (6), but that these are less decisive, and select these for refinement in subsequent sections. 
(1) Work as paid activity
For some purposes, such as studying work in the labour market, simply defining ‘work’ as ‘paid activity’ may be useful. However, when theorising about work in general, this is too simple. As noted above, feminist scholars have been particularly instrumental in pointing out that many activities that we should consider work are unpaid, like much housework and care work, and as is also the case for volunteer work and forms of community service. These are part of the social division of labour and should therefore be covered by our concept of ‘work’. Moreover, a society is arguably not really ‘post-work’ if people spend significant amounts of time on housework. This means that pay cannot be a necessary condition in a working definition of work. Contemporary theorists often note the centrality of pay for what typically is or has been thought of as work, but also recognise the reality of unpaid work (Budd, 2011, p. 1; Geuss, 2021, p. 8; Muirhead, 2004, p. 4).
It is arguably less clear whether pay should be considered sufficient for something to be classified as ‘work’.[endnoteRef:6] It is hard to think of a familiar case of someone being paid in the sense of receiving money in exchange for carrying out an activity where this activity is not work – perhaps in part because this would be a strange way for anyone to use their money. However, I think we should nevertheless resist treating pay as a sufficient condition for something to be work. First, this would make it a conceptual impossibility to receive money for an activity that is not work. Thus, even activities that we think of as contrasting with work, such as resting or play, would then be classified as work the moment someone received money for doing so.[endnoteRef:7] Second, I suggest that when we are concerned with justice in the distribution of work or whether work will disappear in the future, we are not interested in whether paid activities will still exist, or how whatever is done for pay is distributed. Thus, the interesting feature(s) in virtue of which we think of work as ‘work’ in these contexts must be something other than pay. Therefore, I suggest that we should also not treat pay as a sufficient condition on ‘work’. [6:  I thank an anonymous Reviewer for pushing me on this.]  [7:  Professional sports is a borderline case that I return to below.] 

(2) Work as the negation of leisure
Some definitions and discussions of work explicitly include the fact that work contrasts with leisure (Cholbi, 2022, Section 1; Geuss, 2021, p. 7; Veltman, 2016, p. 24). One source of this view may be Marx’s contrast between ‘the realm of necessity’ or ‘the sphere of material production’, on the one hand; and on the other, ‘the realm of freedom’ or ‘that development of human energy which is an end in itself’ (Marx, 1998, p. 807). Another may be the fact that a standard approach in economics simply divides time into work and non-work, or leisure (Becker, 1965, see esp. p. 13; Rose, 2024, p. 3; Voss, 1967, pp. 91, 96–97).
This division of time into two in this way may be useful for some purposes, but a purely negative definition of leisure as non-work cannot be used to say anything informative about what work is. To assess the usefulness of defining ‘work’ as a negation of leisure we therefore have to take a substantive definition of leisure as our point of departure. ‘Leisure’ is, unsurprisingly, another concept that may be hard to define (Sager, 2013, p. 5), but here I propose understanding ‘leisure’ such that one is engaged in leisure when engaged in an activity or state that is freely chosen for its own value or goodness for the person engaging in it (cp. Rose, 2024, pp. 4–5; Sager, 2013, pp. 5–6).
If leisure is defined in this way, there can be activities that are both work and leisure. There are activities that fit most or all of the other conditions on the list, and therefore, should plausibly be counted as work (on more or less any definition), but that at least some people seem to enjoy so much that they freely choose to do them for their own goodness, regardless of whether they are also instrumental to satisfying a need or want, produce a benefit, are paid, make a social contribution, and so on. The view that at least some work is so enjoyable that it may be done for its own sake is fairly common (Arneson, 2016, Section 1; e.g. Muirhead, 2004, p. 5; Tyssedal, 2023a, pp. 185–187; Van Parijs, 1995, p. 137), and so is the view that some activities may be both work and leisure at the same time (Cholbi, 2018, Section 1; Rose, 2024, p. 3; Sager, 2013, p. 6). Thus, the contrast to leisure should not be used as a necessary condition on what we classify as ‘work’. 
Could it be used as a sufficient condition? This would imply that anything that is not leisure is work. Below, I will argue that we have good reasons to maintain a distinct category of what I call ‘self-care activities’, such as eating and sleeping, which are not work, but are also not leisure (see also Goodin et al., 2008; Rose, 2016, 2024, p. 5). The view that there is a class of activities or time use that is best described neither as work, nor as leisure, such as resting, is again fairly common (Sager, 2013, pp. 5–6; Voss, 1967, pp. 101–102). If one accepts this, we should not adopt a working definition on which every activity is classified as either leisure or work.
(3) Work as requiring effort or exertion
It is very common to include effort, exertion or the expenditure of energy in definitions and descriptions of work (Arneson, 2016, Section 1; Budd, 2011, p. 2; Furendal et al., 2024, p. 184; Geuss, 2021, p. 5; Marshall, 2013, p. 54; Muirhead, 2004, p. 4; Veltman, 2016, pp. 24–25). While it is true that work often requires effort and energy, I think it is a mistake to infer from this that effort or exertion should be included as a necessary or sufficient condition in a definition of work. Expenditure of effort or energy is always a matter of degree, just staying alive requires at least some energy, and any activity that one performs actively requires a minimum amount of effort. An effort condition therefore has to concern expenditure of effort or energy above a certain threshold. However, wherever one sets the threshold, there will be some activities that presumably should not be classified as work above the threshold, and some activities we want to classify as work below it. Many people like to spend their free time on leisure activities that may require more energy than their work, such as sports, hiking, excursions, or creative pursuits, which, just like work, leave us tired and needing rest. Therefore, even a high energy/effort threshold cannot be used as a sufficient condition for classifying activities as work. On the other hand, some activities that probably should be classified as work require very minimal effort or energy beyond that required just to remain alive in the timespan in question. Think of working in the reception area of a museum on a day with very few visitors. Therefore, even a very low energy/effort threshold cannot be used as a necessary condition for including activities in a concept of work. The activity on which we spend around half of our waking hours or more most days naturally consumes a large part of the energy we spend on those days, but this would typically be true whether or not that activity was work.
(4) Work as social contribution
It is quite common to take making a social contribution to the good of others to be central to, or even defining of, work (Althorpe, 2022, pp. 11–12; Althorpe & Finneron-Burns, 2024, p. 332; Gomberg, 2018, p. 514; Muirhead, 2004, p. 4; Veltman, 2016, pp. 24–25). By ‘social contribution’, I here mean that one contributes to the good of others by contributing to satisfying their needs or wants. It is probably true that most of the work people do in contemporary society contributes to the good of others, either as part of society’s organised division of labour or in the division of labour in the household. Moreover, even if some work does not make a net social contribution, either because its negative effects on the worker exceed the benefits it gives to others, or because of negative externalities, it typically nevertheless makes at least some social contribution in the sense of contributing at least some benefit to someone.[endnoteRef:8] [8:  I read the social contribution condition as being about ‘making a social contribution’, not ‘a net social contribution’, because the latter reading would arguably make the condition more implausible, as it could easily exclude e.g. very burdensome work from falling under the concept of ‘work’. I proceed on the assumption that we want a concept of work that includes burdensome work, e.g. for discussing questions of its distribution, and moreover, that we want a concept that allows us to criticise this as ‘work that is burdensome’, not a concept that excludes burdensome work from being seen as work in the first place (on burdensome work, see also Kandiyali, 2023). ] 

However, a first reason to be sceptical of using social contribution in a working definition of work is that it results in classifying the same activity sometimes as work and sometimes not as work, depending on whether it makes a social contribution to the good of others, or is done just for one’s own benefit. This leads to classifications that seem arbitrary and unhelpful. For example, it seems strange to say that the labour Robinson does to sustain his own life is not work, even though it becomes work once it can also benefit his companion. In the same way, it seems strange to say that housework in a family is work, but the housework in a single-person household is not, because the contribution of the latter is enjoyed only by the doer and is thus not a social contribution. If housework is important for the philosophy of work, then arguably, this is also the case for the housework done in single-person households.
Could social contribution still be a sufficient condition? It may seem hard to come up with typical instances of making a social contribution that we would be reluctant to classify as work; although it is possible to find some perhaps less obvious examples, such as the contribution to the good of others that my personal hygiene makes, or the social contribution made by everyday smiles and friendliness to others. Thus, taking social contribution as a sufficient condition would make the concept of ‘work’ extremely inclusive, and over-inclusive relative to everyday language of ‘work’ in at least this way.
A mere mismatch of this kind is naturally not a decisive counterargument to a revisionary conceptual analysis. Moreover, below I argue for definitions of ‘work’ that are over-inclusive in precisely the way described here. However, these definitions also turn out to also make social contribution superfluous as a defining condition, as we will see below. Therefore, once the analysis is complete, social contribution will turn out to be redundant as a potential sufficient condition in the working definition of ‘work’.
(5) Work as necessary or instrumental to satisfy needs and wants
In definitions and descriptions of work, it is common to find one of the two closely related ideas that work is activity that is necessary (Geuss, 2021, pp. 5, 15–21; Muirhead, 2004, pp. 4–6) or instrumental to satisfy needs and wants (Arneson, 2016, Section 1; Budd, 2011, p. 2; Geuss, 2021, p. 25; Marshall, 2013, p. 54; Muirhead, 2004, p. 6; Tyssedal, 2023a, p. 179). The classical reference for the former view is arguably again Marx’s discussion of work as belonging to ‘the realm of necessity’ (Marx, 1998, p. 807). Here, Marx describes work as necessary to maintain and reproduce life and to satisfy further wants. Thus, Marx seems to be using ‘necessary’ in a broader sense, which also covers ‘instrumental, but not strictly necessary’. As what is ‘necessary’ is also ‘instrumental’, we may simplify (5) as follows:

(5’) Work is instrumental to satisfy needs and wants.[endnoteRef:9] [9:  I will use ‘needs and wants’ in conjunction as there will be no need to distinguish between the two for our purposes.] 


As a definition of work, (5’) is under-inclusive in some ways and over-inclusive in others relative to what tends to be called ‘work’ in everyday language. As a necessary condition, it is under-inclusive in the following way. David Graeber (2018) identifies a category of jobs that he calls ‘bullshit jobs’, which typically ‘make no discernible difference in the world’ (Graeber, 2018, p. 2) and, hence, do not satisfy any need or want. However, I think people tend to talk and think of all paid jobs as work, including ‘bullshit jobs’ of this kind. 
On the other hand, as a sufficient condition, (5’) is over-inclusive relative to ordinary language ‘work’ in two notable ways. First, it covers even the most trivial activities that satisfy a need or want, such as making a cup of tea for myself, turning on the television, or smiling at someone who appreciates it. Thus, it is even more over-inclusive than (4), which includes trivial social contributions, but not trivial satisfaction of own needs and wants. Such trivial activities are not generally considered work. Second, (5’) may seem to include self-care activities such as eating, resting and sleeping, which are instrumental and, indeed, necessary to satisfy needs and wants.
Despite these significant deviations from ordinary language, below I will argue that with (5’), we are on a promising track towards identifying a concern close to the core of the ordinary language concept of work, and of particular interest to the philosophy of work. I will argue that the ways in which (5’) is over- and under-inclusive can either be fixed or are actually an advantage for a working definition of ‘work’. 
Because (4), social contribution, as I interpreted this above, amounts to satisfying the needs and wants of others, and is thus a subset of satisfying needs and wants, this also means that we can leave (4) out of the resulting definition of ‘work’. Activities covered by (4) are also covered by (5’). But before I continue to develop this definition, I will examine the final, remaining characteristic.
(6) Work as production of an external product or a benefit
One of the most common characteristics in definitions and descriptions of work is that work is production. Sometimes, this is specified as production of an external product (Geuss, 2021, p. 5; Veltman, 2016, p. 25), while at other times, the form of the produced benefit is left open (Elster, 1986, pp. 110–111; Furendal et al., 2024, p. 184; Marshall, 2013, pp. 54–56; Muirhead, 2004, p. 4; Van Parijs, 1995, pp. 137–138). The latter seems more appropriate, since much work, such as much service work, care work and housework, often produces a benefit without creating an external product. Moreover, the external product condition can typically be subsumed under the benefit condition, as external products produced by work typically benefit someone. Hence, we should simplify (6) as follows:

(6’) Work is production of a benefit.

By ‘benefit’, I understand something that is good or useful for someone by satisfying some need or want they have. Thus, a benefit in this context is simply the satisfaction of a person’s need or want, and an activity can produce a benefit without necessarily being net beneficial – it can satisfy a person’s need or want while being net harmful overall, e.g. because of negative externalities or burdens on the worker.[endnoteRef:10]  [10:  The most plausible reading of this condition is as being about ‘producing a benefit’, rather than ‘a net benefit’, for the same reason as condition 4 should be read as being about a ‘social contribution’, not a ‘net contribution’, see note 8.] 

The definition still needs some adapting, since sometimes production processes are split up such that one or more stages produce a product that is not itself a benefit to anyone, but an intermediary product to producing such a benefit. Intermediary production stages arguably belong as naturally to any concept of ‘work’ as the final stage of production. Hence, production of ‘intermediary products to the production of benefits’ should be included alongside the production of benefits (cp. Elster, 1986, p. 111).
If we understand ‘production of a benefit’ in this way, it means that (6’) will be coextensive with (5’). What produces a(n) (intermediary product to a) benefit to someone is then instrumental in satisfying a need or want, and vice versa. As expected, (6’) is therefore over- and under-inclusive in the same ways as (5’). It excludes ‘bullshit jobs’, which produce no benefit to anyone, while it includes both trivial activities that produce benefits, such as making a cup of tea or smiling at others, and self-care activities, such as eating and sleeping, which create or produce a benefit for the person who eats or sleeps.

This concludes my discussion of how ‘work’ is often defined in contemporary philosophy of work. I rejected four of the conditions often used and revised the last two. The revisions proposed thus far are mere clarifications and simplifications of these conditions. In the two next sections, I will argue that we can further revise (5’) and (6’) into what I will argue are useful working definitions of ‘work’.
3 Towards definitions: revising (5’) and (6’)
We have seen that (5’) and (6’) deviate from ordinary language ‘work’ in three ways. They are under-inclusive by excluding ‘bullshit jobs’ and over-inclusive by including trivial activities and self-care activities such as eating and sleeping. The next section will argue that the first two of these deviations are unproblematic, or even an advantage.
However, I think this is not the case for the third of these. Recent literature on free time emphasises how not all time outside work should be thought of as equally free (Goodin et al., 2008; Rose, 2014, 2016). For example, we are not free to choose whether or not to engage in at least some self-care activities such as eating, resting and sleeping, unlike the way we are free to choose what to do in at least part of our non-working time. 
While I agree that time spent on self-care is therefore not aptly described as ‘free’, or as ‘leisure’, I believe we have good reason to maintain a conceptual distinction between work and self-care activities. Many self-care activities are activities that we typically think of as contrasting with work, such as resting. Indeed, the need for self-care activities such as resting or recovering from illness is often precisely what prevents us from working (in the everyday language sense). Therefore, including these in the definition of work would be extremely revisionary. Moreover, self-care activities will probably never go away for as long as humans are humans, and thus, a concept of work that covers self-care would be unhelpful for discussing the possibility of a ‘post-work’ society. Finally, I will argue below that the distinction between work and self-care reveals something interesting about the place of work in the human condition. But first, I must argue that (5’) and (6’) can be revised to re-establish a sufficiently clear distinction between work and self-care, beginning with (5’).[endnoteRef:11]  [11:  Note that excluding self-care from work naturally does not prevent us from asking questions about distributive justice that have to do with self-care (see e.g. Rose, 2016 on justice, self-care and free time), and that may interact with distributive justice for work, just as we ask such questions about income (which is also distinct from work). ] 


To find out what we have to do to re-establish the distinction from self-care, I propose comparing self-care to the two kinds of work that it may otherwise resemble the most: care work and work for own benefit.[endnoteRef:12] Self-care is like care work in that it satisfies a need or want, but self-care activities such as eating and sleeping satisfy a need or want in and for the person who does the eating and sleeping, whereas care work satisfies a need or want of someone other than the worker doing the care work. Self-care is like work for own benefit in that it satisfies a need or want of the doer, but in self-care activities such as eating and sleeping, the need or want is satisfied in and through the self-care activity; whereas for work for own benefit, such as building oneself a house or growing one’s own food, needs and wants are satisfied as a subsequent consequence of the work, rather than in the work activity itself. One has to work first in order to satisfy one’s needs and wants thereafter.  [12:  This paragaph and the three following draw on a discussion in Tyssedal (2022, pp. 16–17).] 

Hence, I propose that the feature that distinguishes between an aspect central to work, including care work and work for own benefit, on the one hand, and self-care, on the other, is the following. Work typically satisfies a need or a want, but is at least ‘one step’ removed from the actual satisfaction of those needs and wants, either because they are satisfied later or because they are the needs and wants of someone other than the worker.[endnoteRef:13] This is the case for production for the benefit of others; for production for own benefit, where the products created are used to satisfy needs or wants of the worker in a later act of consumption; and for service work and care work, which typically satisfy a need or want of others, often while the work is being done and often such that the benefit is constituted by the work itself. To summarise, we can say that: [13:  Note the difference between joint work and joint leisure, i.e. several people realising an activity that is intrinsically good for the whole group, such that each is creating a benefit external to themselves, but not external to the group engaged in joint leisure. ] 


(5’’) Work is instrumental and intermediary to satisfy needs and wants.

‘Intermediary’ is here meant to express the observation that while work satisfies needs and wants, it is ‘one step removed’ from that satisfaction. What is characteristic of work is that it is typically an intermediary step to needs and wants being satisfied, rather than the satisfaction itself.
Self-care activities such as eating and sleeping, on the other hand, satisfy a need or want of the person eating or sleeping while the person eats and sleeps – they directly satisfy a need or want of the doer. The need or want may typically stay satisfied for some time after the self-care activity in question, such as when one is awake, clean and not hungry for a while after having slept, washed and eaten. However, the satisfaction accrues to the person who engages in these activities as she engages in them. 
The distinction between work and self-care is still not entirely sharp, and probably neither can nor should be. Work often also satisfies the needs and wants of the worker while she is working, such as needs or wants for self-realisation, recognition, community, contributing, and so on (cf. e.g. Gheaus & Herzog, 2016). The point is that work is typically work by virtue of being instrumental and intermediary to satisfying some need or want, regardless of whether it also satisfies a need or want of the worker while she is working. Self-care activities, on the other hand, which directly satisfy a need or want of the doer, may thereby also be intermediary and instrumental to satisfying other needs or wants. For example, my showering and resting may also satisfy the needs and wants of my surroundings for interacting with someone who is clean and happy. There may even be cases that fit both categories more or less perfectly, such as a professional athlete’s training. However, I believe there is no point in aiming for a definition with no overlap or vagueness. Such a definition would even be problematic if activities that we may want to describe as both work and self-care exist. What we need to have a useful distinction that is clear enough to classify some activities as (mainly, or more like) work and others as (mainly, or more like) self-care. (5’’) can do this by classifying those instrumental activities for which it is salient that they are instrumental in a way that is intermediary, as work. Hence, using (5’’), we get the following working definition of ‘work’:

D1: Work is activity that is instrumental and intermediary to satisfy needs and wants.

One aspect to note about this definition is that it implies that if one tries and fails to satisfy needs or wants, one tries and fails to work. For many purposes (such as counting working hours), one may prefer a definition on which one would instead be working, but failing to satisfy needs or wants. This is not a problem, as D1 can easily be amended to accommodate this by inserting ‘... that aims to be instrumental...’or ‘…is geared to…’ (cp. Van Parijs, 1995, p. 137). It is a strength of a working definition of the kind I am developing here that it is easy to modify it for different purposes in this way.
D1 is still under- and over-inclusive in the two other ways in which (5’) is so, and I return to this in the next section. First, let us briefly see how (6’) can be revised along the same lines into a definition of work coextensive with D1.
We again begin by looking at how the production of a benefit in care work and work for own benefit differs from how self-care creates a benefit. I suggest that the difference is that the former two produce a benefit that is external to the worker(s) doing the work, either because it is a benefit directly enjoyed by someone else (as is often the case in care work and service work), or because it is in the form of an external product that the worker, or someone else, can enjoy at a later time. Self-care activities such as eating and sleeping produce a benefit that is not external to a person who eats or sleeps, but that is rather a benefit to the eater or sleeper. Hence, we can say that:

(6’’) Work is production of a benefit (or intermediary product to a benefit) external to the worker(s) doing the work.[endnoteRef:14] [14:  Thus the ‘external’ from (6) is back, but now as qualifying the benefit relative to the workers, not to the activity of working.] 


The distinction from self-care is again not entirely sharp, but arguably, sharp enough. What is salient about work is that it produces an external benefit, even if it may also create benefits to the worker enjoyed during the work activity itself; and what is salient about self-care activities such as eating, showering or sleeping is that they create a benefit for the person engaging in them, as she does so, even if others may also benefit from someone being clean and well-rested. Hence, using (6’’), we get the following working definition:

D2: Work is activity that produces a benefit (or intermediary product to a benefit) external to the worker(s) doing the activity.

Again, D2 can be amended by adding ‘...aims to produce...’ or ‘…is geared to…’ if it is also to cover time spent trying and failing to produce an external benefit. It remains under- and over-inclusive in the same ways as D1. 
At this stage, we have rejected four of the common characteristics we began with and revised the last two into definitions D1 and D2. These are coextensive, but not synonymous, as they emphasise different aspects of what characterises this type of activity (instrumentality and production, respectively). Moreover, they both deviate from ordinary language work in significant ways. The positive argument that they are, nevertheless, and in part for these reasons, suitable as working definitions of work follows in the next section.
4 Why D1 and D2 are useful working definitions of ‘work’ 
The previous section developed two different, but coextensive working definitions of ‘work’:
D1: Work is activity that is instrumental and intermediary to satisfy needs and wants.
D2: Work is activity that produces a benefit (or intermediary product to a benefit) external to the worker(s) doing the activity.
I believe these definitions plausibly take us as close to a ‘core’ of the everyday concept of work as a definition in terms of necessary and sufficient conditions can get. The reason is that they seem to cover most instances of ‘work’ as this is used in everyday language, and moreover, the conditions from which they were developed are the perhaps most common ones in suggested definitions of work. That said, taken as providing necessary and sufficient conditions, D1/D2 are under- and over-inclusive relative to ordinary language ‘work’ in certain ways, as mapped above. This section argues that the way in which D1/D2 is under-inclusive is unproblematic, while the over-inclusiveness is in fact an advantage. Finally, it gives a positive argument for the importance of our concern with work understood as D1/D2: these definitions track an aspect of the human condition of particular importance for the philosophy of work. This provides both an independent reason for the significance of the class of activities picked out by D1/D2, and a reason to think that this is the class of activities that should be in focus when we discuss work and distributive justice, or the future of work and the possibility of a post-work society.
Let us begin with under-inclusiveness: D1/D2 do not cover Graeber’s ‘bullshit jobs’, i.e. jobs that make no discernible difference in the world, and thus consist of activities which do not by themselves satisfy any need or want, or produce any benefit.[endnoteRef:15] Taken as providing necessary conditions, D1/D2 are therefore revisionary relative to how the term ‘work’ is used in everyday language. However, I believe the exclusion of ‘bullshit jobs’ is nevertheless acceptable for a working definition of ‘work’. The first reason is that while we may think and talk of having a bullshit job as ‘work’, using the everyday language term, the term ‘bullshit jobs’ also suggests that these jobs are, in an important sense, defective. The definitions D1/D2 then imply that they are defective in a way central to what work is, or defective qua work, if you will. This suggestion fits well with some of the things Graeber and his informants say about what ‘bullshit jobs’ are, and how it is to have one. These jobs are described as jobs in which one has to ‘pretend to work’ (Graeber, 2018, p. 99), in contrast to doing ‘a real job’ (Graeber, 2018, p. 120) – they are work, but not ‘real work’, if you will. Hence, it is perhaps not so unacceptable, after all, to propose that ‘bullshit jobs’ are not ‘work’ according to a definition that attempts to come closer to the core of what work is. [15:  The pay the worker receives in return is a benefit for the worker, but the activities involved in a bullshit job do not produce any such benefit, whereas the point of D1/D2 is that these precisely pick out activities that produce benefits/satisfy needs and wants. ] 

Second, it is not a problem for discussion of justice in the distribution of work that D1/D2 do not encompass ‘bullshit jobs’. Given the defectiveness of such jobs, an ideally just distribution should probably not include any bullshit jobs, and thus we can theorise about what a just distribution of work is like with a concept that excludes these. That said, the philosophy of work and theories of distributive justice for work under non-ideal conditions should of course have something to say about bullshit jobs. However, using the working definitions D1/D2 does not prevent them from doing so. On the contrary, we should note how easy it is to amend D1/D2 to also include bullshit jobs for such purposes: we can use a disjunctive definition such as ‘D2 OR definition of “bullshit jobs”’.[endnoteRef:16] [16:  The definition of ‘bullshit job’ could be ‘paid activity that is called a “job” but does not satisfy D2’, or Graeber’s own definition (Graeber, 2018, pp. 9–10). ] 

Next, let us move on to the over-inclusiveness of D1 and D2: taken as providing sufficient conditions, D1/D2 are vastly over-inclusive by including trivial activities such as brewing a cup of tea or even smiling at people. However, I will argue that the over-inclusiveness of D1/D2 is actually an advantage for a working definition of ‘work’.
First, at least sometimes, classifying very trivial activities as work is as it should be. The sum of many trivial tasks is often not trivial. Moreover, apparently trivial gestures like smiling can also be a very non-trivial part of some types of work, as Hochschild describes in her account of ‘emotional labour’ (Hochschild, 2012).
I also suggest that the most suitable working definition of work for discussing justice in the distribution of work and the future of work should be somewhat over-inclusive, rather than under-inclusive. The idea here is that an over-inclusive working definition is helpful by pointing our attention in the right direction, and by identifying a concern of particular importance for the philosophy of work (to which I return shortly). We can then narrow in on parts of what falls under the working definition with which we are most concerned, and perhaps different parts in different cases. Of particular importance in this regard is the observation that traditional understandings of work have tended to be under-inclusive by excluding, for instance, housework and care work. D1 and D2 arguably do better by being over-inclusive by default. This way, questions of justice concerning e.g. housework and care work clearly fall under ‘work’ as defined by D1/D2.
In practice, it may therefore be better to treat D1/D2 as ‘near-sufficient’, rather than genuinely sufficient conditions: they draw our attention to the right wider class of activities, of which we are typically interested in a subset. Moreover, D1/D2 can easily be amended to narrow in on a subpart of their extension, or include a neighbouring phenomenon, as the examples above show. I therefore suggest that D1/D2 do exactly what they should be doing when they identify a wider class of activities about which we can ask different further questions (cp. Budd, 2011, p. 1).

What remains is to vindicate D1/D2 by showing that they succeed in picking out and focusing on a property of particular significance for the philosophy of work, including for theorising about work and distributive justice or the future of work. I will argue that D1/D2 do this because they effectively track a feature of the human condition of particular interest. 
On the definitions D1/D2 instrumentality or producing are what set work and self-care apart from leisure, i.e. those activities that we do for their intrinsic goodness. Intermediarity, or the fact that an external benefit is produced, then sets work apart from self-care. 
The significance of intermediarity/external benefit is that it means that work, unlike self-care, can be outsourced. These activities can be carried out by someone other than the person who benefits from them. This makes it meaningful to ask questions about the allocation of this kind of activity in the first place. I cannot have anyone else eat for me, but I can shirk the cooking – or do yours for you. Indeed, some work is such that it not only can but also has to be carried out by someone other than the benefactor. This includes care for the young or infirm but is also a feature of much work at the level of specialisation enabled by a complex division of labour. Thus, some work has to be socially organised, and there are strong interests in socially organising much of it. Hence, D1/D2 pick out a class of activities for which it makes good sense to ask questions about their distribution.
The significance of instrumentality lies in the fact that it implies that work is typically not the kind of activity that is intrinsically enjoyable for its own sake, except in special cases, as discussed in the section on leisure above. The form any work activity takes is at least to some extent shaped by the fact that it is undertaken in the first place in order to produce some external benefit, rather than for its own intrinsic enjoyableness. Of course, some work is particularly burdensome, and there are particularly strong reasons to be concerned with how this work is distributed (see e.g. Kandiyali, 2023). However, for almost all work, the fact that it is instrumental in nature shapes the form it takes and means that even if it is not necessarily particularly burdensome, it is typically less enjoyable than what one can do when perfectly free to choose (Tyssedal, 2023a, pp. 184–187). Work therefore usually consists of activities of which we would typically rather do less than more, such that there is also an incentive to shirk.
Taking these two characteristics together, we see that D1/D2 thus pick out a set of activities characterised by a combination of the possibility, sometimes necessity, of outsourcing or socially organising these activities, and strong, common and individual, potentially conflicting, interests in how this is done. Hence, D1/D2 pick out a class of activities for which it not only makes sense to ask questions about distributive justice, but for which such questions arise with force. 
Moreover, we can now see how D1/D2 track a significant fact about the human condition as we know it. Human nature is not self-sustaining; humans have to engage in certain activities in order to satisfy their needs and wants, and many of these activities, needs and wants are such that the activity can or, sometimes, has to be carried out by a person other than the person whose needs or wants are being satisfied. D1/D2 pick out precisely this class of activities, which thus exists due to certain features of the human condition, rather than as a social or historical construction, as some have suggested ‘work’ should be seen (Clark, 2017, p. 62; Veltman, 2016, p. 24) – even if this class of activities will naturally take different forms at different times and places.[endnoteRef:17] This connection to a feature of the human condition matters for the relevance of D1/D2 for discussions of the future of work, as it shows that the interest of these definitions and the class of activities they pick out is not tied to one particular mode of production, but rather to the place of work (as defined by D1/D2) in the human condition as we know it. [17:  Moreover, that work is not only a social construction may be unsurprising, given how certain myths suggest that work has been a part of the human condition at least almost since the beginning (see Genesis 3; Hesiod, 2006, Line 90ff.).
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] 

Given the significance of the defining properties of D1/D2 both with regard to questions of distributive justice and the human condition itself, it would arguably be quite unsurprising if the natural language concept of work tracks this concept at least roughly. However, regardless of what we think about everyday language ‘work’, this means that D1/D2 identify a class of activities with particular properties that render them particularly interesting for theorising about work and distributive justice, or the future of work, that I suggested as the main domains for the concepts developed here, and arguably also for the philosophy of work more generally. To put the same point in different terms: Herzog, Li and Llaguno (2024, p. 18), in the context of exploring different ‘imaginaries of work’, point out that ‘it is clear that the fulfilment of human needs will require human activities, whether one calls them “work” or something else’. Why not just call precisely these activities ‘work’, and reason from there?
Conclusion
Work is often said to be hard to define, and there is no reason to expect an entirely adequate definition of the ordinary language term ‘work’ to be possible. However, I have argued that for purposes central to the philosophy of work, and for questions about work and distributive justice and the future of work in particular, it may be useful to define ‘work’ using one of two working definitions: activity that is instrumental and intermediary to satisfy needs and wants, or activity that produces a benefit (or intermediary product to a benefit) external to the worker(s) doing the activity. These working definitions are co-extensive, but not synonymous, as they emphasise different aspects of work.
These working definitions have three main virtues. First, I suggest that they come as close to the core of a concept of work as is possible for a concept given in necessary and sufficient conditions. Second, they can easily be adapted for different purposes, by amending them to cover a larger class of activities, or by qualifying them to narrow in on a subset of the activities they pick out. Finally, and most importantly, they track a feature of the human condition that arguably should be central to the philosophy of work: human life is not self-sustaining; many of the activities that contribute to sustaining and enriching it are such that doer and benefactor can, or sometimes have to, come apart, and people have important interests in how this is organised. This is a class of activities for which questions of distributive justice naturally arise, and the importance of which transcends specific modes of production and is thus relevant for discussions of the future of work. I therefore submit D1 and D2 as working definitions of work for theorising about these topics and beyond.
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