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You must always remember that the sociology, the history, 

the economics, the graphs, the charts, the regressions all 

land, with great violence, upon the body.

—Ta-Nehisi Coates, Between the World and Me
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After three-plus decades of consecutive incarceration and now more than 
a decade on post-release community supervision, one might think there 
would be little that anyone, much less an academic, could enlighten me 
about concerning the prison industrial complex. However, after reading 
this wonderfully and comprehensively researched book, I confess that the 
lived prison experience alone cannot adequately educate one about some 
of its more subtle facets. Erin Hatton delves into how the “work” aspect of 
prison permeates so much of the history of economics in this country as 
well as the distinct and purposeful perpetuation of a second-class, third-
world “employment” paradigm that is also inherent in academia, athletics, 
and social welfare programs.

My prolonged and seemingly endless incarceration forced open my 
eyes to the insidious nature of prison labor and its attendant malfeasance. 
This book expounds upon and fully exposes the involuntary servitude and 
slave-like character of this industry as well as several others not in the 
least associated with the prison experience. To be able to so cogently jux-
tapose such divergent industries as criminal justice (prison), higher edu-
cation, athletics, and welfare speaks volumes about the artistry of this 
work and why reading it is essential. If we are to honestly and seriously 
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address one of the most pressing social and economic injustices plaguing 
our already discriminatory systems of “employment,” crime and punish-
ment, and economic subjugation, then there is no better place to start 
than with this reading. Yet the subtle nature of these intertwined eco-
nomic injustices makes clear that even more research on this subject mat-
ter is sorely needed.

My decades-plus time on community supervision has allowed me to be 
heavily involved in criminal justice advocacy and reform, which is why I 
was able to meet and work with Erin Hatton, a person who I knew from 
our very first encounter was, in spite of her academic achievement, a com-
mitted and compassionate student of life. This allowed me (and others) to 
take her on a journey through a system that most know very little about 
and care even less to understand.

The prison system returns to society men, women, and children who 
are ill-prepared to be employable citizens and fails to reduce recidivism or 
promote economic sustainability. It is an economic drain on state coffers 
and does not even remotely provide a meaningful return on the invest-
ment. My personal story aside, I continually witness how this failure plays 
itself out in the decimation of predominantly black, brown, and Latinx 
communities without the faintest hint of concern from society at large. It 
is my sincerest hope that reading this book will foster a greater interest in 
these systems of economic exploitation. Unlike those who believe these 
systems are broken, I believe we must break them because, in fact, cur-
rently they are working just the way they are intended to. And that’s defi-
nitely not to the benefit of working people in or outside of this convoluted 
occupational conundrum.

Though thoroughly researched, this book is not just an exercise in aca-
demic posturing or liberal gobbledygook. It is an entertaining read that 
replaces scholarly supposition with truths that would be comical if they 
weren’t painfully and graphically authentic. To know Erin Hatton is not 
only to love her work but also to see through her eyes the stories of those 
with whom she has engaged in exploring this country’s uncomfortable his-
tory of economic subjugation. Slave-like indentured servitude in one sys-
tem (academia) seems perfectly acceptable, while in another (prison) 
seems unnervingly exploitative but gratuitously necessary. After reading 
this book, it is clear that both cases are equally injurious and unethical.
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  f o r e w o r d  xvii

I am pleased to have been just a small part of the effort for this book so 
that others in academia and society can gain the insights of this intimate 
and astute work. May it not only enlighten you but also motivate you to be 
an agent of change.

Jerome R. Wright, Community Organizer
Campaign for Alternatives to Isolated Confinement (CAIC)

Buffalo, New York
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1

Apache is compact and muscular.1 He talks fast and low in an eloquent 
rumble. At 34 years old, the Black American man recently finished his sec-
ond stint in a New York State prison where he was incarcerated, he 
explained philosophically, for “a certain lifestyle”—an ontological way of 
being in the world—rather than for any single crime. “In order to change 
that lifestyle,” he said, “it’s a process. . . . You have to get stripped down to 
look at yourself.” For Apache this process was accelerated by the birth of his 
third child while he was in prison. “For me to miss his birth and have him 
visit me in a prison and then not get to touch him, just see him through a 
glass. That took, like, mad layers off.” He was emotionally “stripped down.”

Like all able-bodied prisoners in New York State, Apache was required 
to work in prison. He worked six hours a day in the mess hall—preparing 
and serving food, washing dishes, scouring the kitchen—for which he was 
paid 15¢–17¢ an hour, nearly $13 every two weeks.2 Earning these wages 
in prison, Apache said,

You convince yourself that you in a good position as far as, you know, getting 
by. Because you locked down, you ain’t got to pay no light bill and this, that, 
and the other. But it’s still slave labor at the end of the day . . . because you 
don’t get to call off, you don’t get sick days, you don’t get a union. You don’t 

Introduction
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2 i n t r o d u c t i o n

get none of the benefits of a normal worker. You can’t really even advance. 
You can’t aspire to be the boss one day. And, I mean, you’re getting paid fif-
teen cents an hour.

Yet even as Apache described prisoners’ work as “slave labor,” he argued 
that it should not be otherwise. Prisoners should not earn the higher 
wages and other “benefits of a normal worker,” he said, because the pur-
pose of prison labor is punishment. “It’s not supposed to be a camp,” he 
explained. “It’s not supposed to be a happy place. . . . We’re in prison. We’re 
not supposed to come in and kick our feet up.”

I mean, I think the best thing is to stay out of prison. I couldn’t really con-
jure somebody getting a lot of money working in prison. It wouldn’t really 
make sense to me. . . . I mean, you’re in prison, people are paying taxes and 
you’re not doing nothing. I mean, like, even my wife and my moms, they’re 
out there working and they were sending me money, and that didn’t make 
me feel good . . . and, if you really look at the grand scheme of things, you 
were out there working for me, to take care of me. I mean, the tax they took 
out of your check, they put it somewhere, and somewhere down the line it 
came in [the prison]. So, my best advice—even though I am an advocate 
[for prisoners] and I don’t want to sound like a hater, but—just don’t go. If 
you don’t want to be put in that position, then don’t go.3

Whether or not one agrees with Apache’s view of prisoners, his descrip-
tion of their labor captures their contradictory position as workers in 
American citizenry: they are “slave labor” yet they are also “doing nothing” 
while others are “paying taxes” and “working for” them. For like all 
Americans, prisoners are culturally expected to fulfill a moral obligation 
to work, the shirking of which—perceived or real—has long been used to 
justify exclusion from the rights of productive citizenship.4 Yet prisoners 
work not only to avoid a stigmatized state of dependence. They also have 
to work because they are dependent. They are the sole exception to the 
U.S. Constitution’s prohibition of slavery. As the 13th Amendment states, 
“Neither slavery nor involuntary servitude, except as a punishment for 
crime . . . shall exist within the United States.”5 In short, prisoners can be 
forced to work. Their incarceration not only justifies the compulsion of 
their labor; it also serves as the legal rationale for their exclusion from 
employment rights and protections, including the federal minimum wage, 
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  i n t r o d u c t i o n  3

overtime pay, and collective bargaining.6 Because they are prisoners, they 
can be required to work but, because they are prisoners, they are not pro-
tected as workers under labor and employment law. Like enslaved people 
in years past,7 American prisoners can be compelled to work while being 
denied the rights and protections of productive workers, while also con-
demned for not being such workers. As Apache said, they are at once 
“slave labor” and “doing nothing.” It is this cultural and legal intersection 
of working but not being recognized as workers that allows prisoners’ 
labor—and that of others, as we will see—to be characterized by the coer-
cion that I examine in this book.

Prisoners are, in many ways, exceptional. They have been convicted of 
crimes; they are institutionally confined and therefore physically and eco-
nomically dependent on the state; and as noted above, they can be legally 
forced to work. Even still, prisoners’ contradictory position at the cross-
roads of compulsory labor (“slave labor”) and culturally constructed idle-
ness (“doing nothing”) is not unique. Take, for example, workfare workers: 
welfare recipients who are required to work 25–35 hours a week in order 
to receive public assistance. They are assigned to jobs—often janitorial or 
bookkeeping in nature—in public parks, nonprofit organizations, govern-
ment agencies, and (in New York City at least) subway stations, but their 
labor is construed as “work experience” rather than work.8 As a result, 
instead of wages their work garners a relatively meager combination of 
cash benefits, rental and utility assistance, and food stamps (now SNAP), 
along with childcare during work hours.9

There are many dynamics unique to this labor relation, of course, as 
there are for prisoners. Yet there are also important economic, legal, and 
cultural parallels between workfare and incarcerated labor. On a struc-
tural level, in fact, the U.S. welfare system can be conceptualized as the 
feminized counterpart to the masculinized criminal justice system, as 
both are highly racialized, gendered, and classed institutions of social con-
trol and subjugation in the United States.10 Within this system, moreover, 
workfare workers—much like prisoners—are compelled to work, as their 
labor is a prerequisite for their continued access to key elements of the 
social safety net. Meanwhile, the labor of both of these groups yields finan-
cial returns for their respective institutions. Workfare workers provide 
cost savings to the nonprofit organizations and government agencies that 
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4 i n t r o d u c t i o n

use their labor at no cost. Likewise, because incarcerated workers do much 
of prisons’ everyday operations and upkeep work (e.g., food service, clean-
ing, utilities maintenance), their low- or no-wage labor generates substan-
tial cost savings for prisons and state agencies, while also generating rev-
enue through the sale of prisoner-made goods and services.

Despite their labor, workfare workers—like prisoners—are seen as 
dependent on the state and are culturally disparaged as being a “drain on 
the economy” and a “burden” on taxpayers.11 Indeed, workfare workers 
themselves often take part in this disparagement, echoing Apache’s repro-
bation of prisoners. As workfare worker April Smith said of other welfare 
recipients, “A lot of people lay around, they don’t do anything.” To the con-
trary, studies suggest that most welfare recipients, like most Americans, 
believe deeply in the importance of work.12 Even still, welfare recipients 
are seen as uniquely economically dependent on the state (in contrast to 
other demographic groups who, for example, receive Social Security ben-
efits or federally subsidized student loans), and as with prisoners, this 
socially constructed dependence is used to justify their exclusion from 
many legal protections as “employees.” In both cases, these workers’ eco-
nomic dependence is reified, and even intensified, by the extra constraints 
of their labor relations. For instance, both workfare and incarcerated 
workers cannot freely choose whether and for whom they work, nor can 
they freely change or quit their jobs. Yet in the (white) American imagina-
tion, such restrictions are justified by welfare recipients’ and prisoners’ 
(interrelated) criminalization and marginalization. As convicts, prisoners 
are overtly criminalized, while welfare recipients’ criminalization is the 
product of the more insidious “criminalization of poverty,” a political, 
legal, and cultural superstructure built on the presumption of their 
fraudulence and enacted through their punitive surveillance and bodily 
regulation.13 For both of these groups of workers, this criminalization is at 
once cause and consequence of their social marginalization, as they each 
confront high levels of stigmatization, pathologization, and subjugation at 
their particular intersections of race, class, and gender disadvantage.14

Thus, in America’s convoluted raced, classed, and gendered cultural 
logic, both welfare recipients and prisoners can, and should, be compelled 
to work because they are convicted or suspected criminals and because 
they are deemed to be unduly dependent on the state. Because of such 
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dependence, workfare and incarcerated workers are not seen as “real” 
workers—regardless of their labor—and are therefore not protected by 
labor and employment laws. In fact, their economic independence is 
overtly curtailed by the institutions for which they labor. Yet all the while 
they are culturally condemned for being idle.

These parallels are perhaps not surprising. Scholars have persuasively 
argued that the carceral and welfare states in America comprise a “single 
policy regime,”15 which has taken a “resolutely punitive turn” in recent 
decades with carceral expansion and social welfare contraction.16 This 
two-pronged policy regime has been built at the state level through politi-
cal discourse, legislation, and budgetary spending (and cuts).17 On the 
ground level, as I have argued elsewhere, it has been rolled out through 
the dual expansion of workfare and incarcerated labor—“punitive labor 
regimes”18—in which welfare recipients and prisoners experience 
firsthand the penalizing and paternalistic power of what Loïc Wacquant 
has called the neoliberal “centaur state.”19

As this book will show, however, understanding the U.S. carceral and 
welfare states as a single policy regime—and workers’ marginalized labor 
within it—does not fully explain these workers’ contradictory position as 
“slave labor” and “doing nothing.” In fact, focusing solely on the points of 
intersection between prison labor and workfare, as important and com-
pelling as they are, may obscure their parallels to other very different cat-
egories of work that can be found beyond the “carceral archipelago.”20

Take university student workers, such as college football and basketball 
players and graduate student researchers in the sciences. To be sure, these 
students are far removed from prisoners and welfare recipients in many 
(almost innumerable) ways. While the latter groups are scapegoated as 
cultural exemplars of personal and moral failure, college athletes and PhD 
students are the opposite: they are cultural role models, and as a result, 
their day-to-day lives, as well as their future trajectories, are vastly differ-
ent. The stigmatization, criminalization, and punishment which charac-
terize daily life for many prisoners and welfare recipients differ dramati-
cally from the near hero worship of some college athletes, whose ardent 
fans don replicas of their jerseys, hang their action shots on dorm-room 
walls, and cheer for them wildly from the sidelines. And though graduate 
students are not nearly such campus and cultural icons, they too occupy a 
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position of social privilege, walking the halls of the “ivory tower” in pursuit 
of new knowledge and advanced educational degrees.

Despite these important differences, there are also parallels between 
these groups in their interstitial status as workers. For instance, though 
there is controversy about whether these student workers should be legally 
categorized as “employees”—just as there is about incarcerated and work-
fare workers21—they arguably perform labor: for hours a day, athletes 
sweat in sports arenas, and graduate students run experiments and analyze 
data in science labs. Like incarcerated and workfare workers, both student 
groups have professional counterparts who are considered rights-bearing 
workers: professional athletes in the NFL and NBA, science researchers in 
industry and academia. Furthermore, like incarcerated and workfare 
workers, these students’ labor yields substantial financial returns, not for 
themselves but for their institutions and other stakeholders. In fact, the 
athletic labor of Division I football and basketball players can generate 
multimillion-dollar salaries for their coaches and even more for their uni-
versities, athletic conferences, and the NCAA itself.22 Private companies as 
well have profited handsomely from athletes’ labor by commodifying their 
names, photographs, likenesses, jersey numbers, and equipment, although 
court rulings have begun to proscribe some of these practices.23

In the academic sciences, PhD students and postdocs conduct much, 
and sometimes all, of faculty research. While faculty members design and 
oversee research projects in the lab, graduate students typically do the 
labor necessary to carry out such projects. Yet the products of their labor—
publications, inventions, patents, and more—are owned by the faculty 
member in charge of the lab. As a result, faculty in the sciences are often 
bosses as well as teachers, and these students’ graduate education is often 
a labor relation as well as a learning one. This stands in contrast to my 
own discipline of sociology, for example, in which graduate students gen-
erally devise and pursue their own research agendas (not their advisors’), 
and so their PhD research is not a labor relation in the same way. Yet it is 
also true that many graduate students across academic disciplines, includ-
ing sociology, work under their advisors as teaching and research assist-
ants, so that their labor would indeed be characterized by the type of coer-
cion I examine in this book. In the sciences, such dynamics are often more 
acute, not least because graduate student labor is the foundation of the 
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scientific enterprise in the academy. As Slaughter and colleagues write in 
their study of science and engineering faculty, “one cannot be a professor 
unless he or she does research, and a professor cannot do research without 
graduate students.”24 Such research, fueled by graduate student labor, is 
the primary driver of the research-publication-grant cycle, which gener-
ates substantial financial returns for universities and faculty alike. For 
their part, graduate students are paid less than market value for their 
labor—indeed, they are widely referred to as “cheap”25—and their labor is 
largely paid for by the external grants it helps obtain. Yet such grants pay 
for much more than graduate student stipends; they supplement faculty 
salaries and subsidize universities’ “indirect costs” (e.g., administrative 
support and facility maintenance). Beyond these immediate financial 
returns, graduate student labor helps universities cultivate their reputa-
tion as generators of scientific innovation, enabling them to recruit faculty 
and students, and thereby sustain the cycle.

Despite their labor, graduate students and college athletes have been 
legally deemed “primarily students” rather than workers.26 Although work-
ers, activists, and even judges have challenged this sociolegal construction, 
both groups are still broadly considered trainees instead of employees: 
apprentices in the lab, amateurs on the field. As a result, they are paid in 
education and training rather than wages, though they often also receive 
basic stipends.27 As students, moreover, their earnings outside of the lab 
and off the court can be capped. For graduate students in the sciences, for 
example, the general expectation is that they will not hold any other job, 
and this expectation can be formalized and enforced by granting agencies, 
universities, departments, and faculty advisors alike.28 Regardless, the sci-
ence graduate students I interviewed said that long hours in the lab ren-
dered other employment out of the question. This was also the case for the 
college athletes I interviewed, who said that their intensive training and 
traveling schedules precluded them from taking other jobs. In any case, the 
NCAA explicitly restricts what kind of employment Division I athletes can 
accept and how much they can earn.29 Indeed, with the very recent excep-
tion of California, athletes (along with their families) are not allowed to 
profit from their athletic labor in any way: aside from any university sti-
pend they might receive, they cannot accept money, gifts, or meals for their 
athleticism or any activities that stem from it, such as selling autographs or 
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endorsing products.30 Such nonpayment is the underpinning of college 
athletes’ “amateurism,” NCAA officials assert, which “is crucial to preserv-
ing an academic environment in which acquiring a quality education is the 
first priority.”31 Thus, in a true tautology (recalling that of prisoners), col-
lege athletes cannot profit from their athletic labor because they are stu-
dents, and because they are students they cannot profit from their athletic 
labor. Moreover, football and basketball players in particular are effectively 
required to play at the collegiate level before playing professionally.32 In 
these revenue-generating sports, athletes are compelled to perform unpaid 
athletic labor before they can be paid for it.

Like incarcerated and workfare workers, then, college athletes and 
graduate students work but are not seen as workers.33 They cannot earn 
(or earn much) from their labor, and their economic independence—their 
ability to sell their labor and expertise—is restricted. They too are cultur-
ally and legally constructed as economic dependents: amateurs and train-
ees gaining education and experience. Yet unlike incarcerated and work-
fare workers, for whom the cultural condemnation of their racialized and 
gendered criminality and poverty justifies such dependence, college ath-
letes’ and graduate students’ relatively privileged status as university stu-
dents justifies theirs. For while incarcerated and workfare workers are 
socially constructed as immoral dependents who require punitive state 
intervention to attend to their criminality and poverty, college athletes 
and graduate students are constructed as moral dependents who benefit 
from paternalist state intervention. They are seen as being gifted—even 
uplifted through—education. Yet for football and basketball players, the 
majority of whom are racial minorities,34 the racialized overtones of such 
“uplift” cannot be ignored. In fact, as I show in chapter 1, they echo the 
paternalism of 19th-century slave owners in the American South,35 thus 
pointing to even more parallels between college athletics and the racial-
ized regimes of workfare and incarcerated labor in America today.

•  •  •  •  •

Broadly speaking, then, there are surprising parallels across these diverse 
cases: graduate students, college athletes, workfare participants, and pris-
oners are all sociolegally constructed as something other than “workers” 
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doing something other than “work.” Rather than rights-bearing employ-
ees, they are dependents whose economic independence is constrained, as 
they cannot freely seek additional or alternative employment. They do not 
earn free-market wages for their labor and in fact are often paid in some-
thing other than money altogether.

This book does not argue, simplistically and narrowly, that all of these 
groups should be legally categorized as “employees.” Their legal exclusion 
is the starting point of this analysis, not its endpoint. My task is at once 
larger and messier. Through a comparative analysis of these strikingly dif-
ferent labor relations, I identify key similarities between them: not just 
their status as nonworkers, but how this status shapes the power dynam-
ics that define their workplaces.

I find that in all of these cases, as different from each other as they are, 
workers’ status as something other than rights-bearing employees allows 
for their supervisors to have unusually expansive punitive power over 
them. For instance, if prisoners do not comply with officer demands, the 
consequence is not just being fired from the job, though that may also 
happen. They can be fined a week’s pay, lose their eligibility for parole, and 
be put in solitary confinement, that is, within an enclosed and segregated 
cell for 23 hours a day without human interaction. Indeed, any form of 
noncompliance, large or small, can land prisoners in the “box” (as those in 
New York State often refer to solitary confinement),36 making it a rela-
tively common occurrence. Although precise data are not available, it is 
estimated that 80,000–100,000 people in the United States (and 4,500 in 
New York) are held in some type of isolation at any given time, and often 
for significant periods of time: an average of 5 months in New York and 18 
months in Colorado, though in fact solitary sentences can be indefinite.37 
The mental and physiological consequences of such prolonged isolation 
are well documented and severe: PTSD, anxiety, depression, suicide, para-
noia, insomnia, hallucinations, psychosis, dizziness, headaches, lethargy, 
heart palpitations, and more.38 At least one bioethicist has called solitary 
confinement “the worst kind of psychological torture.”39 Yet such “torture” 
is a routine consequence that officers—as labor supervisors as well as 
guards—can mete out to prisoners.

For the other workers I studied, the punishments that their bosses  
can impose are usually less severe, but the reach of their bosses’ power is 
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similarly expansive. For instance, if workfare workers do not comply with 
their caseworkers’ or workfare supervisors’ demands, they can be “sanc-
tioned,” which means that they lose access to public assistance programs, 
such as cash benefits, rent and utility subsidies, Medicaid, childcare and 
transportation assistance, and SNAP benefits—elements of the social 
safety net which are crucial to families in poverty.40 Although such sanc-
tions are usually temporary, their effects are permanent. In addition to 
any long-term consequences for themselves and their families, including 
those of homelessness and extreme poverty,41 welfare sanctions reduce 
their lifetime allotment of public assistance under TANF (Temporary 
Assistance for Needy Families).42

For the university student workers in this study—college athletes and 
graduate students—the punitive power their bosses can wield is less severe 
still, though nonetheless far-reaching. For instance, if Division I athletes 
do not comply with their coaches’ directives, they may lose their playing 
time, that is, the much sought-after chance to compete at an elite colle-
giate level and the professional recruitment opportunities it provides. 
They may also lose their scholarships and thus their education and under-
graduate degrees. Likewise, the education, degree conferral, and future 
employment of science graduate students are in the hands of the faculty 
advisors for whom they labor. Such advisors can dismiss them from the 
PhD program as well as delay their graduation because they have become 
productive workers in the lab. Advisors also have total authority over stu-
dents’ academic record in the sciences, particularly their publications, 
which in combination with letters of recommendation give them immense 
power over students’ futures.

Of course, not all faculty advisors, coaches, case workers, and correc-
tions officers deploy these punitive powers. But those who do are not “bad 
apples.” They are not exceptions to the rule. They are the rule. Their access 
to such expansive punitive power is simply a matter of course in these 
labor relations and, as a result, often remains unquestioned by workers 
and supervisors alike. This is simply “how things are done” in these work-
places. If a prisoner does not comply with an officer’s orders, he will likely 
be put in the “box.” If a workfare worker does not adhere to her supervi-
sor’s directives, she may very well be sanctioned. If an athlete does not 
comply with her coach’s dictates, she will likely lose playing time. If a 
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graduate student does not follow his advisor’s directives, he may well lose 
his advisor’s support for future employment. Thus, graduate students, col-
lege athletes, workfare workers, and prisoners not only labor in the 
absence of most employment protections and remedies; they labor under 
the threat of punishment. Whether or not they experience such punish-
ment, they are acutely aware of the punitive power that their supervisors 
can wield and this awareness pervades the workplace, fundamentally 
shaping their actions and experiences.

To be sure, bosses in all workplaces wield substantial, and expansive, 
power over their subordinates. Most often, they do so through their capac-
ity to hire, promote, schedule, and fire workers, that is, the economic coer-
cion that Karl Marx identified as endemic to capitalist labor relations.43 
Because the “economic whip of the market” is ever present for workers in 
this system, the fear of losing one’s job may compel—indeed, coerce—their 
compliance.44 This form of coercion is particularly acute in this era of 
resurgent labor precarity. For although the market’s lash can be softened 
by strong worker protections and a sturdy social safety net, such is not the 
case for American workers at the start of the 21st century, who face rising 
employment insecurity and welfare retrenchment along with intense 
social stigmatization of unemployment and welfare. Even the nontradi-
tional workers in this book face economic coercion, at least to some 
degree, as their “wages”—prison earnings, public assistance, and student 
stipends—are often essential to their material well-being.

But the workers in this book face a different form of coercion as well. 
For their bosses can do more than harness the lash of the market by firing 
them or assigning them worse work schedules. Their bosses can also dis-
rupt their familial relationships (e.g., through solitary confinement or, 
much less severely, through long work hours in the lab); they can harm 
their health and well-being as well as that of their families (e.g., through 
solitary confinement, welfare sanctions, or pressure to play through inju-
ries); and they can thwart their education, aspirations, and future employ-
ment (e.g., by withdrawing or withholding scholarship/funding, playing 
time, graduation, or positive letters of recommendation). Thus, in these 
labor relations bosses’ punitive power extends beyond the immediate job 
and its wages to affect workers’ lives in even more expansive ways. For 
incarcerated, workfare, athlete, and graduate student workers, then, the 
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primary threat is not that they will lose their jobs, though that may also be 
of concern. Rather, it is what might happen to their bodies, families, and 
futures if they refuse to comply with their bosses’ demands.

In existing scholarship there is no term that adequately captures this 
type of punitive power. In my search to find such a term, I looked to 
Marxian frameworks where the most productive tools for such analysis 
have been developed. Initially, the Marxian term “extra-economic coer-
cion” seemed to capture this type of expansive employer power, as it is 
beyond economic in nature. Yet in the literature, this term is not usually 
used in this narrow, literal way. Instead, “extra-economic” has been used to 
distinguish (purportedly) precapitalist types of labor coercion from capi-
talism’s economic coercion.45 As a result, it has become an umbrella term 
for an array of coercive employer powers, including physical coercion (vio-
lence and threats thereof, as in chattel slavery), economic and legal limits 
on worker mobility (as in debt peonage and vagrancy laws), and political 
and economic limits on land use (as in feudalism).46 As the latter examples 
suggest, such coercion was at least somewhat economic in nature, despite 
being labeled “extra-economic.”47 Similarly, as scholars have argued, “eco-
nomic coercion” itself is not strictly economic in nature, as it also has social, 
legal, and political dimensions.48 Thus, as used in the literature at least, 
“economic” and “extra-economic” coercions pertain more to their con-
text—capitalist versus precapitalist—than to the nature of the coercion 
itself. This is in spite of the fact that, as scholars have shown, extra- 
economic coercion was not necessarily precapitalist at all.49 As demon-
strated by studies of U.S. slavery, for example, this violent and brutal  
system of forced labor was essential, not antithetical, to America’s emer-
gence as a modern, industrial, capitalist economy.50 Then, after slavery was 
abolished and free labor was ostensibly universalized, forced and coerced 
labor remained entrenched, as evidenced by the persistence of sharecrop-
ping, debt peonage, indentured servitude, and prison labor as American 
capitalism developed.51 Meanwhile, even purportedly “free” labor was 
underpinned by coercion through the 19th century. Because of employers’ 
widespread use of criminal sanctions and wage forfeiture to enforce 
employment contracts, “free” workers were not actually free to quit their 
jobs.52 Therefore, although the term “extra-economic” might seem defini-
tionally appropriate to the type of coercion I analyze here, the term itself is 
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used otherwise, while also implicated in outdated binarisms between eco-
nomic and noneconomic, capitalist and precapitalist, and free and unfree 
labor, all of which have been disrupted in the scholarly literature.

Beyond intervening in such debates, I believe it is more analytically 
productive to identify what this type of coercion is rather than what it is 
not (e.g., economic), for doing so highlights the mechanism by which it 
operates. In this vein, “economic coercion” is aptly named because it oper-
ates primarily through pecuniary compulsion. The same is true of “physi-
cal coercion,” which operates through corporal compulsion. While the 
workers in this book experience some degree of economic coercion and, in 
the case of prisoners, physical coercion, the type of coercion that perme-
ates their labor does not operate through either pecuniary or corporal 
mechanisms. Rather, it operates through status. Their supervisors have 
the power to discharge them from a particular status—as prisoner, welfare 
recipient, college athlete, or graduate student “in good standing”—and 
thereby deprive them of the rights, privileges, and future opportunities 
that such status confers. Thus, I argue that these labor relations are char-
acterized by status coercion.

Status is a foundational sociological concept. Developed by anthropolo-
gist Ralph Linton in the 1930s, the term refers to individuals’ positions in 
society, both ascribed and achieved, such as female, parent, professor, and 
prisoner.53 Such statuses come with important (though sometimes conflict-
ing) rights, obligations, limitations, and expectations (“roles”), which are 
often normative in nature but which can also be codified in law. The work-
ers in this book, for example, do not occupy the status of “worker,” and 
therefore do not have access to the cultural standing and legal rights and 
protections that this status usually yields. Instead, they occupy a variety of 
other statuses, each of which comes with its own obligations, constraints, 
rights, and privileges (however attenuated). To be sure, such statuses are not 
always desirable. It is likely that no one desires to occupy the status of pris-
oner. But once in it, retaining one’s status as prisoner in good standing is of 
utmost importance, because it gives prisoners access to the many human 
entitlements that become “privileges” behind bars—privileges which can be 
revoked. For example, being in good standing allows prisoners to sustain 
relationships with family and friends (through phone use, visitation, and 
interaction with fellow prisoners), while also giving them access to activity, 
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recreation, and freedom of movement (albeit constrained), money, food, 
and consumer goods (through work assignments and commissary pur-
chases), and sometimes early release from prison (through parole or com-
mutation). Thus, although “prisoner” is not a desirable status, as it imposes 
many more constraints than privileges, when one is living behind bars, 
maintaining one’s status as a “good” prisoner is desirable indeed.

The other statuses that I examine in this book are similar, for even when 
they impose constraints on their worker-occupants, they also offer impor-
tant rights and privileges. For workfare workers, for example, being a wel-
fare recipient in good standing is a prerequisite for their continued access 
to key safety net programs and even homeless shelters. For Division I col-
lege athletes, occupying that status in good standing gives them access to 
subsidized university education and the credentials it confers, as well as the 
chance to play the sport they love and, for some, professional recruitment 
opportunities (perhaps even fame and future fortune). Likewise, being a 
graduate student in good standing offers access to subsidized graduate 
education as well as high-status credentials, experience, training, and pro-
fessional opportunities. Even though these statuses do not confer the right 
to a minimum wage or collective bargaining, as would the status of 
“worker,” they offer rights and privileges that are highly valued within their 
respective institutions. Yet in each of these cases, supervisors have the 
capacity to revoke such rights and privileges, the consequences of which 
extend beyond the job to affect these workers’ lives, families, and futures in 
far-reaching ways. This control over status—status coercion—is the basis 
for supervisors’ expansive punitive power in these labor relations.

But, of course, these workers do not experience this type of coercion to 
the same degree. Much like the differing degrees of economic coercion 
across jobs and workers in the conventional labor market, the status coer-
cion that these workers experience is similar in kind but not intensity. 
Indeed, the severity of the punitive power that their bosses wield differs 
dramatically across these groups: solitary confinement is far removed 
from losing playing time on the field; welfare sanctions are far removed 
from being dismissed from PhD programs. As in conventional jobs, more-
over, workers’ demographic characteristics—their particular identity at 
the intersection of race, class, gender, sexuality, and more—may make 
them more or less likely to be targets of their bosses’ punitive power, and 
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their vulnerability to such power can be mitigated (or intensified) by their 
personal circumstances.54 There is significant variation, then, both within 
and across these labor relations in the severity of workers’ experience of 
status coercion. The goal of this book, however, is not to document such 
variation, but to delineate the contours of this form of labor coercion.

To be sure, the labor relations I examine in this book are not the only 
ones characterized by status coercion. Take, for example, foreign guest 
workers and undocumented immigrant workers, both noncitizen workers 
for whom U.S. employers have de facto power of deportation. Because 
guest workers are legally bound to a single employer, the Southern Poverty 
Law Center reports, “At any moment, the employer can fire the worker, 
call the government and declare the worker to be ‘illegal.’ ”55 A similar 
dynamic is in effect for undocumented workers, because under U.S. immi-
gration law employers are empowered—and in fact obligated—to verify 
workers’ citizenship status.56 This means that at any point they can “dis-
cover” workers’ undocumented status and contact immigration authori-
ties. In both cases, then, employers can convert workers into criminals 
(“illegal aliens”)—directly for guest workers and indirectly for undocu-
mented immigrants by exposing their illegality—leaving them subject to 
detention and deportation. In short, employers have power over nonciti-
zen workers’ status as worker or criminal and the privileges or punish-
ments that each yields. Thus, like the labor relations I examine in this 
book, noncitizen labor is characterized by status coercion. And as studies 
of noncitizen workers have shown, employers’ access to this legal form of 
punitive power seems to facilitate their use of illegal exploitation and 
coercion, such as paying subminimum wages, providing unsafe working 
and living conditions, seizing passports, and blacklisting.57 In fact, this 
also seems to be true of the labor relations in this book: bosses’ licit power 
of status coercion seems to open the door, at least for some, to illicit abuse.

Status coercion is not relegated to such extreme or unusual labor rela-
tions. Many conventional workers also experience status coercion, at least to 
some degree. At the most basic level, being fired from one’s job means being 
ejected from one’s status as worker and the considerable rights and privileges 
it confers. Such loss of status can have significant psychological and physio-
logical consequences in addition to economic consequences, especially for 
those who are culturally or financially expected to be “breadwinners.”58 For 
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many workers, however, this loss of status is temporary, as they are free 
(within constraints) to find and accept other employment. For such workers, 
the threat of losing income (economic coercion) often overshadows the 
threat of losing one’s employment status (status coercion). But this is not the 
case for everyone. For workers who are bound by noncompete clauses, for 
example, employers have power over their status as that particular type of 
worker.59 According to reporting by the New York Times, an increasingly 
broad array of workers is bound by such clauses—including, for example, 
tree service workers. As one such worker told reporters, “It’s one thing to 
have a bump in the road and be in between jobs for a little while; it’s another 
thing to be prevented from doing the only thing you know how to do.”60 For 
this worker, his employer controlled not only his wages and working condi-
tions, but also his ability to leverage his labor market experience and obtain 
future employment. This is status coercion.

Such coercion can be found anywhere an employer has power over a 
worker’s social position—not their immediate income but their status in 
society. It may be particularly prevalent among those who labor in “total 
institutions,” such as military and religious organizations, in which one’s 
status, as Marine officer or Catholic nun, for example, is equally as impor-
tant as (or even more important than) one’s income.61 Status coercion 
may also be prevalent in occupations characterized by high degrees of 
social closure or tight labor markets. For instance, as I was writing  
this book, actors’ pushback against sexual harassment and assault in 
Hollywood revealed (once again) the expansive power that gatekeepers in 
exclusive occupations wield over subordinates’ access to an elite status— 
in this case, Hollywood actor—and its many privileges.62

For those workers whose freedom from incarceration is predicated on 
their employment, such coercion may be even more acute. As Noah Zatz 
and collaborators have shown, people who are under criminal justice 
supervision but not incarcerated—parolees, probationers, and those with 
court-ordered debts—can be required to maintain employment on threat 
of incarceration.63 In such “carceral labor,” as Zatz calls it,64 employers 
have power over workers’ status as worker or criminal (as for noncitizens) 
and all of the privileges and punishments associated with each. As a judge 
in a court supervision program told a defendant’s employer, “Okay, I’ll 
make a deal with you; you take him back and I’ll add another weapon to 
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your arsenal. If he doesn’t come to work when he is supposed to, doesn’t 
come to work on time . . . I’ll put him in jail, on your say-so.” Then, to the 
defendant, the judge said, “Your employer is now on the team of people 
who are reporting to me. When he calls up and tells me that you are late, 
or that you’re not there, I’m going to send the cops out to arrest you.”65 
Thus, for such workers the threat of incarceration is an explicit employer 
“weapon,” rendering their labor deeply coercive. As for noncitizen work-
ers, moreover, studies suggest that this licit form of status coercion facili-
tates illicit coercion and exploitation as well, all of which suppresses work-
ers’ resistance and enforces their productivity.66

As all of these examples suggest, status coercion is not only common 
practice; it is legal and legitimate. Employers are legally empowered to 
govern workers’ behavior on threat of incarceration; they are legally 
responsible for verifying workers’ citizenship status; and in most states, 
they can legally impose and enforce noncompete clauses for any type of 
worker. Likewise, for the workers in this book, employers are legally 
empowered to put them in solitary confinement, push them off public 
assistance, and obstruct their education and future employment. In short, 
employers’ powers of status coercion are sanctioned by the state.

This state sanctioning of status coercion stands in contrast to state 
efforts to curb—at least to some degree—employers’ powers of economic 
coercion. Through various hard-won labor protections and social welfare 
programs, the state protects workers (however minimally) from economic 
coercion. If workers lose their jobs, for example, they may have access to 
unemployment benefits, cash assistance, and other social welfare pro-
grams; if they fall ill or adopt a child, they may have access to Family and 
Medical Leave Act benefits. Such protections offset the economic coercion 
at the heart of those labor relations. But this is not the case for the type of 
coercion I examine in this book, which is endorsed, not mitigated, by state 
and institutional policies.

Thus, in this book I argue that work in America is not only characterized 
by precarity and the “dull compulsion” of economic coercion.67 It is also 
characterized by coercion of another sort: employer power over workers’ 
status in society—whether as “worker” or as something else—and therefore 
power over their access to meaningful rights and privileges. Studies of 
work and employment need to look beyond precarity and flexibilization to 
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understand all of the “weapons” that employers can wield against workers. 
Doing so will not only provide a more complete accounting of employers’ 
“arsenal.” It will also provide a better understanding of how such weapons 
can be combined, compounding one another to amplify employers’ power 
over workers.

The labor relations I examine in this book reveal this type of coercion 
in high relief. Yet some might object to the comparison of these groups, 
because they are simply so different. Indeed, on the surface, it seems 
absurd to link PhD work to prison labor. Thus, it is important to state 
again, as clearly as possible, that I do not argue that these groups are the 
same. They differ on so many levels, including their levels of social stigma-
tization and economic marginalization, as well as the severity of their 
coercion. Yet even with such important differences between them, I 
believe that highlighting their similarities yields analytical advantages. By 
showing how this type of coercion operates for the criminalized as well as 
the privileged, for the powerless as well as the potentially powerful, and 
for those who are racialized Black as well as those racialized white, this 
book shows that this type of employer power is not unique to any one of 
these groups. Status coercion is not the idiosyncratic byproduct of, say, 
mass incarceration or the NCAA. It is an entrenched and pervasive form 
of labor governance, one that intersects with other regimes of social and 
labor control—including both race and precarity—to disadvantage work-
ers, albeit in different ways and to different degrees.

Examining the common power dynamics across such divergent cases 
offers political and methodological advantages as well. By highlighting the 
connections between these typically siloed domains—criminal justice, wel-
fare, sports, higher education, and work—this book lays the foundation for 
future alliances between scholars, workers, and activists who have, until 
now, understood their circumstances as unique. Methodologically, by com-
paring these divergent cases, this book fulfills the two primary functions of 
comparative research identified by French sociologist Michel Wieviorka.68 
First, it deconstructs “what common sense takes to be unique or unified”69 
by interrogating the presumed distinctiveness of each of these categories of 
work, as well as the presumed unity of “work” as it is traditionally defined. 
Second, by identifying status coercion as the unifying thread across these 
(and other) seemingly dissimilar labor relations, it constructs “unity of 
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what seems to be broken up into practical categories.”70 In so doing, this 
study continues the long sociological tradition of making what George 
Steinmetz describes as “odious comparisons.”71 Scholars in this tradition, 
who include Everett Hughes, Erving Goffman, and Howard Becker, have 
compared radically different cases, identifying the often-surprising points 
of intersection between them in order to elucidate broader social phenom-
ena. This is the goal of this book. By comparing the dramatically disparate 
cases of incarcerated, workfare, college athlete, and graduate student labor, 
this book uncovers the dynamics of a previously unidentified type of labor 
coercion: what status coercion is, how it works, and the ways that workers 
experience—and resist—it.

•  •  •  •  •

Coerced both complements and extends previous studies of work, power, 
and social control. Foremost, it adds to Marxian analyses of labor coercion 
by identifying control over status as an additional form of coercive 
employer power that overlaps with, but is distinct from, economic and 
physical coercion. In so doing, it contributes to the now sizable scholarly 
literature documenting the persistence of not-strictly economic coercion 
in advanced capitalism.72 In fact, by documenting such coercion in 
modern-day America, this book explicitly extends this literature, which 
has generally focused on either historical forms of unfree labor (particu-
larly chattel slavery73) or present-day trafficked, forced, and enslaved 
labor from the global South,74 while also documenting the continued 
prevalence of economic coercion, especially among low-wage workers.75 
Yet such research, though important, might mistakenly lead readers to 
conclude that labor coercion is, variously, a historical relic premised on 
regimes of extreme racial violence and subjugation, a byproduct of con-
temporary globalization and transnational labor migration, or a custom-
ary component of capitalist labor relations. This book draws from each of 
these literatures while also diverging from them to show that labor coer-
cion is not only a thing of the past, an import from the global South, or a 
common characteristic of “bad” jobs. In the form of status coercion, it is 
also a distinct and well-established mode of labor governance in America 
today.
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This book thus transforms our understanding of work in contemporary 
America. For simply put, labor coercion has not been a part of this under-
standing. Instead, the problem of precarity has dominated accounts of 
work and labor in America—with good reason, to be sure, as precarious 
employment has produced instability, insecurity, and vulnerability for a 
significant and growing population of workers.76 But this book shows that 
precarity is not the only force shaping work in America today. Labor coer-
cion is alive and well, and not simply in the widely accepted (even expected) 
form of economic coercion. Employers’ power over workers’ status is a per-
vasive and often potent type of labor control, one that seems to be growing 
with the criminal justice system’s deepening reach into the low-wage labor 
market; the upsurge in citizenship audits, deportation arrests, and immi-
grant detention; the rise of noncompete clauses, and more.

Yet status coercion is not just operating alongside, and separate from, 
precarity. The two systems of labor control intersect, shaping and rein-
forcing one another. For as we will see in this book, status coercion helps 
create the vulnerable and compliant workers on whom neoliberal precar-
ity relies. Whether priming workers for undervalued and insecure posi-
tions as adjuncts and postdocs (as does graduate school) or as day laborers 
and fast-food workers (as do prison labor and workfare), the coercive 
labor regimes I examine in this book actively produce the “precariat.”77

This book thus identifies a new mechanism by which the state has 
expanded its punitive power in the context of neoliberalism. For as scholars 
have noted, neoliberalism in the United States has entailed not only state 
contraction but also state expansion—a strategic shrinking of government 
combined with a surge of authoritarianism.78 The recent spread of labor 
precarity is associated with the former: state withdrawal from (some cate-
gories of) work through de- and reregulation, declining labor standards, 
and deunionization.79 The labor coercion I analyze in this book is associ-
ated with the latter: the insertion of punitive state power into (these and 
other categories of) work. In such coercive labor regimes, the punitive arm 
of the “ambidextrous” neoliberal state has flexed its muscle.80

In this way, status coercion not only intersects with other systems of 
labor control, such as precarity; it also intersects with other systems of 
social control, such as race. Its overlap with the racialized criminal justice 
system is a case in point. As scholars have shown, racial logics have been 
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woven into the very fabric of this system, designating some (explicitly or 
implicitly) racialized people, drugs, crimes, and neighborhoods as “worse” 
and more “dangerous” than others and therefore deserving of increased 
surveillance, policing, and sentencing.81 This has produced the profoundly 
racialized regime of mass incarceration, in which a vastly disproportion-
ate share of the skyrocketing carceral population is African American, 
which has reentrenched America’s racial caste system.82 The same is true 
of the welfare system, a profoundly racialized institution that has also pro-
duced and sustained deep racial disparities.83 Racial logics have been 
woven into the fabric of this system as well, as racism has long been a 
guiding principle for administering—and denying—public assistance.84 
Status coercion directly intersects with both of these racialized regimes of 
social control through prison labor and workfare, as well as through the 
“carceral labor” that Zatz has identified.85 In all of them, status coercion 
exploits and amplifies their punitive racial logics.

Indeed, I would argue that racial logics have been woven into the coer-
cive labor regimes I examine in this book—logics which seek to explain who 
should be subject to such coercion and why. As I show in chapter 1, for pris-
oners, welfare recipients, and athletes alike, cultural constructions (and 
assumptions) of their Blackness intersect with presumptions of their crimi-
nality, or their (not quite deserved) privilege, to justify their bosses’ expan-
sive punitive power over them. Whether they are construed as wayward 
crooks (as are prisoners and welfare recipients) or as potentially wayward 
kids (as are college football and basketball players), such workers are framed 
as needing extensive surveillance, control, and discipline. Meanwhile, for 
graduate students, cultural constructions (and assumptions) of their white-
ness intersect with presumptions of their (mostly deserved) privilege, to 
justify but also mitigate their bosses’ punitive power over them. Rather than 
wayward kids, they are seen as smart novices who require direction and 
surveillance, perhaps, but not punitive discipline. Therefore, just as racial-
ized logics form the substructure of the American criminal justice and wel-
fare systems, they also profoundly shape the institutions at the center of this 
book, and therefore workers’ experiences within them.

This book thus builds on analyses of social institutions, particularly 
work organizations, as fundamentally raced, gendered, and classed. As 
scholars have shown, these intersecting axes of inequality are embedded 
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in organizations’ culture, policies, and practices in ways that are distinct 
from (though not unrelated to) the particular bodies that inhabit them at 
any given time.86 This is certainly true of the institutions at the center of 
this book. For despite the demographic diversity of prisoners in the United 
States, prisons are culturally constructed as Black, lower-class, masculi-
nized institutions.87 Similarly, despite the demographic diversity of people 
receiving public assistance, the American welfare system is coded as a 
Black, lower-class, feminized institution.88 College football and basketball 
teams have a somewhat more complex race-class designation: regardless of 
athletes’ diversity, both sports are construed as relatively poor Black spaces 
situated (sometimes uneasily) within white upper-middle-class universi-
ties, though both are masculinized.89 By contrast, the cultural construal of 
university graduate programs—in the sciences and otherwise—broadly 
aligns with universities’ race-class-gender designations, despite the diver-
sity of those who learn and labor within them.90

Even though such designations are cultural constructs rather than 
demographic facts, their effects are powerful, shaping many aspects of 
these institutions, including their policies and practices of worker govern-
ance. Thus, for example, prisons’ everyday practices of coercion and sub-
jugation, which all prisoners experience, at least to some degree, are 
shaped by their designation as Black, lower-class, masculinized institu-
tions and the social construction of this identity as criminal and danger-
ous. This is not to deny that racial minorities experience unequal and dis-
criminatory treatment in U.S. prisons. They do.91 But at the same time, I 
contend that all prisoners experience prisons’ particular race-gender-class 
designation through the institution’s policies and practices. The same is 
true of the other labor regimes I examine in this book. Even though race 
and gender minorities experience disparate treatment within these work 
organizations,92 these organizations’ institutionalized practices of worker 
governance are shaped by their socially constructed race-class-gender 
designations. Therefore, just as Cynthia Cockburn argued in her early 
study of occupational gender segregation that “jobs . . . have a gender 
character that rubs off on the people that do them,”93 I argue that each of 
these labor regimes has a race-class-gender character that “rubs off” on 
the people who labor within them. Indeed, in this book I uncover at least 
some of the mechanisms by which such “rubbing off” occurs: for these 
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institutions’ race-class-gender character is actively “rubbed onto” workers’ 
bodies through the raced, classed, and gendered technologies of coercion 
and subjugation that I examine.

Ultimately, Coerced revises our understanding of labor governance and 
social control in contemporary America. By identifying a previously 
unrecognized type of power that (at least some) employers can wield over 
workers, it shows how those employers are able to affect workers’ lives, 
families, and futures in far-reaching ways. Moreover, though this book’s 
analytical lens is centered on how workers’ experience this power in four 
particular types of work—from prisons to PhD programs—it also looks 
beyond these workplaces to consider how this coercive power intersects 
with other systems of social control. But this book is only the beginning: a 
first step toward a broader and deeper understanding of work and power 
in America today.

•  •  •  •  •

For this book I interviewed more than 120 workers over the course of five 
years.94 Of those workers, 42 were workfare participants and 41 were ex-
prisoners, both from cities across New York State: New York City, Albany, 
Rochester, and Buffalo. Interviewing these two types of workers from just 
one state—New York—was necessary to control for the substantial state-
level variation in poverty and prison policies. For both, moreover, New York 
is an ideal site of analysis. New York has been a national leader in the imple-
mentation of workfare, particularly in the years after welfare reform, and 
therefore offers greater insight into workers’ experiences of this labor regime. 
At the same time, New York’s prisons and prison practices are neither par-
ticularly extreme nor particularly controversial. New York does not have (the 
often infamous) private prisons, as do Texas, Indiana, Colorado, and 
Oklahoma; its prison conditions have not been deemed in violation of pris-
oners’ constitutional rights, as have California’s;95 and its prisoners are paid 
wages for their labor, however minimal, unlike Georgia, Texas, and South 
Carolina, where they are not paid at all.96 In short, New York represents a 
middle-of-the-road case of prisons and prison labor in the United States.

I also interviewed 18 former NCAA Division I football and basketball 
players and 20 former PhD students in the sciences. Unlike workfare and 
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incarcerated workers, these former student workers were recruited from 
sites across the country. (In fact, in order to ensure their anonymity, I did 
not interview any student connected—past or present—with my own uni-
versity.) Not only had these former student workers attended many differ-
ent universities; they had also labored in different work environments 
within those universities. I interviewed women as well as men basketball 
players, for example, and I interviewed graduate students from a variety 
of labs and science departments, including chemistry, biology, pharmacol-
ogy, and neuroscience. Yet like incarcerated and workfare workers, all of 
these student workers had labored under a single policy regime, because 
their governing bodies are at the national (rather than state) level. 
Athletes’ labor is primarily governed by the NCAA, while graduate stu-
dents’ labor is governed by an amalgamation of court rulings and federal 
granting institutions, particularly the National Institutes of Health, which 
is the primary funder of bioscience research in the academy.97 Within 
each of these groups of workers, then, any differences between them stem 
not from structural variation but from the particularities of their bosses 
and work environments, that is, the dispositions of their faculty advisors, 
coaches, workfare supervisors, and corrections officers, and the organiza-
tional cultures that such bosses have cultivated. (As I discuss in chapter 2, 
supervisors in these labor regimes often have exceptional latitude to shape 
workers’ lives.)

Aside from those in workfare, most of the workers in this study had 
moved on from these particular employment relations, either recently 
released from prison or recently graduated from their universities.98 For 
many, such distance enabled them to speak more freely about their work. 
Despite such distance, however, a few expressed fear of reprisal in doing 
so, particularly athletes and graduate students, who often continue to rely 
on their coaches and lab bosses for postgraduate employment. Although 
the ex-prisoners I interviewed did not generally share this concern, their 
distance from prison was also essential to their ability to talk openly, given 
the totality of their surveillance and control behind bars. Workfare work-
ers were the exception: even though most of them were still laboring for 
workfare at the time of our interview, they did not express any concerns of 
reprisal. Nonetheless, for all of my informants I have taken numerous 
measures to protect their privacy and confidentiality, including changing 
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key but inconsequential details and using pseudonyms, which the workers 
themselves chose so that they can identify themselves in my writing.

In our interviews, a worker and I typically talked for an hour or more—
me with a digital recorder in hand—most often in person but sometimes 
over the phone. My interview questions were broad and wide-ranging. I 
asked about their labor in college sports arenas, university science labs, 
public parks and thrift stores, prison mess halls and dormitories. I asked 
about their everyday tasks, work schedules, and remuneration. I asked 
about the best and worst aspects of their jobs, what they gained from their 
labor, and what (if anything) they would change if they could. I asked if they 
ever had any problems with coworkers or supervisors and, if so, how they 
handled them. Throughout, I was careful to utilize the workers’ own lan-
guage in discussing their labor, so as not to introduce my own perspectives 
or politicized rhetoric into the conversation. If they described their supervi-
sors as “like family,” “bosses,” or “slave drivers,” for example, I would inquire 
about their word choice and then, in some (less inflammatory) cases, use it 
myself; but I never introduced such language. I wanted to learn how they 
conceptualized their work, how they experienced their labor.

Thus, in this book I draw heavily on these workers’ words: their own 
interpretations of their experiences, their own views of their labor. And as 
much as possible, I have tried to use their voices to tell their own stories.99 
For they are not simply data. They are people, and their stories are their 
own.100 Despite the personal and idiosyncratic nature of their stories, 
however, in this book I only present findings with high levels of saturation. 
For though these workers’ stories are unique, the ones in this book are not 
anomalous. In fact, I have deliberately not detailed the worst aspects of 
their jobs and lives; this book is not intended to be a journalistic exposé. I 
have tried to avoid casting them as passive victims, while not overlooking 
the ways in which they are sometimes victimized. Indeed, like most work-
ers, those in this book sought to find meaning and pleasure in their labor, 
even as they also faced difficulties.

Finally, because I did not set out to study labor coercion, as detailed in 
appendix A, in many of my interviews with these workers I did not delve 
directly into the coercive power that would eventually become the center-
piece of this book. Thus, on the one hand, my findings bolster the central-
ity of status coercion to these workers’ lives as it emerged organically from 
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talking to them about their labor. On the other hand, my findings should 
be understood as only a first step in understanding this form of labor gov-
ernance and its consequences for workers and their families.

•  •  •  •  •

Status coercion is recursively produced and reproduced at three levels: 
cultural, institutional, and individual. Its foundation is laid in the realm of 
culture, the realm in which narratives are circulated (and contested) about 
why some groups—despite their labor—are not “real” workers and there-
fore require extra regulation, surveillance, and discipline. Such ideas are 
operationalized at the institutional level. Prisons and college athletic pro-
grams, for example, act as chutes that channel these cultural narratives 
into policies and practices, thereby institutionalizing employers’ powers of 
status coercion.101 Within such institutions, employers enact these powers 
on workers’ bodies through individual-level actions. At all of these levels, 
workers themselves challenge such narratives, policies, and practices.

In reality, of course, such levels are not so neatly divided, nor do social 
phenomena unfold linearly from one level to the next. Rather, culture, insti-
tutions, and individual actions are ever-changing, mutually constitutive 
components of dynamic social systems, continually pushed and pulled, 
shaped and reshaped by the actors within them. Yet differentiating these 
levels is useful for analyzing how such messy real-world dynamics operate.

In this book, my primary focus is the third level, the individual: how 
workers experience, and resist, status coercion in these labor regimes. But 
before delving into their individual experiences, I briefly explore the other 
levels at which coercion is produced and sustained: culture and institutions. 
In chapter 1, “ ‘Wicked’ and ‘Blessed’: Cultural Narratives of Coerced Labor,” 
I analyze the role that ideologies of immorality and privilege play in con-
structing, justifying, and sustaining status coercion and the labor regimes 
predicated on it. I begin with a brief history of such narratives, examining 
how they were deployed during America’s Industrial Revolution to charac-
terize enslaved people, Native Americans, and white housewives. By high-
lighting this narrow slice of their cultural history, I seek to expose the artifi-
ciality of these narratives of immorality and privilege. I then jump to the 
contemporary era, exploring how recent changes in America’s criminal  
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justice, welfare, and higher education systems have made it more likely for 
such narratives to be culturally affixed to their respective populations. In 
short, I show how narratives of immorality and privilege have been embed-
ded in the structure of these institutions. Then, through analysis of hun-
dreds of cultural documents, I analyze how these narratives have been 
applied to incarcerated, workfare, college athlete, and graduate student 
workers. In doing so, I find that despite important differences in how they 
exploit logics of race, class, and gender, narratives of immorality and privi-
lege use similar methods to produce similar results. By portraying their tar-
gets as subordinate, dependent, childlike figures who require extensive 
direction, control, and (often) punishment, these narratives cast them as 
something other than “workers” doing something other than rights- 
bearing “work.” As a result, such narratives not only justify workers’ exclu-
sion from the rights and privileges of employment; they also justify their 
bosses’ legal, culturally accepted, and institutionally expected power over 
their position in those institutions—that is, their status coercion. Thus,  
I argue that narratives of “wickedness” and “blessedness” are two sides of a 
single ideological apparatus used to delegitimize and discipline workers.

With this cultural and institutional framework in place, I explore work-
ers’ experiences of status coercion in chapter 2, “ ‘Either You Do It or You’re 
Going to the Box’: Coercion and Compliance.” Such experiences are diverse 
and vary significantly in their intensity. They include, for example, PhD stu-
dents’ graduation dates being delayed because they had become productive 
workers in the lab, and prisoners being put in solitary confinement because 
they refused to clean up feces. Yet for all of these workers, such coercive 
penalties are not rarities, nor are they reserved for extreme cases of wrong-
doing. To the contrary, the possibility of punishment is omnipresent, and 
even when their bosses do not wield such punitive powers, these workers 
are well aware of their capacity to do so. This is how coercion works: every-
one knows what is possible and such knowledge is usually enough to compel 
compliance. Thus, I argue that the coercion at the center of these labor rela-
tions creates and sustains “a relation of docility-utility,” as Michel Foucault 
said of another context,102 which not only pervades these particular labor 
regimes but also reaches beyond them into the mainstream economy.

In chapter 3, “ ‘They Talk to You in Any Kind of Way’: Subjugation, 
Vulnerability, and the Body,” I continue this analysis by exploring how  
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status coercion interacts with other forms of worker subjugation, particu-
larly surveillance, degradation, and dehumanization. These types of sub-
jugation are not unique to these labor relations, of course. In fact, they are 
common modes of labor control across work organizations. But when 
bosses have access to the expansive and punitive powers of status coer-
cion, I find, such forms of subjugation take on new shape and intensity. 
For example, routine labor surveillance—the regulation and monitoring 
of workers’ actions and bodies—both creates and catches worker missteps 
to be punished, and in these labor relations such punishments are the 
same punitive technologies of status coercion. In these workplaces, then, 
even routine modes of labor governance increase workers’ vulnerability to 
employers’ coercive power.

Despite their vulnerability to such power, these workers regularly resist 
it. In chapter 4, “ ‘Stay Out They Way’: Agency and Resistance,” I examine 
their strategies of resistance. To do so, I identify four interrelated axes by 
which resistance can be analyzed: its level of action (individual vs. collec-
tive), the openness of its defiance (covert vs. overt), the narrative frames 
workers use to explain it (e.g., sovereignty), and its goal (e.g., “respect” vs. 
justice). From these I construct and analyze three categories of resistance, 
which I call “getting by” strategies, “standing up” strategies, and mobiliza-
tion strategies. Yet while there are analytical differences between these 
resistance strategies, they are not so distinct in workers’ everyday lives. 
Indeed, the same worker is likely to deploy different strategies in different 
situations. This analysis thus underscores the ways in which context fun-
damentally affects the form that resistance takes.

In chapter 5, I continue this study of resistance by examining workers’ 
ideological dissent. In “ ‘I’m Getting Ethiopia Pay for My Work’: Hegemony 
and Counter-Hegemony,” I explore how the workers in this book justify 
and challenge hegemonic constructions of “work” and their exclusion from 
it. While some of them outright accept or dispute these ideological tenets, 
others take a more nuanced stance through partial accessions and dissen-
sions. Yet in doing so, nearly all of them draw on the same two ideological 
frames: work and citizenship. This is not surprising, perhaps, as these 
interrelated ideologies are the conceptual foundation of work in America, 
jointly built on raced, classed, and gendered notions of morality and immo-
rality, independence and dependence, productivity and idleness, rights and 
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rightslessness.103 Whereas in chapter 1 I analyze how cultural narratives 
stemming from these ideologies have been used to construct these catego-
ries of labor as something other than “work,” in this chapter I examine how 
workers themselves deploy these ideologies. Through this analysis, I show 
how long-standing hegemonic ideals—such as the veneration of productive 
labor and the abhorrence of idleness—can be rearranged toward counter-
hegemonic ends.

In the conclusion, I discuss how this study transforms our understand-
ing of work in America, expanding our notions of employer power while 
deepening our grasp of already-familiar power systems. In appendix A, I 
tell “The Story of This Book,” charting its analytical development and 
detours, including my interviews with domestic workers, which do not 
appear in these pages. In appendix B, “People qua Data,” I provide more 
detail about the workers at the heart of this study: their demographic 
characteristics and their jobs, as well as how they compare to their broader 
populations. Yet even as these workers have become “data” in this book, I 
urge readers to keep in mind Ta-Nehisi Coates’s words while reading these 
chapters, as I sought to do while writing them. “You must always remem-
ber that the sociology, the history, the economics, the graphs, the charts, 
the regressions all land, with great violence, upon the body.”104
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 1 “Wicked” and “Blessed”
cultural narratives of coerced labor

We’re trying to make them into taxpayers instead of tax 

burdens. . . . No rest for the wicked.1

— Steve Smith, then director of Colorado Correctional 
Industries, describing its prison labor program

Exploited? Try blessed. Here’s hoping they spend this week-

end counting their blessings while ignoring the members of 

the chattering class who are trying to convince them to 

walk away.2

— Seth Davis, senior writer for Sports Illustrated, discussing 
the possibility of University of Oklahoma men’s basketball 
players boycotting the 2016 NCAA Final Four

“No rest for the wicked,” then director of Colorado’s prison industry pro-
gram said of prisoners. Apache agreed, as you will recall. “It’s not supposed 
to be a camp,” he argued. “We’re in prison. We’re not supposed to come in 
and kick our feet up.” “If you do bad,” Apache said, “you get bad.” Meanwhile, 
Sports Illustrated writer Seth Davis described college athletes as “blessed,” 
not “exploited.” Haley, one of the athletes I interviewed, agreed. Having 
played for one of the best women’s college basketball teams in the country, 
she described herself as “100% blessed.” “I still don’t know how it all hap-
pened,” she told me, “but I’m forever grateful for that opportunity.”

These tropes of immorality and privilege—being “wicked” and 
“blessed”—dominate American cultural narratives of incarcerated and col-
lege athlete labor, respectively. Prisoners, by virtue of their incarceration, 
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are deemed to be fundamentally immoral, and their labor is construed as 
punishment, reparation, or rehabilitation for their “wickedness.”3 Athletes, 
by contrast, are not seen as performing labor at all. Instead, they are 
viewed as privileged—“blessed”—to play their sport and are therefore 
expected to be “grateful” for their good fortune.

On some level, these portrayals make sense and not only because we—
as writer and reader—are of the culture in which such tropes prevail. In 
point of fact, prisoners have been convicted of crimes, sometimes heinous 
ones, and Division I athletes are an elite set, sometimes achieving fame 
and access to future fortune at a young age. Therefore, although neither 
group is perceived to be entirely “wicked” or “blessed,” these characteriza-
tions likely ring true for many Americans.

Yet these tropes of immorality and privilege are not unique to these 
groups, for they are also used to characterize the other workers in this 
study. Like prisoners, workfare workers are culturally construed as 
immoral, while PhD students, like athletes, are seen as privileged. In fact, 
these tropes extend well beyond these four groups, dating from (at least) 
the 18th and 19th centuries when they were applied to enslaved and indig-
enous people, as well as white housewives in the United States. Thus, the 
repeated use of these narratives over time and across groups suggests that 
rather than apt descriptors of such groups, they are cultural artifacts 
themselves worthy of study.

In this chapter, I unpack these cultural artifacts. I begin with a brief 
examination of how narratives of immorality and privilege were deployed 
during the American Industrial Revolution. In highlighting this narrow 
slice of what is in fact a much broader cultural history, I seek to expose the 
artificiality of these narratives. Indeed, from today’s perspective the claim 
that—for example—the violently brutal system of slavery would benefit the 
enslaved by remedying their inherent laziness is not only a racist and farci-
cal anachronism. It is also an unambiguous strategy to exploit their labor by 
justifying their exclusion from rights-bearing “work” and legitimizing their 
bosses’ power over them. In short, claims of enslaved people’s immorality—
their laziness as well as their ignorance and criminality—served as the cul-
tural scaffolding for their violent exploitation, subjugation, and coercion.

Having highlighted the social engineering behind such narratives, I 
then jump from the distant past to the contemporary era to analyze how 
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narratives of immorality and privilege are used to govern the workers at 
the center of this book. I do so in two analytical steps. First, through a 
rereading of secondary literature, I show how recent institutional changes 
in the U.S. criminal justice, welfare, and higher education systems have 
made it more likely for such narratives to be culturally affixed to their 
respective populations. Second, through analysis of hundreds of cultural 
documents—newspaper and magazine articles, government and institu-
tional publications, court rulings, and online discussion boards—I explore 
how these narratives of immorality and privilege are applied to incarcer-
ated, workfare, college athlete, and graduate student workers.

Despite important differences in how these narratives exploit logics of 
race, class, and gender, I find that they use similar methods to produce 
similar results. By portraying their targets as subordinate, dependent, 
childlike figures who require extensive direction, control, and (often) pun-
ishment, narratives of immorality and privilege cast them as something 
other than “workers” doing something other than rights-bearing “work.” 
As a result, these narratives not only justify workers’ exclusion from the 
rights and privileges of “employment.” They also justify workers’ status 
coercion: their bosses’ legal, culturally accepted, and institutionally 
expected power over their positions in those institutions and in society. 
Thus, I argue that narratives of “wickedness” and “blessedness” are two 
sides of a single ideological apparatus used to delegitimize and discipline 
workers in America.

immorality and privilege in  
the industrial revolution

The Industrial Revolution of the 18th and 19th centuries not only pro-
duced modern forms of work; it also produced modern ideas about work. 
For it was through industrialization that work in America came to be nar-
rowly defined as “wage labor,” a newly constructed category that was 
deeply entwined with emerging notions of economic independence, 
morality, and citizenship.4 The fulcrum of this new definition of work was 
white masculinity, and so, in a looping cycle of exclusion and stigmatiza-
tion, women and nonwhite workers were excluded from wage labor and 
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associated with economic dependence, immorality, and noncitizenship, or 
at least a lesser citizenship. As a result, by the end of industrialization a 
broad range of workers, from enslaved people to housewives, were—
despite their labor—neither culturally nor legally deemed to be produc-
tive, rights-bearing “workers.”

It is thus illustrative to examine the cultural tropes of nonwork during 
that time, when such tropes were relatively new and raw, rather than nat-
uralized and normalized as are today’s versions. To do so, I draw on Nancy 
Fraser and Linda Gordon’s analysis of what they call the three “icons of 
dependency” in 19th-century America: the “pauper,” the “slave and colo-
nial native,” and the white middle-class “housewife.” 5 My reinterpretation 
of their findings, as well as my own analysis of primary documents and 
secondary literature, reveals that tropes of “immorality” and “privilege” 
were central to discursively framing all of these groups as economically 
dependent noncitizen nonworkers.

In the case of paupers, for example, narratives of immorality were the 
sine qua non of their 19th-century cultural construction. As Fraser and 
Gordon write, “Paupers were not simply poor but degraded, their charac-
ter corrupted and their will sapped through reliance on charity.”6 More 
than just vaguely immoral, paupers were associated with several particu-
lar brands of immorality: indolence, “feeblemindedness,” criminality, and 
(for women) sexual promiscuity.7 As the latter suggests, such allegations 
were not only classed but also gendered and raced, and they were dispro-
portionately levied at those deemed deficient in fulfilling gender roles as 
well as racialized others, including those with “tainted whiteness” (such as 
immigrants of Irish, Italian, and Jewish descent).8

To redress their purported immorality, 19th-century paupers (along 
with people with physical and mental disabilities) were often confined in 
workhouses, also known as “poorhouses” or “almshouses,” the conditions 
of which were deliberately abhorrent in an effort to deter claims for relief.9 
In such institutions, all remotely able-bodied occupants were compelled 
to work, for it was broadly believed that labor was the antidote to paupers’ 
immorality and that because of their inherent laziness, compulsion was 
required. If they did not adequately perform such labor, or if they broke 
any of the workhouses’ many moral codes, they would be punished. In  
one New York poorhouse, for example, such punishment entailed solitary 
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confinement with only bread and water as sustenance.10 As its 1831 “Rules 
& Regulations” stated,

If any persons shall neglect to repair to their proper place to work, or being 
there shall refuse to work, or shall loiter, be idle or shall not well perform the 
task of work wet them, or shall waste or spoil any of the materials or tools, 
or shall deface the walls, or break the windows, or shall disturb the house by 
clamorous quarrelling, fighting or abusive language, or shall bring any 
strong liquors into the house without leave, or shall behave disrespectfully 
to any, or shall be guilty of lying, or in any other respect act immorally, they 
shall be punished by withholding their regular means, not exceeding one 
days [sic] allowance, or by being confined in a cell, or some solitary place 
and supported on bread and water, at the discretion of the keeper, not 
exceeding seventy two hours: unless the board of superintendents order a 
longer confinement, or proceed against them before a justice of the peace, 
there to be dealt with according to law.11

As this passage suggests, labor was not only the cornerstone of American 
poorhouses; it was the cornerstone of American morality. Work was explic-
itly equated with morality—and idleness with immorality—despite une-
qual access to culturally defined “work.” For paupers, then, compulsory 
labor was both punishment and remedy for their perceived moral failings.

Immorality was also the central tenet of 19th-century cultural con-
structions of enslaved and indigenous people. In fact, the only significant 
difference was the role of race: while paupers were an implicitly racialized 
emblem of immorality, slaves and Native Americans were explicitly racial-
ized as such. Simply by virtue of their race, they were presumed to be 
immoral. Yet they were charged with the very same brands of immorality 
as were paupers: indolence, moral depravity, promiscuity, and feeblem-
indedness.12 Just as these allegations were used to justify paupers’ con-
finement and compulsory labor, they were used to justify Black enslave-
ment in the American South. “Since blacks were inferior,” historian 
Eugene Genovese writes, “they had to be enslaved and taught to work, but, 
being inferior, they could hardly be expected to work up to Anglo-Saxon 
expectations.”13 In fact, proponents of slavery argued that this sadistic sys-
tem of forced labor would morally “elevate” this “degraded race.” For 
instance, as South Carolina politician William Harper proclaimed in his 
1853 Pro-Slavery Argument,
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Slavery . . . has done more to elevate a degraded race in the scale of human-
ity; to tame the savage; to civilize the barbarous; to soften the ferocious; to 
enlighten the ignorant, and to spread the blessings of Christianity among 
the heathen, than all the missionaries that philanthropy and religion have 
ever sent forth.14

Harper then went on to elaborate the many ways that he believed slavery 
had redressed the particular strands of enslaved people’s purported immo-
rality. He argued that slavery “enlightened” slaves by teaching them how to 
work. “They are undergoing the very best education which it is possible to 
give,” he explained. “They are in the course of being taught habits of regular 
and patient industry.”15 In fact, in Harper’s view, slavery was a system of 
care, not cruelty. By virtue of their enslavement, he argued, slaves were 
“saved . . . from the responsibility of self-government”16 and cared for dur-
ing the “wants and sufferings of infancy, sickness, and old age.”17 For these 
reasons, Harper avowed, slavery was less exploitative than wage labor in the 
American North. Thus, in his construal, slavery was a means of moral uplift 
as well as one of paternalist benevolence, both of which enslaved people— 
portrayed as lazy, ignorant, immoral, and childlike—desperately needed.

These narratives of Black immorality, particularly indolence, persisted 
long after slavery ended.18 After emancipation, historians Eric Foner and 
Olivia Mahoney write,

Among white Southerners, the question “Will the free Negro work?” became 
an all-absorbing obsession. . . . It was widely believed that African-
Americans, naturally lazy, would work only when coerced. Charges of “indo-
lence” were often directed not only against blacks unwilling to work at all, 
but at those who preferred to labor for themselves rather than signing con-
tracts with whites. In the strange logic of plantation society, African-
Americans who sought to become self-sufficient farmers seemed not exam-
ples of industriousness, but demoralized freedmen unwilling to work—work, 
that is, under white supervision on a plantation.19

From today’s perspective, of course, it is clear that the desire to preserve 
this stratum of cheap (or free) labor was at the heart of the South’s “strange 
logic.” To do so, white southerners deployed numerous strategies. Culturally, 
as Foner and Mahoney suggest, they portrayed the formerly enslaved as 
indolent and immoral and therefore in need of the moral discipline of 
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(white-controlled) labor. Then, on the basis of such cultural narratives, 
white southerners built a variety of economic and legal structures that 
secured former slaves’ coerced or unpaid labor, such as debt peonage and 
convict labor.20 For instance, as historian Douglas Blackmon writes, after 
emancipation the crime of vagrancy—not being able to prove at any par-
ticular moment that one is employed—became a “new and flimsy concoc-
tion dredged up from legal obscurity” and enforced “almost exclusively” 
against Black men (and boys).21 Once incarcerated, they could be forced to 
labor without remuneration under threat of violence. “For whites no longer 
able to mete out arbitrary punishment to their former black chattel,” histo-
rian Alex Lichtenstein writes, “the criminal justice system served as a 
prime means of racial control and labor exploitation in the New South.”22 
Indeed, it was arguably because of this use of the criminal justice system to 
subjugate and exploit Black labor that cultural claims of Black criminality 
increasingly accompanied—and ultimately overshadowed—claims of 
Black indolence over the course of the 20th century.

The third emblem of 19th-century nonwork was the white middle-class 
housewife. Through industrialization, women’s domestic labor was 
increasingly excluded from new conceptions of work, while white women’s 
opportunities for wage labor were increasingly curtailed. As a result, white 
middle-class women went from being white middle-class men’s economic 
equals in household subsistence to their economic dependents: from 
“partners to parasites,” as policy scholar Hilary Land notes.23 (Of course, 
poor white women and women of color were also deemed “parasites,” but 
more because of their cultural association with poor and enslaved people 
than their culturally constructed economic dependence on men.) Thus 
emerged the white middle-class “housewife” in American culture.

To justify the social construction of white middle-class women as non-
working dependents, these women of relative privilege were cast as weak 
and vulnerable.24 As historian Alice Kessler-Harris explains, it was argued 
that (white) women should be kept out of wage work because their “fun-
damentally weaker” constitution was unfit for physical hardship, and due 
to their “laxity of moral fiber,” their presumed innocence would be jeop-
ardized by exposure to unseemly influences in the workplace.25 In both 
cases, then, these women’s purported vulnerability was linked to their 
race-class privilege as well as their gender disadvantage. By contrast, poor 
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and nonwhite women were seen as neither physically weak nor morally 
innocent, and therefore not in need of protection from physical hardship 
or moral lapse.26 In this way, the symbiotic tropes of vulnerability and 
protection, which stemmed from both privilege and disadvantage, were 
used to construct white middle-class women as dependent nonworkers.

Thus, multiple and contradictory narratives were deployed to justify 
the exclusion of these groups from the new category of productive rights-
bearing “work” in 19th-century America: immorality as well as privilege, 
laziness as well as weakness, criminality as well as innocence, the need for 
domination as well as the need for protection. Though in isolation such 
narratives might seem to be anachronistic portrayals of idiosyncratic 
groups, taken together they shed new light on the cultural construction of 
“work” in America when its modern architecture was being built. For at 
the broadest level, this analysis shows how narratives of immorality and 
privilege were used to delegitimize and discipline all three groups—pau-
pers, slaves, and housewives—by constructing their labor as something 
other than rights-bearing work. Yet there were also important differences 
in how these cultural narratives were used, particularly in how they capi-
talized on social constructions of race, class, and gender. While immoral-
ity narratives were deployed against those with race-class disadvantage, 
privilege narratives were deployed against (and sometimes for) those with 
race-class privilege.27 In both cases, however, they exploited and reified 
race-gender-class stereotypes, reentrenching already-stalwart systems of 
social inequality. In short, narratives of immorality and privilege were 
powerful cultural tools of labor governance and social control during the 
Industrial Revolution.

immorality and privilege in  
contemporary america

Though these “icons of dependency” are no longer cultural archetypes of 
nonwork, the narratives used to construct them continue to shape the 
politics of work and employment in America today. Such narratives are 
likely deployed against a variety of populations, of course, but here  
I examine how they are used to govern incarcerated, workfare, college  
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athlete, and graduate student workers. Because of broader changes in the 
institutions for which they labor—the criminal justice, welfare, and higher 
education systems in the United States—narratives of immorality and 
privilege have become increasingly effective tools of governance for these 
groups of workers.

For both the criminal justice and the welfare systems in America, such 
changes revolved around their transformation from being culturally asso-
ciated with whiteness in the mid-20th century to being associated with 
Blackness by century’s end. For its part, the criminal justice system at mid-
century was framed by the “rehabilitative ideal,” the belief that prisoners—
largely presumed to be white and male—could and should be reformed 
into law-abiding citizens.28 At times, prisoners were even idolized in 
American culture, as evidenced by the acclaimed 1967 film Cool Hand 
Luke, starring Paul Newman as a (white) prisoner who refuses to submit to 
an unjust authoritarian system. Due to sociopolitical sea changes already 
underway, however, the criminal justice system’s cultural whiteness would 
soon change. The “race riots” of the late 1960s, combined with civil rights 
activism, particularly the Black Power movement, increased the visibility, 
and fear, of Blackness in the white American imagination.29 This fear was 
often fixated on Black violence and crime and was therefore fueled by ris-
ing crime rates in the 1960s and 1970s,30 and then ignited by the racially 
targeted “War on Drugs” in the 1970s and 1980s.31 Such dynamics helped 
produce mass incarceration—the skyrocketing of the prison population, 
particularly the Black male prison population32—as well as the cultural 
association of the criminal justice system with Black (male) immorality. 
Thus, by the turn of the 21st century, prisons were no longer seen as sites of 
rehabilitation for white people presumed to be fundamentally moral; they 
were seen (and sometimes used) as semipermanent warehouses for Black 
and Brown people presumed to be fundamentally immoral.33 And so, as 
we will see in the sections below, the same narratives of immorality that 
were once used to characterize 19th-century poor and enslaved people 
came to dominate modern-day portrayals of prisoners.

The American welfare system followed a similar cultural trajectory, but 
with one key difference. Whereas for a time after emancipation prisons had 
been associated with Black (male) immorality, the welfare system—since 
its modern inception in the 1930s at least—had always been associated 
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with (female) whiteness, the perceived immorality of which varied depend-
ing on the program and the era.34 This presumption of whiteness was 
because traditionally defined “welfare” was reserved almost exclusively for 
white mothers, while Black women and their families, despite pervasive 
poverty, were largely excluded from public assistance programs.35 Indeed, 
African American women did not have access to other less stigmatized 
forms of public assistance either, because of their near-total exclusion from 
the Social Security Act and therefore from old-age insurance and widow 
benefits. For although white mothers (and widows in particular) were  
seen as “deserving” of government assistance, Black mothers—widows or  
otherwise—were not. They were deemed “employable.”36

In the 1960s and 1970s, however, Black women’s exclusion from social 
welfare programs, and thus the welfare system’s cultural whiteness, began 
to change. During that time, the problem of poverty, particularly Black 
urban poverty, gained new visibility in the United States. In 1964, President 
Johnson famously declared an “unconditional war” on poverty and for a 
relatively short time welfare programs expanded.37 By the end of the 1960s, 
class action lawsuits began to curb racial bias in these programs so that 
African Americans gained unprecedented access to the new and growing 
forms of public assistance.38 Such access, combined with Black women’s 
activism in the welfare rights movement, increased Black visibility—and 
stigmatization—in the welfare system.39 But it was Ronald Reagan’s per-
sistent promotion of the “welfare queen” trope in the 1970s and 1980s, 
equating welfare receipt with Black (female) fraudulence and indolence, 
that decisively attached this racialized immorality narrative to welfare in 
America.40 As a result, by the start of the 21st century traditionally defined 
welfare had been gutted and rebuilt as a highly restrictive and punitive 
system centered on reducing welfare receipt rather than poverty itself.41 
Such changes were justified because in the American cultural imagination 
the welfare system, much like the criminal justice system, had become 
defined by Black immorality.42

In comparison to narratives of immorality, those of privilege have been 
less straightforwardly used as tools of governance in American culture. In 
part this is because rather than unambiguously pivoting on race, these 
narratives are used to target groups with varying combinations of advan-
tage and disadvantage. Moreover, as a disciplinary tool, “privilege” is less 
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potent than “immorality” in American culture, and therefore privilege 
narratives have been less strongly attached to social institutions and their 
inhabitants. Nonetheless, such narratives have indeed been deployed to 
delegitimize college athletes’ and graduate students’ claims for worker 
rights, just as they were used to delegitimize white middle-class women’s 
standing as workers.

To understand how this came to pass, it is first necessary to understand 
that in the second half of the 20th century, universities became places 
where some students saw themselves as “workers.” This was likely a 
byproduct of the neoliberalization of higher education in the United 
States; that is, universities’ uneven yet broad-based push toward marketi-
zation, driven (at least in part) by state cuts in educational funding.43 
Thus, university officials sought to transform their institutions’ education 
and research functions into revenue generators by, for example, partner-
ing with private industry, replacing faculty with low-wage adjuncts and 
other insecure workers, and positioning students as consumers.44 In the 
realm of athletics, university officials sought to capture a share of the sig-
nificant (and growing) returns from their “revenue-generating” sports, 
football and basketball.45 Their efforts to do so were facilitated by (though 
sometimes also in tension with) those of NCAA officials, who sought to 
capture their own share of this revenue as well.46 For it was the NCAA’s 
creation, promotion, and staunch protection of the principle of “amateur-
ism” that meant that college athletes were the only entities who could not 
profit from their athleticism.47 The considerable and growing disparity 
between athletes’ scholarships and others’ profits, particularly in football 
and basketball, generated dissatisfaction among at least some athletes, 
giving rise to a new sense of worker consciousness and new claims to 
worker rights.48 Such dissatisfaction was further compounded by the 
issue of race. For as critics have argued, when the concentration of African 
American athletes in these revenue-generating sports is situated in the 
long history of Black unfree labor and Black bodies being made spectacle 
for white entertainment and profit, these sports can be reconceptualized 
as modern-day iterations of southern plantations.49

Though these dynamics make athletes’ position unique in many ways, 
the neoliberalization of higher education has had similar effects on many 
graduate students; namely, reconstructing the university as a workplace 
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and therefore producing a new sense of worker identity. In the academic 
sciences, such neoliberalization has been enacted through a series of inter-
related measures. Partially because of state funding cuts, science faculty 
and their labs have increasingly had to rely on “soft money” from govern-
ment agencies and corporations to fund their research,50 as well as on the 
“cheap” labor of graduate students and postdocs to do the research and 
writing necessary to sustain such funding.51 As a consequence, the number 
of science graduate students has grown dramatically; but at the same 
time, university officials have disinvested in tenure-track faculty positions, 
so that a declining fraction of PhD graduates have been getting faculty 
jobs.52 All of this has increased at least some students’ dissatisfaction with 
their graduate education and labor, leading to a rise in worker conscious-
ness and rights claims.53

Yet this neoliberal milieu not only produced new arenas of worker iden-
tity and activism among PhD students and college athletes. It also increased 
the financial pressure on universities to push back against their activism, 
for these students’ labor—their scientific research and their athleticism—is 
a critical component of the new “academic capitalism.”54 In this pushback, 
as we will see, university officials (along with others) have revitalized time-
honored narratives of privilege to argue that graduate students and ath-
letes are not performing labor and are therefore not rights-bearing “work-
ers,” similar in effect to the use of immorality narratives against incarcerated 
and workfare workers.

In the sections that follow, I examine the cultural discourse surround-
ing each of these groups in turn, revealing how narratives of immorality 
and privilege have been used in similar ways to govern them all.

Incarcerated Workers

Narratives of immorality are the centerpiece of cultural justifications for 
prison labor. Over and again, politicians and prison officials (along with 
laypeople) claim that labor will rehabilitate prisoners’ immorality in at least 
three ways: (1) by preventing their idleness and correcting their indolence, 
(2) by redressing their economic dependence, and (3) by remedying their 
criminality. These are discrete charges of immorality—laziness, depend-
ence, and criminality—but in such rhetoric these tropes are often inter-
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twined. In this analysis, I disentangle these discursive threads to examine 
how each of these charges of immorality serves to legitimize compulsory 
prison labor and delegitimize prisoners’ rights claims, all the while echoing 
19th-century portrayals of poor, enslaved, and indigenous peoples.

In the first case, mandatory labor is said to prevent prisoners’ idleness 
and indolence, underscoring the centrality of work and disdain for lazi-
ness in American culture. The primary purpose of prison labor, institu-
tional officials repeatedly proclaim, is to “reduce idleness.”55 “We don’t 
want inmates sitting around idle doing nothing,” asserts the director of 
Arizona’s Department of Corrections.56 “We believe offenders should not 
just sit idle while they serve their time in state prison,”57 argue proponents 
of expanding Washington State’s prison labor program. At the heart of 
this argument is the contention that prisoners should be required to work 
simply to make them do something; not working is equated with laziness, 
and laziness is not acceptable.

Yet in such rhetoric forced labor will not only forestall idleness and 
indolence; it will cure these moral vices by teaching prisoners “good work 
habits” and “positive work ethics.”58 “Inmates are gaining a work ethic and 
a sense of value and self worth,” avow officials of South Dakota’s Department 
of Corrections.59 “What we want to do,” the director of Indiana’s prison 
industries says of incarcerated workers, is

When they’re released, for them to feel unnatural not to be working. . . . For 
you and I, if we go a long period of not working, something’s wrong. But 
they have not lived their life that way. We’re trying to change that habit to 
where they need to work, mentally, just as much as you and I do.60

In this formulation, prisoners are fundamentally different from most peo-
ple: “you and I.” They are constructed as “the Other.”61 As such, they pur-
portedly do not have a “habit” of working (“they have not lived their life 
that way”), and therefore they need to be taught how to work, by being 
required to work, in order to gain a “sense of value and self worth.” In 
other words, compulsory labor will (supposedly) give prisoners the moral 
compass they lack.

Dependence is the second brand of immorality that prison labor is said 
to remedy. Although prisoners are dependent on the state by virtue of their 
incarceration, it is argued that their compulsory labor will compensate for 
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their dependence in at least two ways: directly, by offsetting the costs of 
their incarceration, and indirectly, by decreasing state expenses overall. In 
these ways, prison labor proponents repeatedly argue, compulsory labor 
will reduce prisoners’ financial “burdens” on “taxpayers” and “society.”62 As 
economist Robert Atkinson writes,

The majority of Americans support prison labor because they believe that 
prisoners should help offset some of the costs of incarceration. It costs 
approximately $40 billion annually to incarcerate prisoners in local, state, 
and federal prisons. That works out to approximately $20,000 a year per 
prisoner. Surely prisoners can work and contribute something to help pay 
for this so taxpayers don’t have to spend as much.63

In his limited economic formulation, Atkinson does not question the 
sheer number of prisoners and its effect on the costs of incarceration. 
Instead, he asserts that prisoners, as criminal dependents, should be 
required to work (implicitly at low or no pay) to “offset” such costs.

In a similar vein, the sheriff ’s office in Pasco County, Florida, proclaims 
that its prison labor programs are “designed to save taxpayer’s dollars, 
raise the work ethic of selected inmates and give them a productive way to 
spend their court-ordered sentences.”64 While this statement deploys sev-
eral immorality tropes—idleness and indolence as well as dependence—
official descriptions of the county’s prison labor programs repeatedly 
emphasize the latter by enumerating the monetary returns and work out-
put of each. For example, the agricultural prison labor program reportedly 
yielded “15,465 heads of cabbage valued at $16,238.25.”65 Prison officials 
in Jackson County, Georgia, use a similar tactic, detailing the economic 
returns of their prison labor programs:

The Road Department uses on average 70 inmates per day on its details. 
Based on 2,000 work hours per year per person this amounts to 140,000 
man hours per year! If you could hire civilian workers to perform the work 
done by inmates at a cost of $10 per hour (and you couldn’t), this depart-
ment alone would have to spend $1,400,000 per year.66

In this calculation, Georgia prisoners—who are not paid for their labor—
work full-time on the road crew (often in the blistering southern heat), 40 
hours a week, 50 weeks a year. As compared to even relatively low-wage 
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workers performing this labor, Jackson County officials proudly proclaim 
that this single unit of prison labor (and there are twelve others) saves the 
local government well over one million dollars.

Indeed, the magnitude of such cost “savings” has led some government 
officials to argue that prison labor is indispensable.67 In California, 
because of the state’s reliance on prison labor, officials resisted a Supreme 
Court mandate to reduce the state’s prison population. In 2011, the U.S. 
Supreme Court ruled that overcrowding in California state prisons vio-
lated prisoners’ right to be free from cruel and unusual punishment; as a 
remedy, the Court ordered state prison officials to grant early parole to all 
minimum-security prisoners.68 Three years later, however, California 
prisons were once again on trial, this time for not adhering to the Court’s 
mandate. In their defense, prison officials argued that because California 
depended on prisoners’ low-cost labor in the fire camps, they needed to 
reserve early parole exclusively for those who “volunteered” for firefighting 
jobs. Otherwise, state officials argued, prisoners “would choose to partici-
pate in [other work programs] rather than endure strenuous physical 
activities and risk injury in fire camps,” and so “fire camp beds [would be] 
even more difficult to fill.”69 In short, state officials were willing to forgo 
prisoners’ Eighth Amendment rights in order to continue coercing them 
into “choosing” the difficult and dangerous work of fighting fires.70

The third brand of immorality that incarcerated labor is said to curb is 
prisoners’ criminality itself.71 For instance, just as the director of Colorado’s 
prison industry program said that there should be “no rest for the wicked,” 
at the start of this chapter,72 economist Robert Atkinson writes that “pris-
oners don’t get vacations, that’s why they are in prison.”73 Critics of prison 
labor, Atkinson goes on to explain, “miss the fundamental point: These 
are criminals who are serving time in prison for illegal activity and, as 
such, are deprived of some of the rights free people enjoy.”74 As this state-
ment suggests, in order to justify the compulsion of prisoners’ labor and 
exclusion from employment rights, Atkinson repeatedly underscores their 
criminality: they are criminals in prison for illegal activity.

Most often, this particular immorality narrative is used to argue that 
labor is the antidote to prisoners’ future criminality, whether by cultivat-
ing their moral compass or by increasing their skills and thereby reducing 
their recidivism.75 Prison labor “isn’t about making money,” argues the 
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director of Washington’s Correctional Industries. “It’s about making better 
people.”76 “Think about how much it costs to incarcerate someone,” says 
John Ensign, then senator of Nevada. “Do we want them just sitting in 
prison, lifting weights, becoming violent and thinking about the next 
crime? Or do we want them having a little purpose in life and learning a 
skill?”77 The “whole impetus behind Federal Prison Industries is not about 
business,” assert federal prison officials, but about transforming offenders 
into “law-abiding, contributing members of society.”78 Thus, in this rheto-
ric prison officials explicitly—and perhaps strategically—point away from 
the profits of prison labor (it “isn’t about making money”) to argue that 
prisoners’ low- or no-wage labor makes them “better people” by giving 
them “purpose” and “skill.”

One Massachusetts sheriff has taken this argument even further by 
claiming that prison labor can prevent criminality in general. In 2017, 
Sheriff Thomas Hodgson made headlines when he offered the free labor 
of the prisoners in his county jail to help build then president-elect Donald 
Trump’s controversial wall on the U.S.-Mexico border. Such incarcerated 
labor, Sheriff Hodgson xenophobically proclaimed, would “prevent crime 
in communities around the country” by precluding Mexican migrants 
from entering the United States.79 Through compulsory labor, the sheriff 
seemed to be saying, prisoners would symbolically remedy their own 
criminality by the forestalling the alleged (though unfounded) criminality 
of others.

As such rhetoric reveals, the immorality narratives that are used to 
characterize prisoners and their labor in America today are the same ones 
that were applied to poor, indigenous, and enslaved people in the 19th 
century. It was argued that slavery, a ruthlessly violent system of forced 
labor, would remedy slaves’ purported laziness and ignorance about work, 
teaching them “habits of regular and patient industry.” For paupers, com-
pulsory labor was also said to remedy, as well as punish, their laziness and 
moral laxity. The same is true of prisoners today. “No rest for the wicked,” 
it is said. “Prisoners don’t get vacations.” Because of their immorality, they 
must be required to work and are therefore not rights-bearing workers. 
But through such compulsory labor, it is asserted, they will become “better 
people” and “contributing members of society.” Work is discursively cast as 
both punishment and cure for prisoners’ purported immorality.
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Workfare Workers

Of the four groups analyzed in this book, workfare workers have been the 
most thoroughly examined in the scholarly literature, and so cultural rhet-
oric about this labor regime is relatively well-traveled territory.80 Yet it is 
worth exploring again, if only briefly, to highlight the discursive parallels 
between such rhetoric and that of the other workers I examine in this book. 
In point of fact, much like that of prisoners, narratives of immorality domi-
nate cultural discussions of poverty, welfare, and workfare, similarly echo-
ing 19th-century descriptions of poor, indigenous, and enslaved people.

Immorality rhetoric about welfare recipients was particularly pervasive 
in the 1980s and 1990s,81 culminating in then president Bill Clinton’s 1996 
passage of the Personal Responsibility and Work Opportunity Reconciliation 
Act. Popularly known as “welfare reform,” this legislation prioritized work 
for welfare recipients, both institutionalizing and expanding compulsory 
workfare programs. In subsequent years, as welfare reform was periodically 
renewed or revised, debates about poverty, welfare, and work would erupt 
anew and narratives of poor people’s supposed immorality would once 
again take center stage. This is what happened in New York City in 2014, for 
example, when recently elected mayor Bill de Blasio pledged to back away 
from the city’s embrace of work-first poverty policies and phase out its pri-
mary workfare program, WEP (Work Experience Program). Many argued 
vehemently against de Blasio’s proposal by revitalizing long-standing argu-
ments that compulsory labor was the key to rehabilitating welfare recipi-
ents’ alleged immorality. Indeed, they argued that work would cure the 
same three strands of immorality as for prisoners—indolence, dependence, 
and criminality—along with a fourth, irresponsibility.

In the first case, workfare proponents argued that compulsory labor 
reduces welfare recipients’ purported indolence by forestalling idleness 
and promoting an ethic of work.82 As conservative pundit Heather Mac 
Donald’s writes,

The rollback of welfare reform under New York City’s mayor, Bill de Blasio, has 
begun in earnest. The city’s Human Resources Administration just informed 
able-bodied, childless adults that they no longer need to do anything in 
exchange for their food stamps. Sitting at home and watching TV while you 
collect your benefits is just fine with de Blasio and his new welfare chief.83
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Without work requirements, Mac Donald claims, welfare recipients will 
remain idle—“sitting at home and watching TV”—and their presumed 
laziness will remain unchecked.

Much like prisoners (and the enslaved), moreover, it is argued that com-
pulsory labor will teach welfare recipients how to work. As Jason Turner, 
then commissioner of New York City’s Human Resources Administration, 
proclaimed, workfare is a “learning tool” that teaches “personal accounta-
bility, attendance and the importance of following directions.”84 Underlying 
such statements, of course, is the assertion that welfare recipients do not 
already know how to follow directions, show up for work, and act respon-
sibly. They must be compelled to work in order to learn such lessons.

Perhaps it is not surprising, then, that welfare critics argue that work 
requirements should be expanded to more public assistance programs—
such as SNAP benefits and Medicaid—rather than contracted as under de 
Blasio’s policies. As a 2016 Heritage Foundation report states,

Traditional welfare programs such as food stamps and subsidized housing 
provide one-way handouts; they give aid to able-bodied non-elderly recipi-
ents without any requirement to work or engage in other constructive 
behavior in exchange. By offering income without labor, these programs 
encourage idleness and reduce the incentives to work.85

Such rhetoric rests on the unsubstantiated two-part claim that people 
who receive public assistance, including those who only receive SNAP 
benefits, are (1) not already working and (2) will not do so unless com-
pelled. Despite numerous studies showing both claims to be untrue,86 this 
rhetoric of indolence, and compulsory labor as its remedy, continues to be 
a remarkably stalwart tool used to govern welfare recipients, as it is 
revived again and again to chastise them and extract their unpaid labor.87

Dependence is the second strand of welfare recipients’ immorality that 
work is said to cure, in contrast to welfare benefits, which are said to foster 
it.88 Indeed, the very language of the 1996 welfare reform bill, along with 
Bill Clinton’s speech on signing it, repeatedly conflated welfare receipt 
with “dependence” and work with “independence” and “responsibility.”89 
Since then, these tropes have continually resurfaced in debates about wel-
fare and workfare, in which the 1996 law is often hailed as the prototype 
for eradicating this strand of immorality.90 As avowed in a New York Post 
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editorial, for example, welfare reform “took a giant step toward ending the 
decades-old cycle of long-term dependency that old-school welfare had 
caused” by “moving welfare recipients into the workforce, giving them a 
real sense of self-respect and financial independence.”91 But with New 
York’s new policies, critics argue, welfare reform’s “epic advance” against 
dependence is at risk of being undone:

[New York’s new] “no questions asked” approach recalls the come-and-get-
it welfare mentality of the [1960s’] John Lindsay era. That, too, ended in 
disaster, both for taxpayers and for welfare recipients who lost any reason to 
support themselves. The government check would always arrive on time, 
even if it afforded only a subsistence existence. The problem was com-
pounded until welfare reform was passed at the federal level, an epic 
advance that recently celebrated its 20th anniversary. All the talk of doom 
and gloom was wrong, with millions of Americans moving from welfare to 
work because they had to. That was an example of tough love that helped 
downtrodden, dependent people build better lives for themselves.92

In addition to asserting (falsely) that welfare recipients will not work 
unless required to do so (only “moving from welfare to work because they 
had to”), this passage construes compulsory labor as a means of paternal-
ist uplift: “tough love” that has helped “millions” of “downtrodden, 
dependent people.”93 Likewise, another workfare proponent proclaims 
that this system of compulsory labor is “compassionate . . . not heartless,” 
for it allows welfare recipients to “[break] free of their destructive cycles 
. . . have self-worth and a purpose.”94 Thus, like 19th-century justifications 
of slavery, such portrayals paint workfare as being for welfare recipients’ 
own good, helping these “downtrodden” people build “better lives for 
themselves,” though there is little evidence to support such claims.95

Criminality is the third strand of welfare recipients’ immorality that 
work will purportedly remedy. This is less common than the others, at 
least in contemporary welfare discourse, but it is notable because unlike 
prisoners, who have in fact been convicted of crimes (rightly or not), wel-
fare recipients are not criminals. Nonetheless, their criminality is alleged 
in two ways. First, they are construed as potential criminals, for without 
having to work, it is (unfoundedly) argued, they are likely to engage in 
criminal behavior.96 Second, and more common, they are cast as already 
criminally suspect due to the presumption of their fraudulence. Rhetoric 
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about welfare fraud was particularly widespread in the 1980s, stemming 
from Ronald Reagan’s 1976 and 1980 political campaigns, in which he 
repeatedly recounted an only partially true tale of one woman’s extensive 
welfare fraud.97 By vastly overstating the breadth and depth of such fraud, 
Reagan’s claims became a central focus of popular and political concern.98 
Accordingly, former New York City mayor Rudy Giuliani was widely 
applauded for his stringent work-first welfare programs, which suppos-
edly helped “end then-rampant fraud,”99 while Mayor de Blasio’s rollback 
of those programs has been accused of “deliberately undoing reforms that 
weeded out fraud.”100 Thus, although the causal mechanisms remain 
unexplained, compulsory labor is construed as somehow reducing welfare 
recipients’ fraudulence, and without such labor their presumed criminal-
ity is expected to abound.

Bad decision-making—or irresponsibility—is the last strand of welfare 
recipients’ alleged immorality that work will allegedly fix. Once again, this 
argument was particularly pervasive in the 1980s when “out of wedlock” 
pregnancy and “family breakdown” were seen as the primary causes of 
poverty and welfare receipt.101 Such claims had been given legitimacy by 
the 1965 “Moynihan Report,” which argued that many Black families were 
enmeshed in a “tangle of pathology” caused by “weakness of the family 
structure,” leading to persistent poverty, unemployment, and crime.102 
With such rhetoric, the Moynihan Report put the onus of poverty on the 
individual, paving the way for neoconservatives’ focus on poor people’s 
role in creating and perpetuating a “culture of poverty.”

Though such arguments are less pervasive today, they periodically 
resurface in debates about welfare and work.103 For instance, as Heather 
Mac Donald writes in an article titled “De Blasio’s New Welfare Plan: 
Anything to Stop People from Getting a Job,”

The overwhelming cause of poverty in America today is family breakdown, not 
inadequate government spending on welfare programs or low wages. . . . And 
an adult can avoid poverty by taking just three simple steps: graduate from 
high school, work full-time, and wait until marriage to have children.104

Likewise, another welfare critic contends, “The problems afflicting many 
poor people are often of their own making, at least in part. Having children 
before getting married, dropping out of high school, etc., are transparently 
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bad choices that millions of people make.”105 In this construal, poverty and 
welfare receipt are the result of “bad choices,” which any implicitly respon-
sible “adult can avoid” with “just three simple steps.” For those who behave 
irresponsibly, compulsory labor is both consequence and cure.

Thus, as with prisoners, work is cast as the corrective for multiple 
strands of welfare recipients’ supposed immorality—idleness and indo-
lence, dependence, criminality, and irresponsibility. Indeed, the overlap in 
the rhetoric about these two groups is remarkable, as is the extent to 
which they echo that about 19th-century poor, enslaved, and indigenous 
people. Yet such overlap is not coincidental: all of these groups are disad-
vantaged by race and class. As scholar Kathi Weeks writes, rhetorics of 
work and morality “serve as a respectable vehicle for what would other-
wise be exposed as publicly unacceptable claims about racial difference” 
and, I would add, class difference.106 The work ethic in particular, Weeks 
argues, has long been “a deep discursive reservoir” used to “obscure and 
legitimate” logics of social inequality and socioeconomic marginaliza-
tion.107 Such logics were perhaps most apparent in the charges of indo-
lence lodged against freed slaves who sought to work for themselves rather 
than their former owners. Today such logics are found in the many analo-
gous allegations against welfare recipients and prisoners.

College Athletes

Whereas cultural discourse of welfare recipients and prisoners is domi-
nated by narratives of immorality, and labor as its antidote, that of college 
athletes and graduate students is dominated by narratives of privilege and 
how such privilege precludes their labor from being “work.” Thus, while 
prisoners and workfare workers are broadly understood to be performing 
labor (even if it is not rights-bearing work), college athletes and PhD stu-
dents are not. Instead, privilege narratives are used to construct their 
labor as something else: an “avocation,” an “adventure.” They are said to be 
lucky, “blessed,” to be able to pursue such “opportunities,” and when they 
argue otherwise, they are told to stop “whining.”

In the case of college athletes, again and again NCAA officials, univer-
sity representatives, sports writers, and fans describe them as “privi-
leged,”108 “lucky,”109 and “blessed.”110 They are said to be pursuing their 
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“dream”111 or “avocation,”112 motivated by “love”113 and “passion”114 for 
their sport rather than money. Athletes “play college athletics . . . for the 
love of their sport—not to be paid a salary,” asserts NCAA president Mark 
Emmert.115 College athletes are driven by “a passion for their sport . . . that 
can’t be equated to punching a time clock,” argues the NCAA’s chief legal 
officer.116 Being a college athlete is thus construed as a labor of love, not 
work, and athletes are lucky to be able to follow their dreams.

To buttress such claims, officials frequently tout the “benefits” and 
“opportunities” that college athletics provide for athletes.117 “A college edu-
cation is the most rewarding benefit of your student-athlete experience,” 
avow NCAA officials in their Guide for the College-Bound Student-
Athlete.118 Likewise, Villanova University’s president says of college ath-
letes, “These are 18- to 22-year-olds that have come to an institution first 
and foremost, I hope, to get an education. And that scholarship provides 
them that opportunity.”119 Despite the pervasiveness of this rhetoric, Sports 
Illustrated writer Stewart Mandel argues that NCAA officials have not 
always emphasized such “opportunities” enough. Mandel argues that when 
defending the organization against litigation about the unremunerated use 
of athletes’ likenesses in video games,120 NCAA lawyers should have under-
scored even more the “opportunities” that the NCAA gives to athletes,

painting a picture for [the Judge] of a noble-minded enterprise in which 
thousands of young men—many from disadvantaged families who couldn’t 
afford college otherwise—leverage their athletic talents into life-changing 
opportunities, preparing for careers after sports and forming lasting bonds 
within a community.121

In Mandel’s view, then, the NCAA should have deployed a more explicitly 
paternalistic discourse, casting itself as a beneficent patron—“a noble-
minded enterprise”—bestowing “life-changing opportunities” upon “thou-
sands” of poor “disadvantaged” “young men.” Thus, echoing present and 
past rhetoric of “downtrodden” welfare recipients, slaves, and paupers 
who have been portrayed as needing (white upper-class) help and guid-
ance, college athletes are portrayed as the (implicitly nonwhite) needy but 
lucky beneficiaries of (implicitly white) paternalist uplift.

Coaches deploy such language of opportunity as well. However, in their 
2013 team handbook at least, Northwestern University football coaches 
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did not use such benevolent overtones in doing so.122 For example, this 
handbook features a decidedly nonbenevolent list of 50 “Twitter tips for 
student-athletes” (“Read them all and follow them!”). Tip number 10 
states,

Don’t use Twitter as an outlet to complain about how rough your life is. You 
are getting a college education, traveling to interesting places, getting free 
athletic shoes and apparel and more. Thousands of people would crawl over 
glass for the chance to enjoy the opportunities you have.123

Rather aggressively, then, Northwestern football players are told that they 
are privileged: they get “opportunities” (and shoes) for which “thousands 
. . . would crawl over glass.” They should not “complain.”

This message is central to another strand of privilege discourse directed 
at college athletes: if they “complain”—a word which is often used to refer 
to them discussing exploitation and making rights claims—athletes are 
said to be “entitled,” “pampered,” and “coddled.”124 Consider, for example, 
the online commentary on a 2013 NBC Sports article in which NFL foot-
ball player Arian Foster critiques NCAA college athletics and its principle 
of amateurism, that is, the nonpayment of athletes.125 In the article, Foster 
recalls not having enough food to eat as a college athlete and so having to 
get “money on the side” in violation of NCAA rules. But he says he felt 
justified in doing so because of the revenue his university and coach 
seemed to be making from his and his team’s athletic success. He argues 
that college athletes should be paid for their athletic labor. “I’m a firm 
believer that an employee should get paid for his work,” he says. “And, 100 
percent, I see student-athletes as employees.” At the time of this writing, 
there were 95 online comments on this article, a majority of which cen-
sure Foster in some way, often using narratives of privilege to do so. As one 
commenter writes, “Employee? You put pads on and hit people. Get over 
yourself. I’m so sick of these pampered athletes and their entitlement.” 
Two others write, “Foster just needs to quit crying” and “what a whiny 
twit.” A fourth avows,

I am so tired of these men complaining that they have to either pay rent or 
buy food. You are there on a scholarship that includes housing, food, and 
stipends. if [sic] you can’t manage on everything being free . . . that is your 
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problem. Don’t blame the NCAA. You knew what you were getting going in. 
There are plenty of athletes out there that pay their way through school, 
while working, and you don’t see this issue. And they don’t act like entitled 
jerks!126

In this construal, college athletes who make rights claims are “entitled 
jerks,” unduly privileged as well as ungrateful for their privilege. “Get over 
yourself,” they are told. And in terms of disrespect usually reserved for 
misbehaving children, they are disparaged as being “pampered” and irre-
sponsible (“if you can’t manage on everything being free . . . that is your 
problem”), and they are chastised for “whining” and “crying.”127

This use of privilege discourse recalls Phoebe Maltz Bovy’s analysis in 
her book The Perils of “Privilege.” In the realm of identity politics, Maltz 
Bovy argues, accusations of privilege—for instance, “your privilege is 
showing”—are often used to shame and silence people as well as call atten-
tion to the advantages of their social location. For college athletes, I find, 
such rhetoric serves a similar silencing purpose. “Don’t . . . complain,” ath-
letes are told. “You knew what you were getting going in.” “Thousands of 
people would crawl over glass for the chance to enjoy the opportunities 
you have.” “Just . . . quit crying.”

Yet even as athletes are portrayed as privileged (whether overly “enti-
tled” or simply “blessed”), they are also characterized as being vulnerable 
and in need of protection.128 In particular, they are said to need protection 
from two sources of possible corruption: their own poor choices and com-
mercial exploitation. In both cases, as we will see, the possibility of such 
corruption is used to justify policing their behavior, similar to the way that 
charges of indolence, criminality, or irresponsibility are used to justify 
policing prisoners’ and welfare recipients’ behavior.

In the first case, recalling rhetoric of welfare recipients’ irresponsibility, 
athletes are said to need protection from their own bad decision-making. 
Such rhetoric is used, for example, to warn them against alcohol and gam-
bling, to which they are said to be “particularly vulnerable.”129 Yet even 
more often it is directed at athletes’ use of social media. The start of 
Northwestern football’s “Social Networking Policy,” for example, is replete 
with “concern” for athletes’ “safety” and “well being” [sic]. And in truth, its 
initial guidelines are at least somewhat protective in nature (e.g., “Do not 
post your home address”130). But this “concern” quickly takes on a more 
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punitive tone, even as it is still incongruously framed as protective. For 
instance, Northwestern’s list of “Twitter tips” mentioned above is often 
overtly aggressive (as well as micromanaging in its exhaustive detail). 
“Don’t craft useless Tweets,” instructs tip 2. “Don’t Tweet the worthless 
stuff,” tip 24 advises. “Don’t Tweet about how much you hate school,” says 
tip 14. “You chose to become a college student-athlete. If you hate school 
so much you should have joined the Marines.”131 Tip 36 states, “Know the 
type of Tweets that are boring and painfully unoriginal. They include such 
gems as A) Just got a great workout in; B) I’m up early, finna get this 
money; C) Wattup Twitter??” This list of 50 “tips” is full of such directives. 
Toward the end of the list, tip 45 reminds athletes that all of this advice is 
in their “long-term best interest”:

If you feel like the Twitter guidelines your coaching staff and/or athletic admin-
istrators expect you to comply with prevent you from “keeping it real,” then that 
should probably be your cue to re-evaluate your definition of “keeping it real.” 
Your team support staff has your long-term best interest in mind.132

In order to protect athletes’ “best interest,” moreover, Northwestern 
officials repeatedly make clear that they are surveilling athletes’ social 
media accounts and will impose severe consequences for any rule break-
ing.133 As the university’s athletics handbook states,

Sanctions may be imposed if [social media] sites are used improperly or 
depict inappropriate, embarrassing or dangerous behaviors. Those sanc-
tions can include, but are not limited to, public or private reprimand, sus-
pension from practice or competition, dismissal from the program, and loss 
of athletics aid, if applicable.134

Though such policing is discursively justified by the need to protect ath-
letes, a close reading of Northwestern’s policies suggests that team officials 
are more concerned with how athletes’ behavior might negatively reflect 
on themselves than with athletes’ well-being.135 “You, as Northwestern 
Football Players,” the team handbook states, “are expected to hold your-
selves to a higher standard that will best represent the team & the 
University. All it takes is one bad tweet to create a problem.”136 Later, the 
handbook warns, “If you embarrass our team you will be suspended for 
one game. If it happens a second time you’ll be suspended for one year.”137
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In addition to needing protection from their own bad choices (particu-
larly bad tweets), officials assert that athletes need protection from com-
mercial “exploitation.”138 “Student participation in intercollegiate athlet-
ics is an avocation,” the NCAA 2015–16 Division I manual states, “and 
student-athletes should be protected from exploitation by professional 
and commercial enterprises.”139 Such rhetoric usually refers to sports 
agents, who are characterized as unethically enticing college athletes into 
professional sports and other commercial activities, thereby jeopardizing 
their amateur status and NCAA eligibility.140 As University of Alabama’s 
football coach says of sports agents, “I hate to say this, but how are  
they any better than a pimp? I have no respect for people who do that to 
young people. None.”141 Yet despite this construal of athletes as vulnerable 
“young people” who need protection from such corrupting influences, ath-
letes themselves face harsh consequences for any commercial activity— 
including any dealings with sports agents—often losing their ability to 
compete in college athletics altogether.142

Ultimately, this rhetoric of protection casts college athletes as childlike 
figures who require safeguarding, oversight, regulation, and sometimes 
punishment, while framing their coaches and NCAA officials as parent-like 
figures who must shelter, guide, monitor, and discipline them.143 Such rhet-
oric thus recalls the rhetoric about 19th-century white middle-class house-
wives, who were similarly construed as vulnerable and childlike, in need of 
protection and extra regulation. As with housewives, this rhetoric capital-
izes on its targets’ mix of privilege and disadvantage. This is particularly 
true of Division I football and basketball players, for whom paternalist nar-
ratives of benevolence, opportunity, protection, and uplift trade on their 
(real or perceived) race and class disadvantage. These “disadvantaged” 
“young men” are being bestowed “life-changing opportunities.” At the same 
time, narratives of privilege, opportunity, and entitlement capitalize on 
their (real or perceived) advantages as elite athletes. They are said to be liv-
ing their “dream,” playing the sport they “love,” and should therefore be 
“grateful for that opportunity.” Taken together, such narratives delegitimize 
athletes’ labor as work and their claims to rights as workers. Indeed, when 
they make such claims, they are shamed and silenced with accusations of 
undue entitlement: “Get over yourself.” “What a whiny twit.”
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Graduate Students

Narratives of privilege also dominate cultural rhetoric of graduate student 
labor, though without the added notes of paternalist protection. Much like 
athletic labor, graduate student work is characterized as a privileged pursuit, 
a “labor of love” and a “life of the mind,” undertaken out of “passion” and 
rewarded with “opportunity” and “experience” rather than money.144 The 
online manual for graduate students Becoming a Historian proclaims that 
despite the “financial and emotional stresses” of graduate school, “being a 
full-time graduate student is a privilege and a unique opportunity for intel-
lectual reflection, stimulation, and community. . . . Think of every stage as a 
great adventure,” the site advises, “and enjoy your life as a graduate stu-
dent.”145 An even more quixotic view of graduate student work can be found 
in an online forum addressing the question, “Why do graduate students 
allow themselves to be exploited like cheap labor?” In response, a professor—
a former graduate student—writes, “Let me explain how graduate school 
seemed to me”:

• I got to study more and more of a subject that I loved.

• I got to read several amazing papers, some of which were so beautiful I 
still get tremors of joy at the thought of them.

• I got to talk to people who were astoundingly smart and willing to share 
their knowledge with me.

• I got to work on problems I was really, really passionate about. (I’m still 
working on some of them—indeed, redoubling my efforts—over twenty 
years later.)

• I got to work on these problems with those astoundingly smart 
people! . . .

• Find me the exploitation in what I’ve written above. . . . Graduate school 
was not exploitation; it was pure joy.146

For this commenter, graduate work was characterized by erudite exchange 
with “astoundingly smart people” and by reading “amazing papers” that 
continued to spark “tremors of joy.” It was “pure joy” fueled by “passion.” 
Though, of course, I do not question this writer’s experience, as for all of 
the sources in this book I seek to analyze the cultural work that their  
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discursive strategies accomplish. In this case, by construing graduate stu-
dent work as a labor of love, this commenter draws a stark and impassable 
line between such “joy” and the world of work with its profit-driven eco-
nomic “exploitation.”

In fact, this distinction is often explicit in such rhetoric, as the implic-
itly class-privileged “ivory tower” and “scholar” are set in opposition to the 
implicitly class-disadvantaged “factory floor” and “worker.”147 The two are 
cast as incongruous and incompatible, particularly in debates over gradu-
ate student unionization.148 “The rough and tumble of collective bargain-
ing cannot be imposed on that [student-university] relationship without 
doing irreparable damage,” write Ivy League (and other elite) university 
officials in an amici curiae brief against graduate student unionization.149 
And as representatives of the Higher Education Council argue, “The very 
nature of such an adversarial, economic relationship could undermine the 
fundamentally academic nature of the relationship between faculty and 
their graduate students.”150 In short, the erudite exchange of the ivory 
tower would be debased if students were to unionize—that is, if they were 
to be recognized as “employees” under labor law.

To underscore this point, university officials often deploy another 
strand of privilege discourse: that much like college athletics, graduate 
school is an “opportunity”—not work—which provides “training,” “exper-
tise,” “knowledge,” and other “intangible” rewards rather than money.151 
As Brown University officials state, “Graduate education is an educational 
opportunity that, if successfully completed, leads to an academic degree; 
graduate education is not a job.”152 Likewise, Columbia University officials 
contend that “unlike university employees, graduate students who serve as 
teaching or research assistants come to this institution first and foremost 
to acquire through that work the knowledge and expertise that are essen-
tial to their becoming future scholars and teachers.”153 And as argued by 
the National Right to Work Legal Defense Foundation, “the primary 
reward for [graduate student] efforts as teaching assistants is not money”:

Indeed, any monetary remuneration pales compared to the intangible 
remuneration of academic credits, grades, training, and practical experience 
in their field. It is highly unlikely graduate or undergraduate students 
become teaching assistants primarily to earn a living. Consequently, they 
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should be treated as the students they are, and not as employees whom labor 
unions wish to control.154

Tautologically, then, it is argued that graduate students are not workers—
despite working as teaching or research assistants—because they are not 
paid as such, and because they are not paid as such, they should not be 
legally deemed workers. (As the reader will recall, similar circular argu-
ments have been applied to athletes and prisoners as well.)

When graduate students make rights claims, much like college athletes 
they are characterized as overly privileged and ungrateful, “entitled” and 
“whiny” in the face of their good fortune—or, as one observer described 
them, “ungrateful brats.”155 “You could argue that there is no one more 
privileged than the graduate students,” declared a former critic of gradu-
ate student unionization.156 “So privileged graduate students at harvard 
[sic] want to unionize?” another critic rhetorically asked. “Are they 
demanding safe spaces, or demanding a list of trigger words?”157 In this 
construal, graduate students who seek worker rights are overly sensitive, 
perhaps even puerile, as well as unduly demanding. They too are whiny 
and entitled.

Thus, as with college athletes, narratives of privilege dominate cultural 
rhetoric of graduate students and their labor. Indeed, the parallels between 
the two are remarkable. In both cases, their labor is cast as a privileged 
pursuit: graduate work as an intellectual endeavor and labor of love, col-
lege athletics as a calling and a blessing, both driven by passion rather 
than desire for money. In both cases, moreover, it is argued that the purity 
of the enterprise would be tainted by becoming an “economic relation-
ship,” causing “irreparable damage” to the ivory tower and student-faculty 
relationships, “pimping” athletes and corrupting college sports. And in 
both cases, the students who make worker rights claims are portrayed as 
childishly complaining in the face of their privilege and are variously 
called “ungrateful brats,” “whiny twits,” and “entitled jerks.” Yet unlike ath-
letes (and 19th-century housewives), graduate students are not portrayed 
as vulnerable and in need of protection. In fact, their lack of vulnerability 
is sometimes used to argue against their status as workers. As one Harvard 
graduate student proclaims in bold type, “We are not a vulnerable group, 
and Harvard is not an exploitative employer.”158 In short, graduate 
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students’ (presumed) privilege precludes them from exploitation because 
it precludes them from being workers.

•  •  •  •  •

By unpacking the cultural narratives of immorality and privilege, this 
chapter reveals their shared artificiality as well as their shared purpose. In 
American culture, such narratives have been deployed again and again, 
over time and across groups, to govern workers and control marginalized 
groups. There are important differences between them, of course, particu-
larly in how they capitalize on logics of race, class, and gender, and there-
fore how much damage they do to their targets. Despite such differences, 
both narratives serve the same two goals. First, they cast their targets as 
something other than rights-bearing workers. For instance, though incar-
cerated and workfare workers are understood to be performing labor, nar-
ratives of immorality are used to justify why they must be forced to work 
and, therefore, why they are not independent, productive rights-bearing 
workers. Meanwhile, narratives of privilege are used to construct college 
athletes’ and graduate students’ labor as something other than “work” 
altogether. They are said to love what they do and to be lucky to get to do 
it. They are described as getting opportunities and adventure, not remu-
neration. In this way, privilege narratives are used to justify why theirs is 
not “real” work and so why they too are not rights-bearing workers.

The second purpose of these narratives is to justify workers’ need for 
extra regulation, surveillance, and discipline. They accomplish this by cast-
ing their targets as childlike figures: ignorant, irresponsible, immature, and 
puerile. Such discursive strategies are effective because as research in the 
sociology of childhood has shown, children are culturally constructed as 
inferior to adults—unknowing, even naughty and disruptive—so that it is 
culturally appropriate to relate to them in ways that would be disrespectful 
of adults.159 As we have seen, this same construal is pervasive in cultural 
rhetoric surrounding the four groups of workers in this book, who are por-
trayed as dependent, unknowing, irresponsible, immature, vulnerable, 
demanding, coddled, or complaining—that is, much like popular portrayals 
of children. Incarcerated and workfare workers, for example, are said to be 
different from “you and I” (who are implicitly adults), “dependent” on 
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(adult) “taxpayers,” and ignorant of, or averse to, the (adult) world of work. 
As a result, they are said to need “tough love,” a parent-like figure to whip 
them into shape. College athletes are also portrayed as needing such a fig-
ure. Described as young, vulnerable, and immature, likely to behave poorly 
and “whine” unnecessarily, athletes are told to “quit crying” and follow the 
advice of those (adults) who have their “best interest in mind.” Meanwhile, 
though graduate students are depicted as the least childlike of the four 
groups, they too are described as “whiny” “ungrateful brats,” fatuously 
“demanding safe spaces” and “a list of trigger words.”

By framing these groups as childlike and inferior, in need of supervi-
sion and even discipline, narratives of privilege and immorality serve as 
the cultural scaffolding for their bosses’ expansive punitive power over 
them; that is, their status coercion. In the next chapter, I move from the 
realm of culture to that of the individual, examining workers’ experiences 
of status coercion across these diverse labor regimes.
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 2 “Either You Do It or You’re Going 
to the Box”
coercion and compliance

I have a two-year-old child and I tell him, “You can be what-

ever you want to be, but you will not get a PhD, because I 

don’t want anyone else to have that much control over your 

future. You can do anything. You can be a doctor, you can be 

a lawyer, you can do anything. But you will not get a PhD, 

absolutely not.” Because it’s not about what you do, it’s about 

your mentor and what he decides or she decides, where she 

wants you to go, or what she wants you to do.

—Kimberly Mays, former graduate student in biology

It’s hard. You’re always in fear of being kicked out. That’s 

really what it is. Every day you think, “Is this the day some-

one is going to walk in and tell me, You’re leaving with a 

master’s.”

—Laine, former graduate student in chemistry

Kimberly Mays and Laine recently completed their PhD in the sciences. 
Though they were in different disciplines and at different universities, 
they both characterized their graduate school experiences as difficult, 
even oppressive. Laine called hers “the worst time of [her] life,” and 
Kimberly said that graduate school “destroyed [her] ambitions to become 
an academic scientist.” They both endured harassment from faculty mem-
bers in their departments, though Kimberly described hers as more severe 
and persistent. They both suffered mental and physical health problems 
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because of their graduate-school work environments, and because of those 
environments, they both left the academy after finishing their degrees.

Though Kimberly’s and Laine’s experiences were not unique, they were 
at the worse end of the spectrum among the graduate students I inter-
viewed, whose experiences ranged from “terrible” to “fantastic.” In fact, a 
similar spread characterized the experiences of all four groups of workers 
in this study, though with markedly different upper limits, as no incarcer-
ated or workfare workers described their jobs as “fantastic.” Even still, it is 
worth emphasizing that in these labor relations—as in all jobs—workers do 
not always experience bad labor conditions, overt exploitation, or abuse. 
Nor do they always interpret the power dynamics at their workplaces as 
coercive, just as “regular” workers do not always feel or see the economic 
compulsion undergirding their own employment relations. In part, this is 
a matter of ideology and interpretation, for the cultural narratives analyzed 
in the previous chapter inform how these workers experience and interpret 
their labor. Many simply accept that this is how things are done.

Yet variation in their experiences and understandings of status coer-
cion is not only due to individual differences in interpretation. It is also 
because in these jobs, as in others, there is a range of bosses—some are 
kind, some are strict, some are abusive—whose dispositions invariably 
affect the tenor of the workplace. In fact, in these labor relations bosses’ 
dispositions are particularly important because they have unusually broad 
discretion in shaping workplace dynamics. As Suzanne, a former bio-
chemistry graduate student, said,

The problem with the whole sciences right now is that there’s no common 
standard or rules, so it’s a bit like The Wild Wild West. It really depends—
like, how much you learn and how you’re treated—all these things depend a 
hundred percent on who your advisor is.

Indeed, all of the labor relations in this book are “a bit like The Wild Wild 
West” in this way. Because they are not sociolegally constructed as rights-
bearing “work,” they are not governed by typical workplace norms and 
regulations. Therefore, the workers who labor within them do so in the 
absence of many (if not all) employment protections, without recourse to 
union representatives and human resources departments, and without 
the basic expectations and privileges of other “workers.” Meanwhile, their 
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bosses’ actions as overseers of their labor are not closely monitored or reg-
ulated by higher-ups, and so such powers often remain unchecked. As a 
consequence, while a good boss in these jobs can be quite good, a bad one 
can be really bad.

But even when such bosses are at their best, these labor relations are 
still predicated on status coercion. Because their coercive power does not 
reside in their disposition but, rather, in their institutionalized capacity to 
wield punitive power, whether or not they choose to do so. Indeed, even 
when they do not, workers are acutely aware of their ability to wield such 
power, and this awareness shapes their experiences and interpretations of 
their labor.

In the sections below, I examine these experiences and interpretations, 
moving from the least severely coercive labor relation to the most. Yet for all 
of them, as we will see, workers’ awareness of their bosses’ coercive power 
usually produces their acquiescence. They are sure to “follow instructions” 
and remain “compliant.” They act like “good soldiers” and “walk on egg-
shells.” Thus, I argue, the coercion at the heart of these labor relations cre-
ates and sustains “a relation of docility-utility,” as Michel Foucault said of 
another context,1 producing and enforcing “good soldier” worker subjectivi-
ties. Yet such subjectivities are not likely to remain confined to these par-
ticular labor regimes. Because these regimes often prime workers for pre-
carious employment in the mainstream economy, the coercion at their core 
also produces the vulnerable and compliant workers on whom neoliberal 
precarity relies.

graduate students: “your professor is trying to 
squeeze every last experiment out of you”

Emily recently earned her PhD in chemistry from a top-tier research uni-
versity. Echoing Kimberly Mays, the 30-year-old white woman argued 
that faculty advisors in the life sciences have too much control over too 
many dimensions of graduate students’ lives.

They have a frightening amount of power, I think, because they sort of have 
unchecked dominion, like, over multiple aspects of your life. I think this is 
one of the reasons that some groups of graduate students have tried to 
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unionize. Because [advisors] can dictate the hours that you work without 
any sort of check on that, they can demand any sort of product, whether it’s 
reasonable or not, they can terminate you at will,2 because they’re providing 
your funding. . . . And, in most cases, they have total discretion over when 
you can graduate and whether you can graduate. . . . And nobody is going to 
give you a job unless you have a good letter from your advisor. . . . Your advi-
sor has total power over your life. I mean, in what job setting is that okay?

In Emily’s view, faculty advisors have expansive “unchecked” power over 
not only graduate students’ work lives but also their education and future 
employment—or, as she said, their “whole life.”

At first glance, such power may seem both reasonable and expected. 
University faculty are experts in their fields and must train graduate stu-
dents according to the high standards of PhD-level work. Therefore, it 
makes sense that they have the authority to determine whether students 
have met such standards, as well as the authority to assess the caliber of 
students’ work for future employers. In specialized fields, in fact, faculty 
advisors may be among a very small handful of people with the expertise 
necessary to do so. In isolation, then, faculty advisors’ authority as teach-
ers and mentors does not render graduate student labor inherently coer-
cive. It is the broader organization of work in the academic sciences that 
does so.

In the sciences, faculty advisors not only oversee their students’ research; 
they also oversee their students’ labor. They are the “bosses” of their labs, 
and the graduate students who work in those labs are learning and pursu-
ing their degrees at the same time as they are performing labor for their 
advisors. As Henry, who is now a chemistry professor, said, “It is compli-
cated in our field, because working in the lab as a job and working in the 
lab as a student overlap almost one hundred percent.” These students are 
not performing just any labor, moreover. They are conducting their advi-
sors’ research.3 For although graduate students typically choose a lab based 
on their own interests, once they are a member of that lab their research 
agendas, and often their particular research questions, are determined by 
the faculty member in charge of it—their “boss,” “PI” (principal investiga-
tor), or “advisor”—who owns any resulting findings, publications, inven-
tions, and patents. As Elizabeth, another former chemistry PhD student, 
explained, though faculty advisors are “usually not in the lab doing the 
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research themselves . . . they’re guiding the research, and the research is 
their idea. The grad students are the hands that execute the experiments.” 
Thus, graduate student “hands” produce not only their own PhD disserta-
tions but also their faculty advisors’ CVs, tenure dossiers, grant applica-
tions, and professional reputations.

The result is a pressure-filled power structure with high stakes for stu-
dents and faculty alike. However, because faculty hold nearly all of the 
power in this labor relation, graduate students are in a vulnerable posi-
tion.4 But they are not just any vulnerable worker. Because their advisors 
have power over their ability to finish their degrees and obtain employ-
ment in their fields—that is, power over their status as PhD candidates 
and future scientists—their vulnerability stems from status coercion.

The most basic power that science faculty have over graduate students is 
their ability to dismiss students from the lab, which usually means being 
dismissed from graduate school without a PhD. As Laine explained, “Your 
advisor basically will tell you your work is either good enough, or not good 
enough. And if they ever make that decision where they’re no longer going 
to support you, meaning that you can no longer work in the lab, that is a big 
black X on you.” To explain why, the 30-year-old white woman continued,

I’m an inorganic chemist. So if [I] was asked to leave, it was highly unlikely 
that another inorganic chemistry advisor would take me on. I would prob-
ably have to switch to analytical, or organic, or a different subdivision, and 
then go through the entire process again. And so, usually if that happens, 
people leave with a master’s and they’re done forever. . . . And it’s unfortu-
nate, because maybe your advisor isn’t the nicest person, or maybe they have 
emotional security issues. Or, you know, they’re all socially awkward. These 
are brilliant, brilliant people. And so, if you don’t get along with your advisor 
for whatever reason, they can just walk in, and kick you out.

Ron, who is now a chemistry professor, said that although “kicking [stu-
dents] out” is not common, he has seen it happen. “The most under-
handed way that I’ve seen it handled,” the midthirties white man said, “is 
when [students] come up to get into candidacy, the advisor speaks to the 
committee ahead of time, and just says to them, ‘Hey I don’t want this 
person to pass.’ And [the student] will then be failed from their candidacy 
and, if you fail your candidacy, you’re out of the PhD program.”

 EBSCOhost - printed on 2/14/2023 2:32 AM via . All use subject to https://www.ebsco.com/terms-of-use



  c o e r c i o n  a n d  c o m p l i a n c e  67

Yet because of faculty reliance on graduate student labor, Ron said that 
there is often a disincentive for them to dismiss students, even those 
whose work is not satisfactory. In fact, because of this reliance, he said 
that there is also a disincentive for faculty to allow good graduate students 
to finish their degrees and leave the lab. Faculty need their labor. Thus, in 
addition to being kicked out, graduate students feared the opposite: not 
being allowed to leave graduate school. As Ron bluntly explained,

The thing with the graduate students is, they’re terrible, right? They’re crap. 
They’re awful in lab usually until their final year. And then, in their final 
year, that’s when they suddenly learn skills like time management, and they 
learn, “Oh wait, if I do two things at once, that will actually speed up the 
research.” So I’ve absolutely heard tell of advisors who have essentially pre-
vented their students from coming up for their PhD defense, because out of 
nowhere they suddenly became productive, and [advisors] want to keep 
them on longer to get more production out of them.

Nearly all of the former graduate students I interviewed were familiar 
with this practice, though a majority of them had not experienced it 
firsthand. Laine did, however. In fact, she said it was common practice 
across the labs in her department. “I haven’t talked to anybody where 
that’s not the case,” she said.

You’re trying to leave, you’re trying to set up your career, you’re going on job 
interviews, you’re writing your dissertation, you’re wrapping up your 
research, and all the while your professor is trying to squeeze every last 
experiment out of you. . . . Because they’ve spent so much time trying to get 
their lab up and running, and now here you are after five years, you’re finally 
a student that can produce work for them. So letting you leave is a detriment 
to their promotion.

To get around this issue, Laine said, the students in her department devel-
oped a “trick”: they would request a defense date one or two semesters 
before they actually wanted to defend their dissertations. Laine used this 
trick herself. “I pushed, and pushed, and pushed” for a defense date in the 
fall, she said, even though she really wanted to defend her dissertation in 
the spring. “Finally [my advisor] was like, ‘No, no, no, you just can’t, like, 
it’s not going to happen. But spring will happen, spring will happen,’ and 
I got it in writing, and then I was done.”
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Scott encountered a similar obstacle, but such tricks did not work for 
him. Near the end of his tenure in graduate school, the 32-year-old white 
man said that his advisor repeatedly delayed the date of his dissertation 
defense. At the same time, his advisor made clear that Scott would be dis-
missed from the lab when his funding expired, whether or not he had 
defended his dissertation. Scott was “incredibly worried” that he would be 
pushed out of the program without a degree. “I don’t know if he was actu-
ally going to do it,” he said, “but that’s what he told me multiple, multiple, 
multiple times.” Though Scott could not fully explain his advisor’s behav-
ior, he believed that it was largely due to his productivity in the lab. “A lot 
of it had to do with the fact that I was used as labor,” he said. “I was used 
more as labor than as a student.” In the end, after multiple defense date 
cancellations, Scott said he went to his department’s director of graduate 
studies—though anonymously because he feared “blowback”—who helped 
him set and keep a defense date. Because he did so, however, he felt that 
he could not rely on his advisor for job recommendations. “To this day, if 
I’d asked him for a letter of recommendation, I don’t know what would 
have happened.” His fear, Scott explained, was that his advisor “would 
write a bad letter . . . to try to, you know, sabotage my future efforts.”

In terms of recommendation letters, Kimberly Mays was in a similar 
predicament. Because her advisor was not only her boss but also her har-
asser, she felt that she could not rely on him for a letter of recommenda-
tion. “I can’t use him,” the 37-year-old African American woman said.

I can’t get a letter from him. I wouldn’t want to get a letter from him. So, I 
would have to get a letter from someone else, which would be automatically 
flagged, like, “Wow, why is she not getting endorsed by her PhD advisor? 
There must be some problems there.” And automatically, I am assumed to 
be the problem.

In the end, though Scott was able to get a letter of recommendation from 
a visiting professor instead of his advisor, Kimberly did not have that 
option. She left academia, and though she is relatively happy in her cur-
rent position, she still “craves” being a scientist.

I still want to be in the lab. I still want to explore some of the scientific prob-
lems that are conundrums in the African American community. . . . That’s 
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why I got into this, that’s why I wanted to do this. I wanted to save lives, I 
wanted to impact lives of women who look like me. And, I kind of feel like, 
I let him win. Because I’m not doing it.

Then her voice choked, and we sat in silence.
Kimberly’s and Scott’s experiences highlight another way that graduate 

students experience their advisors’ power: control over their future 
employment through letters of recommendation. As Henry, an early-for-
ties white man, explained,

Without a doubt, the most profound way an advisor can wield power is in 
writing a letter of recommendation. . . . Virtually any employer, academic or 
not academic, is going to give very, very strong weight to the graduate advi-
sor, who probably has seen more of that person’s work and development 
than anybody else.

In this way, graduate work in the sciences differs little from other aca-
demic disciplines, as faculty recommendations across the academy are 
considered essential to PhD students’ future employment. Yet not all fac-
ulty advisors are also the bosses of their students’ labor. When they are, 
such recommendation letters become a mechanism for this form of labor 
coercion.5

Publications are another means by which graduate students experience 
their advisors’ coercive power. Because the quality and quantity of their 
published articles affect students’ ability to secure academic employment 
and, in some departments, complete their degrees, publications are cru-
cial to students’ academic success. Yet in the sciences, faculty advisors 
wield substantial power over students’ publications. They are nearly 
always coauthors—typically listed last to indicate ownership of the lab and 
the project—and they control if, when, and where a paper is submitted for 
publication. Even more, faculty decide who is included as an author and 
in what order, signifying the relative importance of each author’s 
contribution.

A substantial minority of the former graduate students I interviewed had 
experienced some kind of publication problem with their advisor. Henry, for 
example, recalled a major paper on which he was not included as an author, 
even though he believed he had contributed to it in a “significant, intellectual 

 EBSCOhost - printed on 2/14/2023 2:32 AM via . All use subject to https://www.ebsco.com/terms-of-use



70 c o e r c i o n  a n d  c o m p l i a n c e

way.” Not being an author on such an important publication from one’s lab, 
Henry explained, could affect more than one’s résumé. If the paper was at all 
related to that student’s research, he said that it could render the student’s 
entire research agenda redundant, making it “questionable whether that 
person’s other works could ever be published.”

Henry and the other former graduate students I interviewed described 
a variety of reasons why their advisors might impede their publications, 
ranging from what they saw as innocent but mismanaged efforts to dis-
tribute credit for the research to outright punitive retribution. Emily 
described yet another way that advisors might do so: by assigning them 
“high-risk research.” At her top-tier university, she explained, faculty “are 
willing to engage in pretty high-risk research . . . because they want to 
advance their careers.”

If [that research] doesn’t pan out, they’ll just move on to their next project, 
or they have some backup projects running that will keep their funding 
going. But the students who are working on high-risk projects, if those don’t 
come to anything, then they might finish and not have any publications, 
because nothing worked. That’s how you end up in situations where some-
body finishes grad school [without publications] or quits grad school after 
five years because they don’t have anything, and they’re not going to 
graduate.

In the sciences, as Emily implied, failed projects often do not yield publi-
cations, and without publications graduate students in her department 
would not be allowed to graduate, let alone be hired as postdocs or profes-
sors. In her view, most of the risks of high-risk research are borne by grad-
uate students. “That’s the consequence,” she said, “of that sort of mentality 
that people want to advance their careers at whatever cost, and they just 
have peons to do the work for them.”

Emily’s account highlights the status coercion at the crux of this labor 
relation: those at the bottom of this power structure feel that those at the 
top have overly expansive—even punitive—power over them, controlling 
not only their labor in the lab but also their education, academic creden-
tials, and future careers. Indeed, because of the very real pressure that 
many faculty members themselves are under, this lopsided labor system 
allows—and sometimes even seems to expect—faculty to deploy such 
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levers of coercion in order to transfer at least some of this pressure to their 
subordinates. Of course, not all faculty advisors do so, and even when they 
do, it is not always considered problematic by graduate students. Overall, 
five of the twenty former graduate students I interviewed characterized 
their experiences as highly positive, while an equal number characterized 
theirs as intensely negative. Yet even when they had positive experiences, 
these students also had a deep and abiding sense of what their advisors 
could do for them, or to them.

college athletes: “if they want you to play,  and 
you’re injured,  then you’re playing”

In terms of power dynamics, college athletes’ labor is similar to that of 
graduate students in the sciences. In both cases, for example, their bosses’ 
jobs seem to be unusually dependent on their labor; just as science faculty 
careers are built on graduate students’ labor in the lab, coaches’ careers 
are built (or broken) by athletes’ labor in the stadium. As basketball player 
Kate said, a coach’s job is “contingent upon the win.” Because of this 
dynamic, she believed that coaches often “lose sight of the human beings, 
lose sight of the fact that these are young women who are trying to find 
their way.” The result, the 24-year-old Black woman argued, is athletes’ 
“exploitation.”

Instead of, like, guiding them, and mentoring them through that stage, it’s 
more of an exploitation, where [coaches are] like, “Okay, they play basket-
ball for me. I’m going to, you know, play them till they drop. Or push things 
[like mental health issues] under the rug because I need them to score 
twenty points.” Or, you know, “I’m going to make every decision I need to 
make in order for us to get a win.”

In Kate’s view, coaches “lose sight of all morality because money and job 
are on the line,” echoing Emily’s critique of faculty who “advance their 
careers at whatever cost” to graduate students.

While some athletes, like Kate, held their coaches responsible for their 
sense of exploitation, others blamed the NCAA. For instance, according to 
Zachary Lane, the NCAA is “just a business that uses the cheapest 
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product”—college athletes—“to generate revenue.” To emphasize his point, 
the 29-year-old African American man developed an extended analogy 
between Division I college athletics and “pimps,” on the one hand, and 
college athletes and prostitutes on the other. In both cases, this former 
football player argued, those with power “sell a dream” and promise 
“glamour” in order to recruit and ultimately exploit their targets. As 
Zachary explained, a pimp might recruit prostitutes by saying,

“Oh, we’re going to bring you over here, we’re going to make you look nice, 
we’re going to get you all dressed up. You like wearing that nice stuff, don’t 
you? Yeah, you look good. You look really good.” . . . And what do the college 
coaches tell you? “Oh, man, I think you should come and play right away for 
us. Don’t you look good in this jersey? Look at our facilities, this is real nice 
here, right? Look at our lockers, look at our cleats.” For an eighteen-year-old 
kid, you’re like, “Oh yeah, I like this, this is nice.” [But] when you get there, 
it’s work, just like the woman. She might like to have sex already. If she 
[does] that’s even better because . . . I don’t have to break your mind now. 
You’re going to do this anyways. . . . Like, for me, I’m going to play football 
anyways. I might do it for free. . . . [But really] I’m paying for my education, 
just like the woman is having sex with these men, getting this money, bring-
ing it back to the pimp, to the NCAA, or to the university, right? . . . She’s 
bringing the money back to daddy, she’s getting taken care of, and it looks all 
good. “That’s my favorite employee,” [the pimp says]. “I love you. I’m going 
to take care of you. I’m going to make sure everything is good. You’re hurt? 
Okay, I’ll take care of your doctor’s bill. You go to jail? I’m going to bail you 
out. I’m going to take care of you.”

Yet both prostitutes and college athletes, Zachary said, are at risk of “get-
ting used up”: “If they’re done with you, they’re done with you.” He was 
able to avoid this fate, he explained, because his older brother, who was 
also a college football player, warned him against getting “pimped.” “The 
one thing he told me,” Zachary said, “was ‘don’t get pimped.’ ” And so 
Zachary made sure to get what he needed out of college football: “to get to 
the NFL . . . and leave with my education.”

As Zachary’s analogy suggests, Division I athletics—much like graduate 
student labor in the sciences—is not only a high-pressure, high-stakes 
labor relation; it is one in which its subordinates understand their bosses 
as having expansive power over them. In fact, they experience this power 
in similar ways. Like graduate students, athletes understand their coaches 
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as having control over their education and future employment, as well as 
the much-sought-after chance to play their sport at the elite collegiate 
level. These are the levers of status coercion under which college athletes 
labor.

For example, just as Laine described graduate students as “always in 
fear of being kicked out” of graduate school, athletes described their con-
stant awareness of their coaches’ power to revoke their scholarships and 
therefore their dual status as college athletes and college students. “The 
thing about scholarships is,” former football player M. Max said,

They can literally take your scholarship from you if they want to, if you’re 
not performing.6 That’s what a lot of people don’t know. You have to re-sign 
for your scholarship every year. It’s not like you sign on a dotted line and you 
get four years of college for free. You sign on a dotted line [and] you have to 
do everything they say or they can take your scholarship anytime they want.

Molly, a former college basketball player, made the same point. In fact, she 
said that her coach would explicitly threaten to revoke the athletes’ schol-
arships. “Our coach would sometimes say, when she’s mad, like, ‘You guys 
are playing horrible,’ blah, blah, blah, ‘I’m going to take your scholarship 
away.’ ” Though Molly believed that it was unlikely that her coach would 
actually do so (“you have to do something pretty bad”), “technically speak-
ing,” the 23-year-old African American woman explained, “if you’re not 
holding yourself up to the standard of the coach, or your grades aren’t 
good, or whatever, your scholarship can get taken.”

For most of the athletes I interviewed, however, the more tangible 
threat was losing playing time. As Zachary explained, “If you do some-
thing really egregious, they’ll take your scholarship away. If you do some-
thing just stupid, then they’ll cut your playing time.” Coaches’ power to cut 
athletes’ playing time is simply “a given,” former basketball player Tom 
Vine said—so much so that most of the athletes I interviewed did not 
mention it without being asked. Coaches’ power to do so was taken for 
granted. “If you’re not performing well in practice,” Mike Smith, another 
basketball player, said, “if you’re complaining, or you’re just an issue, 
you’re just not going to play.”

Although coaches’ power to “bench” athletes might not initially seem to 
be a lever of status coercion, closer analysis reveals its punitive dimensions 
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for athletes, which make it so. Foremost, athletes repeatedly told me, los-
ing playing time means losing something they deeply love. “By not play-
ing,” Zachary said, “they’ve just taken away what you love to do. That’s the 
most ramification right there. That’s the biggest effect on you, is like, 
you’re not able to do what you love to do.” Football player Bill Murdock 
agreed. “I felt like all my dreams were on the line every single day at prac-
tice. And I better do well, or else.” Yet playing their sport in college is not 
just something they love to do; it is also something they have worked 
exhaustively to attain. “You came in loving this game,” Molly said, “and 
didn’t work for a scholarship just to sit on the bench.” This sense of their 
“work” and “dreams” being “on the line” is intensified by the fact that for 
the vast majority of these athletes, college sports will be the apex of their 
athletic career. Most of them will not go on to compete professionally, and 
they are repeatedly reminded of this fact by NCAA and university officials 
alike.7 Therefore, losing playing time means missing out on their athletic 
acme. This pressure is further intensified by the finite number of games 
and years they can compete. Per NCAA regulations, athletes have five 
years to play four seasons. Their eligibility “clock,” as the NCAA calls it, 
starts ticking when they enroll as a full-time student and does not stop 
even if they do not compete for an entire season.8 As a result, for these 
athletes every game felt important, and their ability to play in any given 
game was controlled by their coach.

Losing playing time not only affects athletes’ current athletic careers; it 
also affects their future careers as well. Foremost, this is because not play-
ing decreases their chances for professional recruitment. As Zachary 
explained, “You’ve got to understand this: the thing with the NFL is, they 
have scouts that come around to watch people play. So, if you’re not play-
ing, then you don’t have a chance at all.” Likewise, basketball player 
Lindsay said, “If you’re not playing, you know, people are going to be won-
dering why and, like, they’re not going to get to see you on the court. So 
they won’t get to scout you as much. They won’t see how good you are.” 
Moreover, athletes being “benched” suggests that they are a problem in 
some way, and just as graduate students rely on their advisors’ letters of 
recommendation for future jobs, athletes rely on their coaches’ evalua-
tions of them to professional recruiters. As Lindsay explained, “Your coach 
is going to be talking to the coaches of the WNBA,” and they are going to 
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be asked, “ ‘What’s this kid like on your team? Like, does she get along with 
everybody? Is she a trouble-maker? Does she cause problems? Or does she 
fall in line?’ ” The primary risk, Lindsay and the other athletes told me, is 
that their coaches would characterize them as “uncoachable.” “That’s a big 
thing for coaches,” the 25-year-old Black woman said. “ ‘Yeah, she’s 
uncoachable, she doesn’t really listen, she talks back.’ ” JohnJohn agreed. 
“Remember,” the 34-year-old Black football player said, “we are all trying 
to get to the League.”

I don’t need this college scout coming to my coaches and the coach is like, 
“Yeah, he’s not coachable, you know, he doesn’t really follow instructions 
well, he doesn’t take coaching well.” Because that’s the biggest thing, that’s 
the biggest problem you could have as an athlete, is you’re not coachable. 
That you’re hot-headed, and that you’re all for yourself, you’re selfish. That’s 
not what you want.

Again and again, these athletes said they needed to be “coachable”—that 
is, follow their coaches’ instructions—in order to keep their playing time 
and retain their status as elite athletes.

Athletes’ constrained mobility only increased their sense of their 
coaches’ power over them. For unlike many more traditional workers, who 
can quit their jobs and seek comparable work,9 Division I athletes (along 
with the other workers in this book) cannot. The NCAA limits their ability 
to transfer to other Division I sports teams,10 and their coaches can impose 
additional constraints.11 For instance, athletes are not allowed to commu-
nicate with other teams’ coaches to determine if transferring is even pos-
sible without their own coach’s written consent.12 Simply requesting such 
a “release” can damage their relationship with their coach and lead to loss 
of playing time.13 Then, if they are allowed to transfer, athletes cannot 
compete the following season, losing a year of their already-limited NCAA 
eligibility.14 As football player Jayce explained, “If you go in and you don’t 
click with the coach, you can’t just get out of that and transfer to another 
Division I school. Well, you can,” the white 29-year-old man allowed, “but 
you’ll sit out for a year. I mean, you don’t really have much you can do. . . . 
You literally miss years. . . . So, if you don’t get along with one of your 
coaches, then you’re kind of SOL.” This sense of being “SOL” is even worse 
for those athletes who have already lost playing time, such as those who 
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have been “red-shirted,” that is, kept out of competition for a season in 
order to develop their skills or recover from an injury while preserving 
that season of eligibility. After doing so, however, they have only four 
years—not five—to play their four-season allotment, so any additional loss 
of playing time (such as that required by transferring) results in a substan-
tial deficit. This is called “handcuffing a red-shirt kid,” basketball player 
Mike Smith said. “They kind of have them by the balls.”

All of these dynamics led college athletes to believe that their coaches 
had expansive power over their athletic careers and their education—their 
“dreams”—which is qualitatively different from how most “regular” workers 
experience their bosses’ power. Of course, not all coaches deploy these levers 
of coercion, and even when they do, athletes do not always experience them 
as overly punitive or coercive. Indeed, like the graduate students, the ath-
letes I interviewed reported a range of experiences; six of the eighteen char-
acterized their college careers as “good” or “great,” while five described theirs 
as at least somewhat negative. Among the latter, Bruce’s experience was the 
worst. In his view, being a college football player was “terrible,” even ruin-
ous. Although his experience is not representative of those I interviewed, it 
is worth describing in detail because it reveals some of the ways that ath-
letes negatively experience their coaches’ coercive powers.

Bruce is white, now in his early thirties. When he went to college, he 
did not have support from his parents, financial or otherwise, so he started 
off at a junior college hoping to be recruited (and offered a scholarship) by 
a Division I team the following year. He worked hard to make this happen, 
he said, waking up at four o’clock every morning for speed training. His 
work paid off: at an NFL scouting combine, he ran one of the fastest times 
in the country; so Bruce assumed that Division I coaches would contact 
him with recruiting offers. But he did not hear from any coaches. As an 
assistant coach told him later, however, recruiters had indeed tried to con-
tact him, but his head coach had turned them away because he did not 
want Bruce to leave. As Bruce explained, “My junior college was turning 
into a four-year school, and he wanted me to stay . . . [but] I was so upset 
that this guy ruined opportunities for me to go play somewhere else that 
there’s no way I was going to stay and play for him.” So even though 
recruiting season had ended and scholarships were no longer available, 
Bruce left his junior college to “walk on” at a state university.15

 EBSCOhost - printed on 2/14/2023 2:32 AM via . All use subject to https://www.ebsco.com/terms-of-use



  c o e r c i o n  a n d  c o m p l i a n c e  77

The next year at his new school Bruce played well—so well, he said, that 
his coach offered him a scholarship for the following year. “ ‘Wow,’ ” Bruce 
remembered his coach saying, “ ‘we’ve never had a walk-on come and con-
tribute the way that you have. We’re going to give you the first scholarship 
that opens up.’ ” Bruce was overjoyed.

I’m crying, and I called my mom. That was like the greatest day ever. I was, 
like, finally now I don’t have to work on the side and, you know, I can kind 
of relax, and focus on what I’m doing here in school, spend more time study-
ing than on my part-time job. It was the greatest moment.

The following fall, Bruce remembered arriving on campus and asking 
his coach about the scholarship. “Hey, I don’t know how this scholarship 
thing works,” he recalled saying. “I mean, how do I get my books? Like, 
what do I need to do for this?” “ ‘Oh, I’m sorry,’ ” he remembered his coach 
saying. “ ‘We never had a scholarship open up.’ ” Though he did not quite 
know what to think at the time, Bruce came to believe that the coach 
“could have given [him] one if he wanted to.” But he did not, Bruce said, 
because

he just knew that, in the NCAA, you can’t transfer without sitting out a year, 
and if you transfer your senior year, you’re done. So, he knew he had me 
there no matter what. He could use that scholarship to bring in another 
player. . . . So, it was more about him and that program, than it was about 
me. . . . I was a starting player, [but] like, I was asking other kids to borrow 
their meal cards. That’s pathetic, that should never be that way.

Not getting that scholarship, Bruce said, “ruined my whole career and my 
whole experience in college.”

Then he injured his shoulder. If it had been treated right away, Bruce 
said, he would have required only minor surgery, and with a medical red-
shirt he could have preserved that year of eligibility. But he felt pressured 
to play.16 “They kept trying to get me to play and telling me I was going to 
be okay,” he said.

You’re always trying to make them happy, I guess. And if they want you to 
play, and you’re injured, then you’re playing. Because you don’t want to say 
“no” . . . because then you think, “Oh well, [the coach] is in control, and he 
can just not play me ever again. And if I have to transfer, then I have to sit 
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out a year.” There are just so many variables, like, your education, your 
schooling, where you’re at. There are so many things where you just don’t 
want to mess it up.

In the end, his shoulder got too bad to play; he needed major surgery. 
Bruce left the team. In fact, he left school altogether. “The coach acted like 
I like quit on him,” Bruce recalled, “like I quit on the team and stuff. And 
I was like . . . I did everything for you. I hurt myself. And now my career is 
over and I really wanted to play NFL. . . . And now I have all these student 
loans.” “I look back at it,” Bruce said later in the interview, “there is no way 
that I should have been set back, like, that behind in life, and have to catch 
up so much.”

For Bruce, being a college athlete was an almost entirely negative experi-
ence, and he has continued to feel deeply misused by his former coaches. Yet 
even when the athletes I interviewed had positive experiences, they—much 
like the graduate students—were always aware of the power their coaches 
could wield. Haley is a case in point. Even as she proclaimed that playing 
college basketball was “the best experience of [her] life,” she also described 
having to “stay on [her] toes” in order to manage her coach’s verbal out-
bursts and negotiate her less-than-secure status as a walk-on. Kate’s per-
spective is perhaps even more telling. Although her experience was less 
positive than Haley’s, her college basketball career was neither particularly 
negative nor out of the ordinary. Yet she said that talking to me about her 
experience made her feel “absolutely” nervous. Even though she is no longer 
in the basketball world—and has not been for several years—she was wor-
ried about retribution. “You don’t want to burn bridges,” she explained. “You 
don’t want to, you know, say bad about this program because of how it’s 
going to affect you. It’s kind of like, if I don’t speak on it, and I just leave it 
where it’s going to be, then it doesn’t harm me in any way.” For Kate, a deep 
sense of her coach’s power remained, even after leaving the sport.17

workfare workers: “you don’ t have a choice, 
unless you want the benefits to get cut off”

Although Kate, Haley, Bruce, and all of the former athletes and graduate 
students I interviewed could have left their positions had they really 
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needed to—and some of them did—the consequences for doing so could 
be severe. Such decisions were thus more of a Hobson’s choice, an only-
ostensibly “free” decision between equally intolerable alternatives. This 
dynamic is significantly starker for workfare and incarcerated workers, for 
whom the consequences of any form of noncompliance—including job 
exit—can be dire.

For workfare workers, the primary consequence is being sanctioned: 
losing access to public assistance programs, including cash benefits, rent 
and utility subsidies, Medicaid, childcare and transportation assistance, 
or SNAP benefits.18 Though such sanctions are usually temporary—
lasting one to six months among the workers I interviewed—they perma-
nently reduce welfare recipients’ lifetime allotment of public assistance 
under TANF (Temporary Assistance for Needy Families). In fact, just as 
NCAA athletes have a five-year eligibility “clock” that keeps ticking even if 
they do not compete, TANF recipients have a 60-month benefits “clock” 
that keeps ticking even when they are sanctioned.19 Thus, welfare sanc-
tions are not only a lever of economic coercion, revoking cash assistance 
from the poor. They are also a lever of status coercion, removing the poor 
from the status of “welfare recipient in good standing” and the meager but 
much-needed benefits which that status confers.

Nearly half of the 43 workfare workers I interviewed had been sanc-
tioned at least once, and a significant minority had been sanctioned mul-
tiple times. Yet all of them described the seemingly ubiquitous threat of 
sanctions. As 30-year-old Shara White said, “That’s their favorite. Yeah, 
that’s their favorite. . . . They’re always trying to throw [that] they’re going 
to sanction you in your face.” While many often-minor misdeeds (or sim-
ply accusations of such) could provoke sanctions, failure to comply with 
one’s assigned “work activities” was a common cause among those I inter-
viewed and, studies show, among welfare recipients in general.20 As work-
fare worker Kierra Ross explained, “You got to do [the work]. They don’t 
ask if you want to do it, you got to do it. . . . You don’t have a choice, unless 
you want the benefits to get cut off.”

Yet these workers were sanctioned not because they did not want to 
work. Indeed, like most Americans, the workfare workers I interviewed 
believed deeply in the value of productive labor. They wanted to work. 
Instead, they were sanctioned for two work-related reasons: first, when 
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external circumstances interfered with their (inflexible) jobs, and second, 
when they challenged problems at work. In the first case, for example, 
Kathy Johnson described being threatened with sanctions when her 
child’s health crisis prevented her from going to work. Although at the 
time of our interview the 45-year-old white woman was the director of a 
women’s shelter, she was once an unemployed, newly divorced mother of 
three assigned to work 25 hours a week in order to receive public assist-
ance. She complied with her workfare assignment, she said, until one of 
her sons became gravely ill. She apprised both her caseworker and work-
fare supervisor of the situation and stopped going to work in order to stay 
in the hospital with her son. As a result, Kathy recalled, her caseworker 
threatened to terminate her public assistance.

I still remember feeling that way, like they’re going to cut me off. Because I 
was sleeping in a hospital chair while my son was there [in the hospital] 
when his lung collapsed, and then the other lung collapsed. . . . He went into 
a partial coma, which turned to be a drug-induced coma. He was nonre-
sponsive to medication. I remember them coming in and telling me to pray 
for the best, but prepare for the worst. And I’m sitting there on a chair, and 
I’m in a chaplain at the hospital on my knees praying he wake up. And 
they’re telling me, “We’re going to cut your food stamps off.” Well, [I said,] 
“You do what you have to do, because I’m doing what I have to do, and I will 
not be there. I’m telling you, I will not be there.”

Ultimately, however, Kathy said that her caseworker’s threats did not 
materialize, but only because her workfare supervisor began lying for her, 
claiming that she was at work even as she remained in the hospital with 
her son. “I wasn’t doing anything I shouldn’t have been doing,” Kathy told 
me. “I was being a mom. So they covered for me. They would say, ‘Yeah, 
she was here eight hours today,’ when they hadn’t seen me in three  
days.” Yet it must be noted that the perception of Kathy as a “good mother,” 
especially while not working, has historically been a privilege accorded 
only to white women, both in the welfare system and in American culture 
more broadly.21 Although we cannot know for sure, it is possible that 
Kathy’s whiteness informed her supervisor’s sympathy and willingness  
to lie—that is, commit fraud—in order to protect her benefits. Kathy, 
meanwhile, was deeply thankful for her supervisor’s sympathy, while also 
frustrated by the fact that her ability to be a good mother while receiving 
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public assistance seemed entirely dependent on her caseworker and 
supervisor, each of whom had the power to rescind or sustain her family 
support.22

James Pondos recounted a similar story of workfare impinging on his 
ability to be a good parent, but in his case no one lied to protect his bene-
fits. For his workfare assignment, the 52-year-old African American single 
father did building maintenance work at a nonprofit agency. He worked 
for a year without incident, he said, until his schedule abruptly changed 
“with no regard for my son and things that I have to do.” Instead of start-
ing at nine o’clock and ending at 2:30 in the afternoon, he was told—with 
only one day’s warning—that his new (longer) shift would be from 8:30 
a.m. to 4 p.m. He told both his caseworker and workfare supervisor that he 
could not comply with the new schedule because his young son did not get 
on the school bus until 8 a.m. and, because he lived across town, he could 
not get to work by 8:30 via city buses. In response, James remembered 
them saying, “ ‘Either you show or you’re sanctioned.’ ” He came to work 
late the first week but then received a “termination letter” stating that he 
was dismissed from the job and sanctioned from public assistance. “I got 
a four-months’ sanction,” James said, “which meant no cash assistance, 
food stamps, and eventually I ended up getting evicted out of my house. 
Me and my son had to go stay in the shelter.” For James and his son, the 
penalty for not being able to comply with his new work schedule was 
severe indeed.

The second work-related reason they were sanctioned, these workfare 
workers said, was that they challenged problems in the workplace. This 
was most often an issue for those who had been assigned to one workfare 
site in particular—one of a national chain of nonprofit thrift stores—
where they had to sort donations in a large warehouse reportedly rife with 
heavy dust, bedbugs, and other environmental hazards. “That was horri-
ble,” 26-year-old Sasha Reed said. “They want you to work with old dirty 
clothes and bedbugs and stuff. That was the worst site.” So, this young 
African American woman explained, “I did something to not have to go 
there no more. . . . I left the site, I just left.” To her surprise (and my own), 
she was not sanctioned as a result but was simply assigned to another 
worksite. April Smith, however, said that she was sanctioned when after 
just one day in that warehouse, she could no longer work because of her 
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allergic reaction to the dust. As the 30-year-old African American woman 
recalled, “It’s like, a lot of dust. I just sneezed all day, uncontrollably, and I 
was like, ‘Is there something else I could do, like clean around the build-
ing, anything?’ ” They would not accommodate her request. “ ‘You have to 
do this,’ ” she recalled her supervisor saying. “So I walked off,” April said, 
and was sanctioned for “a good month or two” as a result.

Though Tara Collins had not (yet) been assigned to that particular site, 
she was well aware of its bad reputation. In fact, she said that her current 
workfare supervisor would threaten reassigning the workfare workers to that 
site if they were at all defiant. (Though in point of fact, only caseworkers—
not workfare supervisors—can formally make such decisions, Tara and  
the other workfare workers I interviewed fully believed that their supervi-
sors could prevail on their caseworkers to do so.) “If she gets mad at you,”  
the 38-year-old Black woman said of her workfare supervisor, “she’ll  
send you [to that warehouse]. She has control to do that.” Tara then told  
me about several of her coworkers who had recently talked back to that 
supervisor and had then “disappeared,” either sent to the warehouse or sanc-
tioned from public assistance altogether. “She brags about stuff like that,” 
Tara said.

Like, “Oh okay, you want to keep talking mess? You want to keep talking 
mess? You’ll be sanctioned.” Or, like the boy who just cussed her out last 
week . . . now he got the [thrift store warehouse]. She was like, “Now let’s 
see how he talks over there.”

For these workfare workers, then, there was an overriding belief—borne 
out by experience—that they would be sanctioned if they did not comply 
with any workplace directive, including untenable work schedules and 
working conditions.

For Pauline Wilson, it was this pervasive (and very real) threat of sanc-
tions in combination with persistent mistreatment that led her to defy her 
supervisor and relinquish her right to public assistance altogether. 
Although at the time of our interview the 57-year-old African American 
woman worked with Kathy Johnson overseeing the women’s shelter, sev-
eral years ago she too was a workfare worker, first cleaning at a nonprofit 
organization and then picking up trash on the highway. Pauline said that 
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she did not mind the work. Indeed, she believed that she had an “obliga-
tion” to work for her public assistance. But she detested the ill-treatment 
that seemed to come along with it. As Pauline explained,

Some people didn’t make it after the first week because they couldn’t take it. 
They said, “You let them talk to you like that?” And then some people, they 
would cry, “Well, I need this money.” But if you’re not cut out for that kind of 
stuff—that kind of humiliation—it’s not going to work. And there’s nobody 
cut out for that.

Nonetheless, Pauline lasted two years on workfare, until she finally got fed 
up one hot summer day while picking up garbage on the highway when 
her supervisor would not let her get a drink of water. As Pauline remem-
bered the incident, she asked her supervisor for a water break but he 
declined, saying, “ ‘It ain’t break time yet.’ ” Pauline persisted. “ ‘I’m hot, I 
feel I’m going to faint,’ ” she recalled saying. “ ‘They even give water to 
thirsty dogs. Can I just have a little bit of water?’ ” He would not allow it, 
she said; break time was not for another 15 minutes. She went to the van 
to get a drink of water anyway, Pauline said, which her supervisor saw, of 
course. He told her to sit down for ten minutes, she recalled, and she did. 
After the time had passed, however, Pauline said that she went back to 
work because if she did not perform the labor, regardless of the reason, 
she believed that she would be marked as “noncompliant,” which would 
result in a sanction. And because it would be her second offense, the sanc-
tion would last 90 days. (The first, she said, was for missing work without 
a written “doctor’s excuse.”) As she got up to go back to work, Pauline said 
that her supervisor asked angrily, “ ‘Did I tell you to go back out there?’ ” 
“ ‘It’s been past ten minutes,’ ” she remembered saying. “ ‘You’re going to 
mark down that I didn’t do anything. . . . Let me go back out here. I feel 
better now.’ ” He refused. “ ‘I didn’t tell you [that] you can go back out,’ ” she 
recalled him saying. By then, Pauline had had enough. “I was speaking my 
mind,” she told me. To her supervisor she said sassily, “ ‘I’m sick of you yell-
ing at me with your smart mouth.’ ” “ ‘I’m not the one who needs this,’ ” she 
remembered him responding. “ ‘You’re the one who needs this. I get a pay-
check every month.’ ” “ ‘You know what?’ ” Pauline said. “ ‘You can take that 
paycheck and stick it up your [ass23].’ ”
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And so we were back and forth until finally I said, “You know what, you can 
kiss my ass.” So he made me sit in the van for the rest of the day. When we 
got back to [Social Services], I didn’t even go upstairs. I didn’t go sign out or 
nothing. I just said, “Y’all can have this,” and I walked off.

In so doing, Pauline said that she lost all of her cash benefits, food stamps, 
and Medicaid. She was unemployed for eight or nine months until she 
found what she considered to be a disreputable job in a bar. As she told me 
with disgust,

I would rather work in a bar than go through that. Even though I wasn’t 
making that much money, I wasn’t being disrespected like that or treated 
like I’m a common piece of trash. Because I’m not. I’m not.

Though Pauline ultimately relinquished her benefits rather than be 
sanctioned, her experience reveals at least one way that status coercion 
operates in workfare. For Pauline, the threat of sanctions loomed over her 
whether she did the work or not: had she performed the requisite labor, 
she would not have been following her supervisor’s orders to sit down, and 
had she followed his orders, she would not have performed the requisite 
labor. Either way, she believed her supervisor could (and would) mark her 
as “noncompliant” and trigger a sanction.

But while such sanctions are routine,24 their consequences are not. In 
Pauline’s case, not only did she lose access to the social safety net, so did her 
two young children. Her family lost their home, though they were able to 
stay with her sister. “My sister would help me,” Pauline recalled. “And thank 
God for that. I would have been messed up.” For James Pondos, being sanc-
tioned pushed him and his son into a homeless shelter, a not uncommon 
occurrence among welfare recipients.25 Meanwhile, New York City work-
fare worker DiMaggio, who was already living in a homeless shelter, said 
that had he been sanctioned, he would have been evicted from the shel-
ter.26 “I could lose everything,” the 51-year-old white man said. “If I got 
sanctioned, I could get thrown out [of the shelter]. That’s not a misconcep-
tion, that’s not a scare tactic. They really did it. Plenty of guys I knew per-
sonally I helped carry their crap out to the sidewalk.” Thus, for workfare 
workers, sanctions have expansive repercussions for themselves and their 
families. By cutting off their access to financial, food, utilities, housing, and 
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medical support, sanctions have severe and lasting consequences for their 
health and well-being, stability and security, home and future.27

prisoners: “either you do it or  
you’re going to the box”

For incarcerated workers, the consequences of status coercion are broadly 
similar, though their supervisors have a more diverse array of punitive 
powers at their disposal. For any form of noncompliance, corrections 
officers (COs) can put prisoners in solitary confinement, in which they are 
confined to a segregated cell for 23 hours a day. COs can put them on 
“keeplock,” solitary confinement’s less extreme cousin, in which they are 
confined to their own cells and lose “privileges,” such as movement, rec-
reation, exercise, phone use, family visits, commissary purchases, and sen-
tence reductions for good behavior (i.e., parole). Officers can also dispense 
disciplinary “tickets,” which exact fees and, when serious enough, prevent 
prisoners’ parole. And in more extreme cases, they can press new criminal 
charges, which incur additional prison sentences.28 For incarcerated 
workers, then, these technologies of coercion entail much more than the 
loss of wages and work. They entail the loss of basic human claims such as 
physical freedom, family relationships, and social connection—both 
within prison (through internal segregation) and from prison (through 
loss of parole and added sentences)—all of which has severe long-term 
effects on the health and well-being of prisoners and their families.29

Prisoners’ awareness of such consequences permeates their labor and 
lives behind bars. As 31-year-old Qwon explained,

We know that they got the power of the ticket, we don’t want our privileges 
gone. We don’t want to be locked in our cell twenty-four hours a day. We 
don’t want to not be able to go to commissary and eat what we want to eat, 
or use the phone to contact our loved ones when we want to. So, we tuck our 
tail, you know, grown men, you got to handle it . . . because they got the say-
so. We don’t have no union, so we subject to tolerate a lot more.

For C. Parks, it was the constant threat of such consequences, especially 
from the more punitive officers, that made prison labor objectionable. 
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Otherwise, he did not mind the work. For most of his time in prison, the 
27-year-old African American man worked in the “mess hall,” waking at 
five o’clock in the morning and “fixing food, serving food, cleaning tables” 
from 5:30 until 9:30 or 10 a.m. The work, he said, was relatively easy and 
he earned enough money to “buy peanut butter and jelly for late night.” 
The only problem, C. Parks explained, was the “negativity that came with 
the work.”

You got certain officers that’s on your back, “Do this, do this, do this.” You 
might walk off for one minute to just take a breather and he’s on your back, 
“Do this or I’m sending you back to your block with a ticket.”

“But I never caught a ticket for working in the mess hall,” C. Parks said. 
“No, no. Let me take that back. I did catch a ticket once.” The reason, he 
explained, was a dispute with the officer who woke him up in the morning. 
As C. Parks recalled, he relied on the sound of his gate “popping” open as 
his alarm clock each morning. “So, one day it didn’t open.”

So, you know, I’m still laying. I figured it’s nowhere near five o’clock. So, it 
finally opens and I come out, and [the CO is] like, “Hurry up, you’re late.” 
I’m like, “I’m late?” And I look at the clock, it’s five twenty-five. So I’m like, 
“I only got five minutes to get ready. Why is my gate just being popped?” So 
he was like, “Don’t worry about that, get dressed.”

C. Parks said that he did so, but he refused to rush. “I got to brush my 
teeth, wash my face, you know what I’m saying? I’m going to an area 
where we set our food out. I’m not going to rush.” As he got ready, C. Parks 
said that the officer went to the mess hall and then returned, telling him,

“They don’t need you anymore. You can stay.” So, I’m like, “Are you sure?” 
He’s like, “Yeah, they said they don’t need you, you can stay for the day.” So, 
I’m like, “Alright.” So, I closed my gate, I go back to sleep.

Later that day, however, C. Parks learned that he had been punished for 
the incident; he was put on keeplock for 15 days. “I’m like, Keeplock?” he 
recalled. “Then I get the ticket that says that I was disrespectful . . . that I 
cussed at him a few times.” But “I didn’t slam my gate,” he told me indig-
nantly. “I didn’t cuss at him. All I said was, ‘I’m not rushing, because you 
opened my gate late.’ ” He requested a hearing to review the incident, ask-
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ing that the prisoner in the adjacent cell act as a witness. But his request 
was denied.

They said, “We don’t need him [as a witness]. There’s no sufficient reason 
why he should be here. Just take this fifteen days’ keeplock.” So, I settled 
with having fifteen days on keeplock for that. . . . It was a lose-lose situa-
tion. . . . The fact that now I got that on my disciplinary history, [and] I had 
to pay off five dollars [for the ticket]. I also didn’t get to work for those fif-
teen days. Nor go to program for the fifteen days, [which] I had to make it 
up later. . . . So, that was the worst thing about it. The negativity.

In C. Parks’s view, it was the many punishments that officers could wield—
and some officers’ propensity to do so—rather than the labor itself that 
rendered prison labor problematic. By being put on keeplock, he lost half 
a month’s wages, plus another week’s wages because of the ticket. He lost 
the human entitlements that become “privileges” in prison, including free-
dom of movement (however restricted), exercise and recreation, much-
needed food from the commissary, and social connection with fellow pris-
oners and family members. He also gained a demerit on his “disciplinary 
history,” which could have prevented his parole but ultimately did not, he 
explained, only because he did not “catch” any more tickets.

Brenda Smith did indeed lose her parole date when she refused to work 
shortly before her scheduled release from prison. Initially, the 53-year-old 
African American woman recalled, “I did everything I had to do. I worked. 
I worked in a kitchen, I work on a unit. I did everything I had to do to 
make the [parole] board.” But once she got her “outdate,” Brenda said that 
she refused to work because she would not be paid for her labor.

My job was to clean the gallery, the unit, to mop and clean the unit. So I told 
them I wasn’t cleaning it, because you’re not paying me. And I’m getting 
ready to go home Tuesday, and this was a Sunday, so why should I have to 
mop and I’m not getting paid?

As a consequence, Brenda said that she was put on keeplock for 15 days 
and lost her parole date—or, as she described it, “They locked me up and 
they snatched my outdate.”

Though Brenda and C. Parks did not disclose any concern about soli-
tary confinement in those instances, the former prisoners I interviewed 
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frequently described the ubiquitous threat of “the box.” As Santos said, 
“Always somebody’s ‘going to the box’ ” (echoing Shara White’s description 
of welfare sanction threats). Because of such threats, the Black 28-year-
old man explained, he “knew when to shut up” while he was in prison.

Because I know there it’s like the little slightest thing you can go to the box 
for. Having a newspaper, you know, you go to the box; or having pornogra-
phy, you can go to the box. Taking a cookie from the mess hall, you can go to 
the box. . . . You can’t look at females, [or] you’re going to the box.

Garcia agreed, and because this threat of solitary confinement was used to 
compel prisoners’ labor compliance, he viewed incarcerated labor as 
deeply troubling. As the 27-year-old Black and Hispanic man explained, 
“The worst thing about working while incarcerated, I would have to say, is, 
well, pretty much being forced.”

You’re forced to do that work. It’s up to you whether you don’t look at it as 
that . . . but, at the end of the day—and at the beginning of the day—you’re 
forced to do all of that. Like, you have no say-so. Either you do it or you’re 
going to the box. Either you do it, or you get your ass whooped and then go 
to the box. So, it’s really like, they rule with an iron fist. . . . You can rebel, but 
there’s still going to be the same result.

In Garcia’s and Santos’s understanding, any form of noncompliance or 
misdeed could land prisoners in solitary confinement, and many of the 
former prisoners I interviewed had experienced it firsthand. O.T.I. 
recounted several instances in which he was put in the box because he 
would not clean bodily fluids. He refused to do such jobs, he explained to 
me, because he had not been trained in biohazard cleanup, though other 
prisoners had. “I was asked to clean urine and feces off of a floor,” the 
27-year-old African American man said.

I found that inappropriate and I suggested that they find someone that’s in 
that area [of biohazard cleanup]. You know what I’m saying? Because of the 
HIV. Sometimes, they ask us to clean up blood from another inmate, which 
is very hazardous, and they just give us some tissue and some infector and 
say, “Here, clean this up.”

Because he refused an officer’s direct order, O.T.I. said that he got a five-
dollar ticket and was put in solitary confinement. “If you refuse an order,” 
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he explained, “you can go to the box. So, I got a ticket for refusing an order 
and I went to the box in that situation. But, I guess they’ve seen the situa-
tion, they let me out in a week. They gave me a break. I could have been in 
there for thirty days.”

Unlike O.T.I., Bruce W. did not get such a “break” when he refused to 
clean feces as part of his porter job. “I mean we’re just talking about feces,” 
the 23-year-old African American man said with disgust. “I’m not going to 
clean no feces. I don’t care what gloves you give me.” As a consequence, 
Bruce said that he was put in solitary confinement for 30 days, as he was 
on another occasion when he refused to clean the chewing tobacco an 
officer had spit on the floor. “The other incident I didn’t want to clean,” he 
recalled, was in “a robostation that oversees the unit. The CO [who worked 
there] was nasty. He used to chew snuff and he spit on the floor and he 
expects people to clean it. I wasn’t cleaning that stuff.” Once again, Bruce 
said, he “went to the box” for a month.

Like sanctions for workfare workers, solitary confinement is a relatively 
common consequence for incarcerated workers. Twelve of the forty-one 
ex-prisoners I interviewed said that they had been put in “the box” at least 
once (and a significant minority had been in solitary confinement multi-
ple times), broadly reflecting New York State trends.30 Yet those numbers 
alone do not capture their experiences. James D., for example, spent two 
uninterrupted years in solitary confinement, and that was just one of his 
several stints in the box. Moreover, though the “torture” of solitary con-
finement was the worst part of it for these ex-prisoners,31 they also said 
that going to “the box” was usually accompanied by physical violence. 
Recall, for instance, how Garcia described prison labor: “Either you do it, 
or you get your ass whooped and then go to the box.” Physical abuse is a 
central component of solitary confinement for many prisoners, and I 
examine it in more detail in the next chapter. For now, it is important to 
note that the combination of corporal violence with such a severe and 
common mechanism of status coercion renders “the box” particularly 
damaging for prisoners.

In addition to solitary confinement, keeplock, and disciplinary tickets, 
incarcerated workers labored under the threat of another punishment: 
new criminal charges and more prison time. Although there was a sense 
among my informants that this consequence was reserved for extreme 
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cases of misconduct or insubordination (such as reporting on or testifying 
against officers), Tim Jones recalled an incident in which an officer casu-
ally made such a threat. Tim said that he was working as a “rec aide,” 
organizing the prison’s recreation area, when an officer asked him to do 
something unusual—something he deemed unacceptable—though at the 
time of the interview he could not remember what it was. In describing 
the request, the 28-year-old African American man said,

It was just like, some things you ask people to do outside their job descrip-
tion, it’s like, “Okay, I’ll do it, no problem. I’m not doing too much out here 
anyway.” But it was something he asked me that just seemed like, “Huh?” 
Like, “Excuse me?” . . . And I told him—I forgot exactly what it was, but I 
told him it’s out of my job description, my [job] title. He said, “No, it’s a 
direct order.” I said, “But I’m here at work though, right?” And he was like, 
“Yeah, you’re at work, but I’m telling you to do it.”

In response, Tim remembered saying, “But say, what if I refuse, due to the 
fact it’s not on my job title, and I’m supposed to be technically at work?” 
As Tim recalled, the officer replied, “ ‘I’ll put you on the wall.’ ”

And I said, “You put me on the wall, then what? . . . What’s the outcome?” 
He said, “If I put you on the wall and you even flinch, you’re not going to 
make your date.” I said, “I’m not gonna have no good time regardless, so 
what are you trying to say to me?” He said, “You know what I just said.”

Because “not going to make your date” means not getting out of prison as 
scheduled, Tim’s understanding was that the officer was threatening him 
with more prison time if he did not comply with the command. Yet as Tim 
made clear, the threat was not losing parole (“good time”), though that 
was a commonly reported coercive technique among the ex-prisoners I 
interviewed and one that is explicitly endorsed in New York State prison 
guidelines.32 Because Tim was incarcerated for a parole violation, he was 
not eligible for “good time” and so it could not be taken away. Instead, Tim 
believed the officer’s threat was an additional prison sentence. In order to 
understand why, some explanation is required. In New York State prisons, 
officers put prisoners “on the wall” in order to retain or regain control over 
them. When “on the wall,” prisoners must lean against it at a 45-degree 
angle with their arms and legs outspread, and they are not allowed to 
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move.33 Any movement can be construed as a threat to the officer, and 
such threats are countered with swift force—even outright violence—as 
well as solitary confinement and, in more extreme cases, criminal charges. 
(As O.T.I. explained, if a prisoner is understood to be threatening an 
officer, “they have the right to take you down to the box and beat you.”) In 
Tim’s understanding, then, the officer insinuated that he would deliber-
ately construe any “flinch” as a threat, which would lead to Tim’s physical 
beating, solitary confinement, additional charges, and more prison time. 
Perhaps not surprisingly, Tim said that he complied with the officer’s 
order, though he later requested a job change and asked the officer why he 
had threatened Tim in this way. (The CO’s response: he had been testing 
Tim’s temper.) Thus, similar to Pauline’s experience in workfare, Bruce’s in 
college football, and Scott’s in graduate school, Tim’s experience behind 
bars highlights some of the more punitive technologies of status coercion 
under which prisoners labor.

coercion and compliance: “i  didn’ t want  
the consequence”

As Tim’s story suggests, the primary product of status coercion is compli-
ance. Even though these workers regularly engage in acts of resistance, 
they generally acquiesce. This is not surprising, of course. As Frances Fox 
Piven and Richard Cloward observed in their landmark study of social 
movements and social marginalization, “People usually remain acquies-
cent, conforming to the accustomed patterns of daily life in their commu-
nity, and believing those patterns to be both inevitable and just.”34

In these labor regimes, acquiescence is not only a matter of cultural 
hegemony and human inertia. It is also actively produced and enforced by 
technologies of status coercion. The penalties for defiance are too severe. 
And so, as Qwon said, prisoners “tuck” their “tails.” “You got to handle it 
. . . because they got the say-so.” “You have to train yourself immensely to 
deal with it,” O.T.I. explained, “because you can’t really talk back to a supe-
rior officer, because then you put your life in jeopardy or—you know what 
I’m saying—your well-being. So you kind of have to take it in stride. I 
mean, you don’t have to ignore it,” he allowed,
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you can file a grievance. But every action comes with a reaction. You file a 
grievance and then they might try to set you up or beat you up on the walk-
way. So, you just kind of have to take the slaps on the face and turn the left 
cheek. . . . You got to really walk on eggshells, because you don’t want to get 
placed in that situation where you’re risking your freedom and extra time, 
when you’re trying to make it home.

All they wanted to do, these ex-prisoners said again and again, was to 
“make it home,” and so they did whatever they needed to do.

Workfare workers took a similar approach. “I just do my job, you know, 
whatever I need to, I do it,” Tasha Love said. “It aggravates me inside, but 
what can I do when I feel like they’re just taking control of my life?” James 
Pondos agreed. After sanctions left him and his son homeless, he said that 
he became extra compliant, doing whatever he had to do even though he 
considered the work to be unfair and unsafe. “I’m a single parent,” he 
explained, “so I’m already struggling, that’s why I’m here in this situa-
tion. . . . It’s just not worth it [to resist]. So you comply.” In fact, when 
James Griggs was a workfare worker, he said that “compliance” became a 
kind of mantra. “You have to be compliant, is what I kept thinking,” the 
50-year-old Afro-American35 man recalled.

You have to comply or you’re going to be sanctioned. That’s the whole mind-
set of it. “You have to be compliant or you’re going to be sanctioned,” you 
know, like a parent telling a child, “You have to do this or this is going to 
happen.”

Meanwhile, although college athletes and graduate students differed 
from these workers in many ways, they generally felt the same way. Even 
though they had more leeway to resist bad bosses and leave their positions—
than prisoners and welfare recipients at least—they too said that they usually 
complied, even with work and working conditions they deemed unjust or 
abusive. In their view, the stakes were simply too high. As basketball player 
Shevontae explained,

[If] you have a complaint or a grievance [with your coaches] . . . you have 
more to lose than they do. . . . And if something happens to them, they can 
continue on and find a new job or do something. [But] for you, if something 
happens to you, everything can be tarnished.
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As a result, the Black 26-year-old woman said, “Me personally, I didn’t 
[complain]. I was more like a good soldier. I just wanted to keep the 
peace.” Complaining would have been “unproductive,” she said. Instead of 
solving the problem, it would have “caused unnecessary tension in the 
relationship.”

Because even when someone says, like, “Open door policy, tell me what you 
want,” we’re humans. So, it’s impossible to fully filter out if you dislike some-
one’s criticism. . . . [I] was like, I don’t want them to ever hold it against me 
or resent me. . . . Some [coaches] really do take things out on you . . . and all 
of a sudden, your minutes decrease. . . . I felt like, if I caused tension, or if I 
speak up, or I’m kind of like a rebellious one . . . will I still be in the coach’s 
favor?

Staying in the “coach’s favor” is the “main pillar” of college sports, 
Shevontae said. JohnJohn agreed. “In any sport,” he explained, “you’re 
going to not agree totally with what your coach does or says. But they’re 
the coach. And you’re there to be coachable, [so] you follow instructions.” 
For those who have “conflict with coaches,” he went on, “there’s usually 
some kind of consequence involved with that. I didn’t need the conse-
quence. I didn’t want the consequence.”

Likewise, in graduate school, Suzanne said that if a student has a prob-
lem with her advisor, “there’s not a whole lot you can do.”

I don’t even know where you would complain. I mean, I think there’s usually 
a person they can go to . . . but it depends. In my case, the graduate student 
advisors were still acting in the best interest of the university and of the 
PIs. . . . The PIs are pretty well protected by the universities. I don’t think 
there’s a lot that can be done. I mean, as a graduate student, you’re sort of 
the lowest part of the whole.

Emily made a similar point. Employees in more traditional workplaces 
“can appeal to their boss’s boss or to HR for some sort of intervention,” she 
said,

but your best solution in grad school, if you’re experiencing that sort of 
thing, is to leave your group [lab]—and not just your best solution but in 
many cases your only solution. So, having no recourse at all is what really 
turns it into some kind of like—like, it’s hard to believe that people can have 
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that much control over your life in a country where otherwise, you know, 
you’re protected by all kinds of labor laws. But those don’t apply, because 
you’re a “student,” not an “employee.”

Because of this power dynamic, athletes and graduate students empha-
sized the importance of “keeping doors open” and not “burning bridges” 
with their bosses, echoing prisoners’ descriptions of the need to “walk on 
eggshells,” “turn the left cheek,” and “tuck [their] tail.” As Lindsay said, 
athletes have to “swallow” any problems with their coaches “because they 
want to keep that door open.” Kate said that she did not want to “burn 
bridges” and was therefore nervous about being interviewed. And Laine 
said of graduate school, “You can never burn that bridge. It’s very stupid to 
do that in this field.” To emphasize her point, she explained that even 
though one of the faculty members of her dissertation committee was 
“mean” and “nasty,” she “would have never spoken out against him in a 
million years, never, no matter what he did, said, anything.” “And he was 
really bad,” she emphasized again and again. “But . . . there’s nothing he 
could have said or done that I would have reported. . . . If you don’t have 
clout, and if you’re not protected, if you don’t have that PhD . . . you’re just 
so vulnerable.”

The centrality of compliance in these labor regimes is underscored by 
the fact that they all have narratives of noncompliance, that is, negative 
labels for those who do not dutifully acquiesce with their bosses’ direc-
tives. Behind bars, noncompliant prisoners are often dubbed “knuckle-
heads,”36 whom Paul D. defined as “someone who doesn’t want to do any-
thing, goofs off.” In workfare, they are more straightforwardly labeled 
“noncompliant,” a label which carries considerable cultural power because 
of the narratives of indolence and dependence that dominate welfare rhet-
oric. “They label people like they’re useless, lazy,” Pauline Wilson said, “like 
they’re better than them, like it can’t happen to them. [But] it can.” 
Meanwhile, noncompliant college athletes are deemed “uncoachable,” 
which means that “you won’t fall in line,” Lindsay said, “you talk back.” 
“That’s the biggest problem you could have as an athlete,” JohnJohn said. 
In graduate school, such narratives of noncompliance are usually less 
explicit, but, similar to athletes, the noncompliant are seen as “not teach-
able” or not able to “handle it,” because they are deemed not smart enough 
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or not willing to work hard enough. Take, for example, D.N., who uncom-
plainingly claimed that he worked one hundred hours a week (and more) 
as a graduate student. In his view, many students who did not complete 
their PhDs were simply “lazy.” “They’ll quit,” he said.

I mean, some don’t want to stay one hundred hours a week in a lab, right? 
. . . Now, why do people get fired? Yes, there have been so many people who 
got fired in my last month. Basically they’re just too lazy, they just don’t get 
the job done. And then, the supervisor can’t be wasting the limited resource 
of money on that person, right?

In order to “get the job done,” D.N. maintained, graduate students must be 
“self-motivated” and “self-driven.” Nik agreed. Many students are too 
“immature,” he explained. They are still “trying to figure out their lives” 
and are therefore unable or unwilling to “commit” to science. “They’re 
just, like, too young,” he said.

They haven’t quite figured out that this is science. . . . Maybe this is just my 
idea of it, but science should be self-directed, you know, a choice. If you’re 
going to make a choice about what to do with your life, and you don’t really 
want to do science and so you’re not really sure that that’s how you want to 
spend sixty or more hours a week . . . then I don’t know that you should be 
there.

In Nik’s construal, science is an all-encompassing endeavor, one to which 
students must “commit” after deciding that it is what they want “to do 
with [their] life.” Those who are not willing to make such a commitment, 
Nik and D.N. variously argued, are often “immature” or “lazy.”

In each of these labor regimes, then, a premium is placed on worker 
compliance, and those deemed noncompliant are stigmatized as such. Yet 
these labor regimes do not produce compliant subjects for the regimes 
alone. They also produce such subjects for devalued jobs in the main-
stream economy, because in fact they actively prime workers to embrace 
precarious employment. For instance, graduate school grooms newly 
minted PhDs to accept undervalued and insecure positions as adjuncts 
and postdocs. Indeed, in the sciences postdocs have become apparent pre-
requisites for tenure-track jobs, while at the same time their duration has 
increased significantly.37 As Suzanne said, “There’s a lot of bitterness in 
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the field right now, because you end up staying in your postdoc forever.” 
(Hers lasted eight years.) Sunny, another former graduate student, voiced 
such “bitterness.” “Now that [postdocs] have become five years, six  
years . . . and you don’t know if you’re even going to get a [faculty] posi-
tion, it’s not worth it.”

Workfare and incarcerated workers are also conditioned for compli-
ance in the mainstream economy, most often for low-wage, unstable work 
in construction, fast food, and the “temp economy.”38 In fact, four workers 
I interviewed—C. Parks, Qwon, Jarome W., and Pauline Wilson—made 
this point explicitly. As C. Parks said,

If you can get through work in prison, when you come home you can do 
anything. There’s a lot of stuff that shouldn’t bother you . . . even work at 
McDonald’s. . . . If you can get through working in prison, working out in 
the free world shouldn’t be that much harder.

Likewise, Qwon said that the “bare minimum, nothing” he earned in 
prison made him willing to accept low wages outside of prison. As he 
asked rhetorically,

How can I come out here and not appreciate a job in society, in the real 
world, where it matters, when I was just working for thirty-eight cents, or 
fourteen cents, or twelve cents? You know what I mean? How can I not 
come out here and appreciate it, even if it had to be a minimum wage or, you 
know, a stepping-stone [to a better job]?

It is not just that these workers are primed to accept “anything,” “any 
kind of job,” as Jarome and Pauline said of their respective job searches 
after prison and welfare. Their embrace of low-wage, precarious work is 
often mandated by the state. In the case of welfare recipients, for example, 
most families receiving public assistance have at least one adult working, 
usually in low-wage jobs.39 According to New York State welfare policy, 
those workers will be sanctioned—that is, they will lose their public  
assistance—if they quit or lose their job “without good cause,”40 an ill-
defined stipulation that, among my informants at least, usually worked 
against them. Thus, when Sasha Reed quit her job at McDonald’s after a 
dispute with a manager, she said that she was sanctioned for six months, 
losing both cash benefits and food stamps. “Once they found out I quit,” 
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she said, “they’re like, Oh, you don’t want the money? . . . So [Social 
Services] fired me, gave me six months off.” As welfare recipients experi-
ence it, their compliance with seemingly any aspect of their job in the low-
wage economy is enforced by sanctions. As in workfare, they understand 
that they need to comply with their bosses’ directives in order to retain 
access to the social safety net.

Likewise, as legal scholar Noah Zatz and colleagues have shown, the 
criminal justice system uses the threat of incarceration to compel the 
labor compliance of both former and potential prisoners (i.e., parolees 
and probationers).41 Parole and probation requirements typically man-
date that their charges maintain employment as a condition of their non-
imprisonment, just as courts can do for those who cannot afford to pay 
child support or criminal justice debts. As a result, the authors argue, this 
vast population of Americans who are not incarcerated but fall under the 
ambit of the criminal justice system are effectively forced to accept and 
comply with low-wage, precarious, and even dangerous work, for they 
“cannot afford to refuse a job, quit a job, or challenge their employers.”42 
Workers in these forms of “carceral labor”—much like workers behind 
bars—understand that they must submit to their bosses’ directives in 
order to avoid (further) confinement.43

Among the workers I studied, college athletes were the only exception. 
They are not directly primed for “bad jobs” in the mainstream economy. 
Nonetheless, according to some of my informants, their college athletic 
careers could exert downward pressure on their future employment pros-
pects. Inasmuch as their sport is expected to take precedence over their 
education, for example, athletes may not graduate as prepared for the 
workforce as they might otherwise. Football player Zachary Lane said that 
he and his teammates felt pressured to stay away from academic majors 
that were more time-consuming or time-constrained than others but 
which usually led to higher wages.44 “So, a lot of kids want to go there and 
become business majors . . . or engineers,” Zachary said. “But guess what?”

The engineering schedule wants you to have the classes only at three o’clock 
in the afternoon, which interferes with practice time. So, what do they do? 
[Coaches and athletic academic advisors] steer you back to whatever sched-
ule works for them. “Oh, sociology, we’ll put everybody in sociology.” . . . Or, 
you know, this kid wants to be a kinesiology major, but the classes he needs 
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to take are during the football practice. “Okay, we can’t have him do that, try 
to force him into something else. Try to get him to go over here.”

Furthermore, inasmuch as their sport dominates athletes’ time, experi-
ence, and aspirations, they often feel significant pressure—both internal 
and external—to play professionally. But although top-tier professional 
athletes earn high (even astronomical) wages, others do not. Professional 
football players in the Arena Football League earn less than $15,000 a 
year, for example, and basketball players in the NBA’s D-League earn 
$18,000–$30,000 a year.45 Such jobs are thus roughly parallel to post-
docs in the sciences: underpaid and uncertain stepping-stones to high-
wage, high-status employment.

•  •  •  •  •

In all of these labor regimes, supervisors can wield considerable punitive 
power over their subordinates. Not all of them do so, but doing so is par 
for the course in these regimes. It is simply expected that officers will put 
prisoners in solitary confinement for not following their orders, regardless 
of the content of those orders. It is expected that caseworkers will sanction 
workfare workers for not following their supervisors’ directives at work. It 
is expected that coaches will dock athletes’ playing time for not doing 
what they say. And it is expected that advisors will not grant PhDs, or 
write positive letters of recommendation at least, for graduate students 
who do not follow their instruction.

Though the severity of these punishments varies widely across these 
groups, all of them are severe enough to produce workers’ compliance, the 
consequences of which extend well beyond these particular labor regimes. 
Athletes, for example, know that they need to be “coachable.” They need to 
follow directions, which may include playing while injured or choosing 
“easy” majors that do not conflict with practice times, regardless of their 
interests or job prospects. Graduate students believe science to be an all-
encompassing endeavor, requiring long hours in the lab throughout grad-
uate school and then again through long years of postdocs, all with uncer-
tain job returns. Workfare workers—and welfare recipients in general— 
know that compliance is their key to retaining access to essential elements 
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of the social safety net, even after they obtain “real” jobs. Because such 
jobs rarely pull them all the way out of poverty, they often continue to rely 
on public assistance, but in order to keep it, they have to hang on to their 
low-wage, insecure jobs. And so the welfare system’s “sticks” of status 
coercion continue to enforce their labor compliance. The same is true of 
prisoners. All prisoners know that compliance behind bars is of para-
mount importance. But even after they leave prison, the criminal justice 
system’s coercive “sticks” follow them: they must comply with the many 
(often stringent) requirements of parole, including maintaining employ-
ment, which is no small feat for the formerly incarcerated.46 If they do 
not, they may be sent back to prison.

The coercion in these labor regimes has a far-reaching effect, produc-
ing compliant yet productive workers not only for the regimes themselves 
but also for the low-wage “precariat.”47 In this way, my analysis under-
scores Michel Foucault’s emphasis on the state’s production of docile yet 
productive bodies.48 This modern mode of governance, Foucault argued, 
is enacted through dispersed forms of state power, including institutional 
actors, policies, and norms, as well as individuals’ embrace of such policies 
and norms. Such is the case for the workers in this book, whose labor pro-
ductivity and compliance are enforced by criminal justice, welfare, and 
education systems’ actors, policies, and norms, as well as by their own 
internalization of those policies and norms. In order to succeed—or sim-
ply survive—they know they need to be “good soldiers.” Thus this analysis 
also underscores Karl Marx’s argument that the labor process produces 
worker subjectivities as well as commodities.49 For as we have seen, these 
labor regimes not only produce actions of compliance; they produce ide-
ologies of compliance. Although these workers hold both hegemonic and 
counter-hegemonic ideologies of work, they generally accept, and often 
embrace, the importance of being coachable, teachable, and compliant: 
hardworking, unquestioning, and acquiescent. Perhaps this is not surpris-
ing given the severity of the consequences they face if they do otherwise.
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 3 “They Talk to You in Any 
Kind of Way”
subjugation, vulnerability, and the body

I have to go see this lady [caseworker] every single 

Wednesday. If I don’t go see her, she’s going to call my 

employment counselor. She’s going to get me sanctioned 

because I didn’t come. It’s like jail. . . . That’s what it seems 

like: my probation hours. I have to check in at this time. 

They want me to do this. I have to be there at that. Oh, I 

better not do this wrong or else I’m going to get sanctioned.

—Jennifer Rose, workfare worker

“I want him to scrub the floor with a toothbrush.”

—D.Q., former incarcerated worker, recounting his  
supervisor’s chosen punishment for him falling asleep at work

I worked for, actually, a well-known scientist. . . . He was, 

let’s say, famously demanding . . . [which] translated into 

very high expectations at our group meetings, which could 

be everything from, you know, “I was hoping that you’d get 

more done” to . . . ranting and screaming. . . . [He had] 

extremely unrealistic expectations about what could be 

done in a certain amount of time, which I’m not sure was 

actually so much unrealism as a strategy.

—Henry, former biochemistry graduate student

I played in two All-Star Games. So, when I went, it felt like 

almost how the slave trades worked. I had a guy that evalu-

ated me mentally as soon as I got there. Then, I walk in a 
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room, they tell me to strip down to my underwear. . . . I got 

guys checking body fat percentage on me, guys looking me 

up and down, [asking] my height, my weight. And, if you 

think about it, back in the 1800s when they had the slave 

trade . . . that was the same thing they did when they were 

auctioning people off. . . . I mean, I understand why they’re 

doing it, because they’re investing millions of dollars in the 

players. . . . But, on the same parallel, I felt like I was a slave.

—Lawrence, former college football player

As a workfare worker and welfare recipient, Jennifer Rose said that her 
schedule was so closely monitored and punitively enforced that she felt 
like a convict on probation. “It’s like jail,” she exclaimed. Meanwhile, both 
D.Q. and Henry recounted degrading punishments for what their super-
visors deemed to be inadequate work performance. In prison, D.Q. said 
that his boss ordered him to “ ‘scrub the floor with a toothbrush’ ” because 
he had fallen asleep at work. In graduate school, Henry said that his fac-
ulty boss was prone to “ranting and screaming” at the students—a deliber-
ate “strategy,” he speculated, to compel them to work longer and harder. 
As a college football player, Lawrence said that his body was so meticu-
lously appraised that he felt like a “slave” on an 1800s auction block.

In this chapter, I conceptualize these experiences as ones of worker 
subjugation: strategies deployed by employers to dominate and control 
workers and facilitate the exploitation of their labor. Though these strate-
gies often overlap, here I categorize and analyze them as three distinct 
modes of subjugation: (1) bodily surveillance and regulation, such as 
Jennifer Rose experienced as a workfare worker; (2) degradation and 
abuse, both verbal and physical, as recounted by D.Q. and Henry in prison 
and in graduate school; and (3) “othering” and dehumanization, such as 
Lawrence’s experience of corporal commodification as a college football 
player.

These modes of subjugation are not unique to these labor relations, of 
course. As work and labor scholars have shown, workplace surveillance is 
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a long-established—and by many accounts expanding—mechanism of 
labor control.1 Likewise, worker degradation, abuse, and dehumanization 
(though not always articulated as such) are pervasive in the workplace, as 
evidenced by the many studies documenting worker harassment and mis-
treatment, demeaning and “dirty” work, job deskilling and routinization, 
and exploitative labor practices.2 In short, such modes of worker subjuga-
tion are both routine and widespread.

In labor regimes in which employers have access to the punitive powers 
of status coercion, however, they take on new shape and intensity. In these 
regimes, such modes of subjugation intersect with employers’ coercive 
“sticks,” iteratively reinforcing each other’s effects and amplifying both 
employer power and worker vulnerability. For example, labor surveillance—
the rigorous regulation and monitoring of workers’ actions and bodies—
both creates and catches worker missteps to be punished, and in these labor 
regimes at least, such punishments are the same technologies of coercion 
used to compel worker compliance: solitary confinement for prisoners, 
sanctions for workfare workers, loss of playing time for athletes, and loss of 
faculty support for publishing, degree conferral, and future employment for 
graduate students. In this way, surveillance and regulation—as relatively 
routine forms of worker subjugation—can quickly lead to the more expan-
sive and severe punishments of status coercion.

Degradation, the second type of worker subjugation I analyze, interacts 
with status coercion in similar ways. Inasmuch as degrading treatment 
prompts worker resistance, for example, it can also trigger coercive pun-
ishments. This is what happened to D.Q. when his refusal to comply with 
a punishment he believed to be overly degrading (cleaning the floor  
with a toothbrush) landed him in “the box.” Degradation also intersects 
with the third type of worker subjugation I analyze: othering and dehu-
manization. For these workers, degrading treatment on the job creates a 
sense of “othering,” making them feel like “animals,” “slaves,” “criminals,” 
or “commodities.” At the same time, othering can be used as justification 
for these workers’ subjugation and coercion. For when they are seen as 
something less than rights-bearing workers—bodies to perform in the  
stadium, hands to produce results in the lab, defrauders to be disciplined 
in welfare offices, or criminals to be punished behind bars—their surveil-
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lance and degradation may seem warranted, and their supervisors’  
ability to impinge on their well-being, futures, and families may seem less 
consequential.

Not surprisingly, these modes of subjugation are enacted differently 
across the four labor regimes I examine in this book. In large part this is 
due to variation in the scope and severity of these bosses’ punitive power—
but not entirely so. As Marxian analysts would argue, the goal of such  
subjugation is twofold: domination (worker control) and exploitation 
(extracting surplus value from workers’ labor).3 Yet across the four labor 
regimes in this book, these interrelated goals are not equally accessible or 
desirable. For example, because prisoners and welfare recipients are seen 
as surplus (and highly racialized) populations to be regulated and pun-
ished,4 I find that domination rather than exploitation is most often the 
primary goal of their subjugation. They are surveilled and regulated, they 
are degraded and abused, and they are routinely dehumanized in an effort 
to exert (racist) disciplinary control over them. To be sure, their labor is 
also exploited—its surplus value extracted by power-holders—but as these 
workers’ experiences reveal, the central goal of such subjugation is their 
domination: the punitive regulation of their bodies, even as they work.5 
For college athletes and graduate students, the inverse is true. Rather than 
surplus populations, they are seen as creators of capital and therefore the 
primary goal of their subjugation is their exploitation rather than domi-
nation. They too are surveilled and regulated, degraded, and sometimes 
abused and dehumanized. But for them, such modes of subjugation are 
primarily deployed to increase their labor output in order to gain maxi-
mum profit from it—though, to be sure, their bodies are also disciplined 
and controlled in the process.

Yet for all of these workers, the underlying objective of such subjuga-
tion is the same: the production and preservation of their vulnerability  
to employer power. Surveillance, degradation, and othering are strategies 
through which their supervisors exert power over them, continually  
making and remaking these workers into vulnerable subjects. In many 
ways, this is true of all workers, but as we will see, when such supervisors 
have access to the “sticks” of status coercion, workers’ vulnerability is 
amplified.
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surveillance and control: “i  never felt 
autonomous over my own time,  my own body ”

For Michel Foucault and his contemporary interpreters, corporal surveil-
lance and control are the central mechanisms by which the modern state 
exerts disciplinary power over individuals. From analysis of Bentham’s 
panopticon to the concepts of “governmentality” and “biopower,” this 
scholarship has shown how the state uses surveillance to regulate people’s 
bodies, particularly through self-monitoring and the internalization of 
state power.6 Conceptualized in this way, surveillance and control do not 
have to be deployed in a direct or overtly degrading manner to be under-
stood as a mechanism of subjugation. For regardless of its particular tech-
nique, this mode of subjugation is predicated on the exercise of power: 
higher-ups surveilling and regulating their subordinates in an effort to 
govern and discipline them.

Among the workers I interviewed, however, bodily surveillance and 
control was the type of subjugation they least often spontaneously dis-
cussed. This was not because such corporal policing was absent or unim-
portant in their work lives but, as their stories below suggest, because it 
was often normalized for them—routine rather than remarkable—and so 
they often experienced it as less degrading than the other mechanisms of 
subjugation.

Nonetheless, like many workers in more traditional workplaces, those I 
interviewed were subject to pervasive surveillance and regulation. In prison, 
as one might expect, this mode of subjugation is both explicit and extreme—
and for F. Gordon was the reason that prison labor felt like “slavery.” “In the 
kitchen, I was a slave,” the 25-year-old African American man said.

Because I’m serving you, but the CO’s behind me looking over my shoulder 
making sure I’m giving you the right proportion. . . . Like, you’re not letting 
me perform my job. I know what to do. But the minute you [the worker], 
like, go overboard with something, they pull you to the side, cuss you out, 
make you go wash dishes. Like, I done wash dishes plenty of times, passing 
on too many cookies to one person.

Like many more-traditional workers, F. Gordon felt that high levels of 
surveillance and regulation diminished his autonomy as a worker, “not 
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letting [him] perform [his] job” in the way he deemed appropriate—in 
the way that he knew how to do—even if that entailed occasionally break-
ing the rules by “passing on too many cookies.”

Though such surveillance and regulation were unremarkable for most 
of the other ex-prisoners I interviewed,7 this was not the case for workfare 
workers. In their view, the intensive surveillance and regulation they expe-
rienced were highly degrading, in large part because of their normaliza-
tion for prisoners. As the reader will recall, for example, Pauline Wilson 
described with frustration her workfare boss monitoring and restricting 
her labor and bodily movements as she picked up trash on the side of the 
highway, similar to the way that F. Gordon described his boss in the prison 
mess hall. Like F. Gordon, Pauline interpreted such corporal policing as 
unnecessarily punitive, but even more so. For her, its excessiveness left her 
feeling outraged because, in her view, such overtly punitive policing only 
made sense if its target were a convicted criminal. “It’s like you did some-
thing [wrong],” Pauline said. “It’s like they convicted you for not having a 
job.” As her experience suggests, moreover, the primary goal of such bodily 
control was not her labor output; indeed, her productivity would likely 
have increased had she been allowed to get a drink of water. Rather, in her 
understanding at least, the goal was her domination. Her supervisor was 
exercising his ability to control her bodily movements, even impinging on 
her bodily needs, in order to wield his power over her. For Pauline, the 
punitive surveillance and control of workfare workers’ bodies, combined 
with their degrading and dehumanizing treatment (described below), was 
how she experienced on a daily basis what scholars call the “criminaliza-
tion of poverty.”8

Johnny Dominoes and Jennifer Rose felt the same way, though in gen-
eral the bodily surveillance and control they recounted was the more dis-
persed and routine—though nonetheless punitive—type of corporal gov-
ernance to which all American welfare recipients are subjected: the 
persistent monitoring and regulation of their labor as well as their efforts 
to find employment, of their income and spending, their household occu-
pants and relationship status, their parenting and children’s behavior, 
their sexual activity, drug use, and more.9 For instance, Johnny recalled a 
common occurrence among New York City welfare recipients. After wait-
ing eight hours in the social services office for his appointment—itself a 
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form of bodily regulation and subjugation—the 54-year-old Hispanic man 
had the following interaction with his caseworker:

The lady asked me for documents, a proof of residence, who I am, birth 
certificate, the rental lease from the landlord, if in fact I owed back rent, 
which I did, and then members of the household, which at the time was just 
me and my daughter. Oh, and if you have any bank statements or loans out-
standing of your own property, cars or vehicles, driver’s license. . . . And then 
they fingerprint you.

“This process,” Johnny explained, made him feel “like a second-class citi-
zen. As if they were doing me a favor, not that I earned it [as a veteran] or 
that American citizens have the right to get help. So, I felt almost as if I’m 
a criminal. I felt like a criminal.” Similarly, Jennifer Rose said that the 
requirement to see her caseworker every week to report on such matters—
under threat of being sanctioned—made her feel like a convict on proba-
tion. “That’s what it seems like,” she said, “my probation hours. I have to 
check in at this time. They want me to do this. I have to be there at that. 
Oh, I better not do this wrong or else I’m going to get sanctioned.”

According to workfare worker Phil Jackson, such “vigilance is mis-
guided.” Though it secured workfare workers’ cheap labor, he argued, it 
did not help them gain full-time employment. “I see that it’s a leverage,” 
the 48-year-old African American man said, a way to control workfare 
workers and exploit their labor.

[They] need us, [they] need this work done. They can’t afford to pay the 
county workers, because it’s not in the budget. So, for that little eight hun-
dred dollars or seven hundred and seven dollars they give you a month, they 
need you to do this. . . . There’s no future, there’s no goals. They don’t have 
no goal-setting practices in workfare, [such as,] “Well, last week you did 
twelve applications. Has anything come up, is there anything we can help 
you with? Can we get a letter from somebody, is there some special reference 
or something we could write for you?” . . . No, there’s nothing like that. 
There’s no encouragement, no positive reinforcement. It’s all, “You were late, 
you missed a day, da, da, da. You owe me.”

In Phil’s view, the surveillance and control of workfare workers facilitated 
the exploitation of their labor while impeding their transition to perma-
nent employment and out of poverty.
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College athletes also experienced pervasive surveillance and control, 
though they said that this mode of subjugation was more often construed 
as protection rather than punishment. When Lindsay wanted to put a 
pink triangle on her basketball shoe as a symbol of gay pride, for example, 
she said that her coaches framed their arguments against it in terms of 
protecting her personal “brand.” As the Black 25-year-old recalled,

So, they called me in their office and they’re trying to make it about, like, 
“We don’t want you to, like, hurt your brand.” And it was my senior year and 
they’re like, “You’re going to get job interviews and so, we don’t want it to be 
negative on you.” And I’m like, “I have a fucking crew cut so, like, I don’t 
really think it’s any surprise.”

Independent from her success on the basketball court, then, Lindsay said 
that her bodily displays were monitored and regulated; not because the 
coaches actually cared about her brand, she speculated, but because they 
cared about their team’s reputation. Lindsay believed that they did not 
want to be seen as a “gay program.”

Athletes’ social media accounts were also surveilled and controlled, not 
only by their coaches but also by their fellow athletes through mandatory 
peer surveillance.10 As with Lindsay, moreover, such regulations were often 
framed in terms of protecting athletes’ personal reputations. As Kate said,

In the age of social media . . . they definitely told us, like, “Be conscious of 
what you’re saying, or how you’re saying it, or the image that you’re present-
ing yourself as.” You know, the language was very directed around how was 
it going to make you look as a person, or as a student-athlete. And then, 
indirectly, you’re also representing the school. Therefore, you have a respon-
sibility to uphold the way in which you present yourself as a person.

Haley recalled her coaches justifying their social media rules in a similar 
way:

They just reminded us that, number one, companies and people looking to 
hire us in the future are going to be looking at our social media. And, like, 
little girls who looked up to us are also looking [at it]. So, we had a few 
instances where they’re like, “You got to take that picture down.”

In fact, that happened to Haley once when she posted a picture of herself 
playing basketball in her bathing suit. “One of my coaches called me and 
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was so mad,” the white 23-year-old recalled. “She was like, ‘You look stu-
pid!’ ” When I asked Haley if her coach had actually used the word “stu-
pid,” she laughed and said, “Yeah . . . or worse.” In the end, even though she 
believed that “there was nothing wrong with [the picture],” she took it 
down. “What they say goes,” she said.

Athletes’ bodily displays were thus regulated both on the court (as in 
Lindsay’s experience) and off (as in Haley’s). The reason, these athletes 
explained, is that they were expected to be round-the-clock “representa-
tives” of entities larger than themselves: not just their personal “brands” 
but also their teams, universities, and the NCAA itself. Indeed, this belief 
seemed to be deeply ingrained in several of the athletes I interviewed. “As 
a student-athlete you’re not just representing yourself and your family; 
you’re representing the whole school,” football player Zachary Lane said. 
Basketball player Molly agreed, almost verbatim: “As a student-athlete, 
you’re representing not only yourself, but your university.” Thus, across 
different teams, universities, and sports, these athletes had received, inter-
nalized, and articulated precisely the same message. In truth, this is not all 
that surprising given the ubiquity of this message in the many instruction 
manuals directed at college athletes.11

A few athletes did feel unduly constrained by such bodily governance. 
For instance, even though playing college basketball was her “dream,” 
M.K. also wished that her behavior had been less monitored and control-
led while in college—or as she put it, that she had been able to act like a 
“normal student.” In college, the Black 29-year-old woman said, she 
longed to

just go to a party and not worry about any repercussions . . . just be able to 
go out, and be wild and crazy like a normal student, and not have to worry 
about if it will get back to your coaches. . . . Like, I wasn’t able to just enjoy 
myself.

Kate felt the same way, though for her it was more about wanting control 
over her “body” and “identity.” While she was playing basketball in college, 
the Black 24-year-old said,

I never felt autonomous over my own time, my own body, and my own—
kind of like—movement through the world. I always felt like, what I did was 
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very dependent on the crux of the program. Like, your identity was so far 
ingrained into that of the program that it was hard to separate yourself.

This was especially challenging, Kate explained, because college is a time 
when “you’re learning a lot about yourself.” She wished she had had more 
space to figure out her own sense of self—what was important to her—
without having to prioritize basketball, both the implicit and explicit 
expectations of her coaches and her sport. “That became really difficult,” 
she said, “just moving through the world and feeling like,”

“Can I say ‘no’ to this thing, because I would really like to go meet with my 
professor?” Like, “No, you can’t.” I mean theoretically, sure, you can, but it’s 
like this unspoken demand that is put on student-athletes that you now 
have certain requirements that you have to uphold whether they’re like in 
writing or not. . . . You always had to think about the consequences of what 
you were going to do, and how it was going to affect basketball. . . . They 
make it very hard to distinguish who you are as a human, and then who you 
are as a student-athlete, because it all becomes convoluted.

While Kate and M.K. felt that their identities and everyday “movement 
through the world” were overly controlled, other athletes felt that way about 
their economic independence. Shevontae, for example, argued strongly 
against NCAA restrictions on athletes’ ability to capitalize on their athletic 
success, and like Kate, she framed her argument in terms of controlling her 
body and identity. “If you want to run a camp with your own name, because 
it’s your name,” the Black 26-year-old woman said, “and this is the off- 
season when you have your time, you should be able to do that. And get paid 
for it. You should be able to do that, because that’s your body and your 
name, period.” Jayce agreed. Athletes “should definitely be able to endorse” 
themselves, the white 29-year-old former football player said. “It’s kind of 
ridiculous that you can’t use your own name to go out and make money 
with. I think that players should be able to use their own name one hundred 
and ten percent. It’s crazy not to be able to do that.” Being prevented from 
doing so, Jayce argued, was “hurting [his] future in football”: he could not 
promote his brand. For these athletes, pervasive surveillance and regulation 
made them feel out of control of their own identities, bodies, and futures.

In comparison, graduate students were the least surveilled and control-
led of the four groups of workers in this study. Whereas the other workers 

 EBSCOhost - printed on 2/14/2023 2:32 AM via . All use subject to https://www.ebsco.com/terms-of-use



110 s u b j u g a t i o n ,  v u l n e r a b i l i t y ,  a n d  t h e  b o d y

described being overtly monitored and regulated both on and off the job, 
graduate students felt that they had at least some autonomy inside the lab 
and even more outside of it—except for the fact that they felt they were 
expected to be in the lab most of the time. “You needed to be there all the 
time,” Iris, a 34-year-old Hispanic woman, said.

But, you know, [my advisor] wouldn’t ever say anything specific. . . . A few 
times [he] was like, “No, this isn’t a nine-to-six job.” So you knew for sure 
nine to six o’clock wasn’t enough . . . but you never know how much was 
enough.

Like Iris, many of the former graduate students I interviewed had a strong 
but indefinite sense of how much lab time “was enough.” At the very least, 
they said, working in the lab as a graduate student required long week-
days, a significant part of every weekend, and most holidays. And even 
when their lab bosses did not explicitly regulate their work schedules, the 
students often told stories about other advisors who did. For instance, Iris 
said another professor in her department “had people filling in time 
sheets.” Zane told of a faculty member who required graduate students to 
sign formal contracts promising to be in the lab 8 a.m.–5 p.m. every day. 
Suzanne described faculty advisors who “would go home with their family 
and then would call the lab at ten o’clock at night to see who was there.” 
Working long hours “was definitely required,” the early-forties white 
woman explained, “almost like an honor thing.”

For Gustavo, however, such long work hours, combined with their 
uncertain payoff and students’ degrading treatment, made graduate 
school intolerable. In his view, graduate school entailed “work[ing] very, 
very long hours for very low money under the premise that you will gain 
in the future. You know, one day, basically your master just signs off, and 
you’re released.” Graduate school, the 35-year-old Chicano man said, was 
akin to “indentured servitude,” and he left after three years without a PhD.

Aside from Gustavo, most students simply accepted long work hours as 
a central, and necessary, component of their graduate work lives. They 
believed that they needed to work long hours in order to “get results.” As 
D.N. said, for example, working “one hundred hours a week in the lab” 
was the only way to “get the job done.” Likewise, when I asked Sunny how 
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many hours graduate students typically worked in the lab, the 41-year-old 
Hispanic woman said,

I mean, whatever needs to be done. As a graduate student, I worked most 
holidays. It was just like, you just wanted to get your project going. And you 
know that you’re just expected to put everything on hold in your life, and 
have the lab as your priority. And so, if you can start another project, and get 
something done through the weekend or a holiday, you will. There is no nine 
to five. It’s kind of amorphous, like, you’re just there whenever you need to 
be. And you can’t leave early. . . . They look down on anyone that leaves 
before six o’clock.

Thus, as Sunny’s comments suggest, the expectation that graduate stu-
dents work long hours in the lab to do “whatever needs to be done” was 
not entirely related to productivity. Regardless of their results, Sunny said 
that graduate students would be “looked down on” if they left the lab 
“early,” that is, before six o’clock in the evening. Iris made a similar point 
when recounting the story of Jake, a fellow graduate student in her lab 
who was ultimately dismissed from the program. “He was incredibly, 
incredibly bright,” she said, “I mean, just a very, very smart guy.” But over 
time, she said, he was working “fewer and fewer hours” in the lab and so 
“our boss said, ‘I’m not going to graduate you. You’re not leaving here with 
a PhD.’ ” Although, of course, we cannot know the reality of this incident—
as we cannot in any such accounting—Iris’s telling of this story reveals 
what it meant for her. In her view, Jake’s dismissal from the lab and the 
PhD program was due to his resistance to working long hours, not his lack 
of productivity; because despite his fewer work hours, Iris said, Jake “was 
producing good results.”

And, honestly, compared to what I had done, he was doing much more than 
I was. But I think Jake had greater potential than I did. So [our boss] 
thought that if he was working more hours, and applying himself more, he 
could do even better than that.

Regardless of his “good results,” Iris believed that Jake was expected to 
work long hours in the lab in order to live up to his “potential.” He needed 
to “apply himself more,” “do even better” than he was already doing. By not 
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doing so, Jake was seemingly refusing to comply with the institutionalized 
expectation of science as an all-encompassing endeavor, and as a result, 
Iris believed, he was dismissed from graduate school.

For many of these graduate students, then, the expectation that they 
work a significant but indefinite number of hours created a blanket sense 
of surveillance and control, one that they often internalized. Though this 
internalized and diffuse—“amorphous”—sense of bodily governance dif-
fered from that of the other workers I interviewed, their day-to-day expe-
rience of it was very real. Moreover, as Iris’s story of Jake suggests, for 
these former graduate students, as for the other workers I interviewed, 
this mode of subjugation was backed by their bosses’ powers of status 
coercion. If they did not work enough—whatever “enough” was—they 
would be kicked out of graduate school.

degradation: “they will disrespect you to  
the point until you’re ready to fight them”

From disdain and aggression to bullying and sexual harassment, work-
place degradation and abuse are widespread.12 It is thus not surprising 
that this mode of subjugation is also prevalent, and sometimes severe, in 
the labor regimes I examine here, particularly in prison labor and work-
fare. In prison, John S. said, corrections officers “talk to you like you’re the 
scum of the earth.” When I asked for an example, the 24-year-old white 
man said that COs would yell at prisoners, “ ‘You little shithead, hurry up!’ ” 
while they were working. “They will call you niggers, spicks, crackers, 
whatever your race,” Mike Russ said of officers.

They will disrespect you to the point until you’re ready to fight them, so 
disrespectful . . . and then, once you fight them—which is dumb—once you 
fight the COs, you get a whole ’nother charge added onto you. And then they 
all come in and beat the crap out of you, like six, eight, ten, fifteen [of them], 
all beating you.

In this single quote, the Hispanic and Black 19-year-old man highlighted 
many of the themes I analyzed earlier: the coercive threat of additional 
criminal charges and more prison time, the apparent futility of fighting 
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back, and prisoners’ sense of impending physical violence, which I also 
examine in more detail below. Here, however, I want to draw attention to 
Mike’s emphasis of officers’ (often racialized) “disrespect” of prisoners. 
“They will disrespect you to the point until you’re ready to fight them,” he 
said, even though fighting back is “dumb.” For Mike, the degradation lev-
ied on prisoners was so intense that against all reason they became willing 
to risk officers’ many powers of status coercion as well as physical 
violence.

Jarome Wilks gave a nearly identical account of COs’ verbal abuse of 
prisoners, which was often characterized by racist overtones and was so 
intensely degrading that it frequently provoked prisoners to fight back, for 
which they faced violent consequences. At the “shock” prison where he 
was incarcerated,13 the 20-year-old Black African American man said, 
officers—who were called “drill instructors”—would “call us out on our 
names” (which I learned means being called racist or homophobic slurs 
and other highly derogatory insults). As Jarome recalled,

Sometimes some drill instructors say some racist stuff to us. And, like, there 
was nothing we could do about it, because we’re inmates. So, we got to 
accept everything they do. But there would be times, like, the inmates go at 
the drill instructors, like, they get to tussling with the drill instructors. But 
if you do that—remind you, it’s the drill instructor that provoked it—they’ll 
call for backup and they beat the brakes off you.

Sal Winter experienced firsthand a similar sequence of events when an 
officer called him “cocksucker.”14 “Now, in prison that’s serious,” the 
24-year-old white man explained to me.

Because, you know, there’s a lot of weird shit going on in there, so you don’t 
want to be affiliated with something like that. So, he’s just calling people 
names like that. . . . So, I called him something [i.e., cocksucker] back. You 
know, just like, not even caring.

As a consequence, Sal recalled, “about three o’clock in the morning . . . like 
six cops came into my space and they were like, ‘Come on with us.’ So, they 
took me into the showers and, you know, they took their turns [punching 
and kicking] me.” He was bruised and “sore,” he said, though “they stay 
away from your face” so that the abuse cannot be detected.
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Although Sal said that he returned the officer’s slur in that incident, 
most prisoners unequivocally warned against doing so. Regardless of their 
treatment, they said, prisoners must perform deference. “We got to accept 
everything they do,” Jarome said. “You’re really not even supposed to voice 
your opinion,” O.T.I. said. When I asked the 27-year-old African American 
man what “voicing” one’s “opinion” meant—did it mean saying, “Excuse 
me, sir, please don’t talk to me that way,” or did it mean “Fuck you”?—he 
replied, “Any way!”

You can be polite or you can be rude. It doesn’t matter. Because I can say, 
“I’m sorry and I apologize” and they’ll still say, “Shut the fuck up” or “Suck a 
dick.” You know what I mean? “Who do you think you’re talking to?” “Don’t 
get sass with me.” “Don’t eyeball me.”

To explain the latter, O.T.I. said, “If you look them straight in the eye, they 
don’t like that. They want you to look down.”

Because [if] you look someone in the eye and talk to them, they’ll take it like, 
“Oh, you’re staring me down. That’s a threatening motion,” and then they have 
the right to take you down to the box and beat you. Because it’s like showing 
an aggressive motion when you look at someone. . . . So, when you talk to 
them, you have to look down—no eye contact—because you don’t want to 
show any threatening motion. You really are not supposed to say anything.

Thus, prisoners strongly believed that they needed to demonstrate their 
deference—look down and not speak—even (and perhaps especially) in 
the face of intense degradation: “Suck a dick,” “You little shithead,” 
“Cocksucker,” “Nigger,” “Shut the fuck up.” For they believed that any form 
of resistance, however mild (such as not looking down), could lead to cor-
poral violence and solitary confinement, along with officers’ other tech-
nologies of status coercion behind bars.

Workfare workers also recounted pervasive verbal abuse, though it 
seemed more likely to involve disdain and condescension than outright 
name-calling. But for them, as for prisoners, such degradation was but-
tressed by the threat of coercive punishments. As Tara Collins explained, 
in addition to having to do “dirty” and “ignorant” work that prevented 
them from getting “real” jobs, workfare workers “got to deal with the atti-
tudes of [their] superiors.”
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And they talk real ignorant to you. They don’t take into consideration that 
you have kids, health issues, you know. You miss a day, they’re going to sanc-
tion you, they’re going to cut you off, they’re going to kick you out the 
program.

For the Black 38-year-old woman, the combination of such disrespectful 
(“ignorant”) treatment, demeaning (“dirty” and “ignorant”) work, and the 
seemingly ubiquitous threat of sanctions rendered workfare deeply 
degrading.

Lisa Williams agreed, particularly in terms of workfare workers’ disre-
spectful treatment. In describing her former supervisor, for example, Lisa 
repeatedly emphasized how “nasty” she spoke to the workfare workers. “She 
just had a nasty mouth,” the 26-year-old African American woman said.

She used to talk to us real nasty: “Y’all all be on welfare, all y’all like, you ain’t 
going to never be nothing.” . . . I would just be telling her, like, “You shouldn’t 
talk to people like that, like we’re your kids. You got your own kids to talk to 
like that. We’re grown people.” [But the supervisor would respond with] the 
same stuff, just, “You’re not going to be nothing, you’re going to be on wel-
fare your whole life.” Just the same stuff all the time. It’s always disgusting 
words coming out of her mouth, nothing nice to say.

As Lisa’s account suggests, some workfare workers said that they could 
sometimes mildly push back against such verbal abuse without facing 
harsh consequences. But Steven Rodriguez did not agree. Recalling O.T.I.’s 
description of prisoners, Steven argued that workfare workers always 
needed to perform deference in the face of their subjugation in order to 
avoid their supervisors’ sticks of status coercion. “Sometimes they get 
really nasty at the mouth,” the 35-year-old Hispanic man said of workfare 
supervisors, “and you got to be quiet, and you can’t say nothing or they’ll 
send you downtown to your employment counselor and you’ll get sanc-
tioned.” Pauline Wilson agreed. Over and again, she said that workfare 
workers would “lose” (be sanctioned) if they pushed back against what 
seemed to be their incessant degradation. “You still lose, you still lose,” the 
57-year-old African American woman said. “You can get hot-headed or 
whatever, you’re still going to lose. You’re still going to lose.”

Thus, like prisoners, workfare workers often felt deeply degraded by their 
bosses. But instead of the racist, homophobic, and gender-policing abuse 
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ex-prisoners most often recounted, the verbal abuse workfare workers 
described usually centered on accusations of laziness and worthlessness—
they “ ‘ain’t going to never be nothing.’ ” Yet for both groups, the underlying 
message was the same: they had failed to fulfill hegemonic notions of (white, 
male) productive citizenship. Like prisoners, moreover, workfare workers 
generally believed that if they did not demonstrate their deference when 
treated this way, they were at risk of their bosses’ powers of status coercion.

For athletes and graduate students, such degradation was both less 
severe and less pervasive, though they too recounted relatively common 
incidents of verbal abuse. In fact, Lindsay argued that “verbal abuse is one 
of the biggest under-written-about, under-known things in college 
sports.”15 As the 25-year-old Black basketball player explained,

Because, like, [in sports] it’s okay to yell and scream in people’s face . . . or, 
like, shaming them, or making them [feel] so horrible. . . . They would call 
them, like, “weak” or a “girl.” . . . Like, “You need to push through.” Like, “You 
need to be better.” If you’re hurt, you’re “weak.” Like that whole like danger-
ous dynamic that pushes players to not speak up for injuries, and/or pres-
sures them to play through injuries when they probably shouldn’t.

As Lindsay described it, verbal abuse in the sports world tends to focus on 
athletes’ perceived failure to attain (gendered) hegemonic notions of 
strength and toughness—a narrower critique than that levied against 
workfare and incarcerated workers, but still cut from the same cloth.

However, while Lindsay argued strongly against such degradation, 
most of the other athletes I interviewed seemed to accept it as a relatively 
routine and unremarkable aspect of elite sports. “I mean, everybody gets 
yelled at,” Haley said. “You just learn to, like, take it and move on.” In fact, 
several times during our interview, Haley pointed to the lessons she felt 
she had learned from such “yelling,” which included “being able to take a 
lot of heat” without “immediately yelling back” and “parsing out what 
[she] needed to hear versus what [she] needed to let go.” “It was pretty 
hard,” the white 23-year-old woman said.

I felt like I got told things that were unfair. And, like, when coaches were 
angry, sometimes it would fall on me. And that’s fine. Like, that was part of 
my role [as a walk-on]. It was hard, but I learned how to make it into some-
thing that was productive for me.
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For example, Haley recalled, her coach once asked her how she would 
improve the basketball program. Haley responded honestly but carefully, 
suggesting that “the assistant coaches could be more positive.” “We weren’t 
soft, or anything,” Haley said, reassuring me that the athletes on her team 
were not in fact failing to comply with (masculinized) expectations of 
physical strength and mental toughness.

Like, we knew it was going to be hard, we knew the coaches could be a-holes 
sometimes. But, like, there’s a point where, when you’re trying to teach 
somebody, like, positivity is the way to go. . . . So, I was having that conversa-
tion with Coach, and she just did not hear it the way that—I must have done 
a bad job of verbalizing it, or something happened, but, you know, a switch 
flipped and she went off on me . . . yelling, cussing. . . . “Who the fuck do you 
think you are? . . . You don’t even play. Why do you think you could say 
things like that?” And it just turned into, like, a forty-five-minute rant of, 
like, yelling at me, and just going off about everything. . . . [Afterward] I was 
like, “Okay, well, now I know what not to say.”

Playing basketball in college, Haley went on to say, “was a great experi-
ence, I’m never going to take that away. But, there are definitely some 
questions about people being treated with respect the way they should 
have been. . . . But,” she conceded, “you get that everywhere.” Thus, while 
Haley (mildly) objected to her coaches’ lack of “positivity,” she also repeat-
edly qualified her critique, variously emphasizing the lessons she learned 
from it, her own responsibility for not “verbalizing” it well enough, and her 
belief that such mistreatment is “everywhere.” Though it could be “unfair,” 
Haley seemed to believe, verbal abuse was par for the course.

Football player M. Max also considered coaches’ “yelling” at athletes to 
be “normal.” And like Haley, he generally deemed it routine and unre-
markable, except for one incident which he described as “real bad.” “Not 
the normal kind [of yelling] which I was used to,” M. Max said, “because I 
was never the type of guy that did things to get the coach to yell at you. . . . 
But the way he yelled at me was kind of like—he called me out on my 
name,” echoing prisoners’ descriptions of officers’ slurs. “I just wasn’t hav-
ing it,” the 37-year-old Black man said, and he started tussling with the 
coach on the sidelines. Yet even in that incident, M. Max later rationalized 
his coach’s mistreatment, at least in part, by explaining that it had come 
from “the heat of the moment.” Haley did the same. Her coach’s “yelling” 
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and “cussing,” she explained, “wasn’t like a personal attack on me. It  
was like, heat of the moment. She’s angry, you got to take it out.” Both 
Haley and M. Max thus legitimized their coaches’ verbal abuse—which at 
times could be extreme—as almost unavoidably arising from the emotion 
of the sport, which had to be released. As Haley said, “You got to take  
it out.”

Graduate students, by contrast, tended to categorize their faculty advi-
sors’ verbal degradation as either a purposeful teaching and management 
tool or a “personal attack,” to use Haley’s words. In the first case, for exam-
ple, Laine argued that graduate students getting “ripped apart” and their 
“egos shot” by faculty members was an effective and necessary pedagogical 
strategy. As the 30-year-old white woman explained,

I think that, in theory, graduate school does what it’s supposed to do: where 
you go in, you think you know everything, because you’re a hotshot in col-
lege, but it turns out you know nothing. And when it comes to actually doing 
lab work, it’s really difficult to transition from book smart to lab smart. . . . 
So, it’s necessary, you need to go through this. You need to have your ego 
shot, you need to have people rip you apart, and show you that, “You don’t 
know everything, but here’s how you do learn things, this is how you 
approach these problems.” You need to go through the experience where 
you’re presenting your research in front of everyone, and they rip you apart. 
And if you do that five times . . . you can do anything.

At the same time, Laine believed that such degradation could become 
overly destructive and inappropriate. She recounted the story of another 
graduate student whose advisor was notoriously abusive: bullying and 
pressuring students to work long hours and “get results.” (In fact, six of the 
twenty graduate students I interviewed described their own lab bosses as 
“abusive,” “toxic,” and/or a “bully.”) In that case, Laine said, the student 
ultimately fabricated results “because she didn’t have time to run the 
experiment,” and she was therefore dismissed from the graduate program. 
Laine made a point of not condoning the student’s actions. Fabricating 
results, she said, “is the biggest flaw you could possibly—you just don’t do 
that, you can’t. Our word is everything here in chemistry, and so if you 
make up results, that’s not okay.” Even still, Laine believed that most of the 
blame for this “nasty” situation fell on the faculty advisor.
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It’s one of those things where you just—you know exactly what happened. 
This guy is notorious for being mean, breathing down your neck, yelling at 
you if you don’t come in on a Saturday just because you went to church or 
something.

“It’s hard,” Laine went on.

I mean, I went to a top-ten school, and so . . . we’re relatively smart people, 
and we’re relatively driven people. And we’re working incredibly hard. And 
when you are doing everything you can, and giving everything you’ve got, 
literally everything—your social life, all of your friendships, [your health]—I 
mean, I cannot stress enough how bad [graduate school] is in general. . . . It 
really takes a toll.

For Laine herself, the “toll” was recurring panic attacks, which were severe 
enough to require daily medication. But “as soon as I was out of graduate 
school,” she said, “I stopped having panic attacks. Like, it all, everything just 
got better. I gained weight again. Like, it was just—it was bad. [Graduate 
school] was bad.” Laine thus espoused two somewhat-conflicting views of 
verbal abuse in graduate school. On the one hand, she described it as both 
routine and “necessary.” Students “need” to have their “ego shot.” On the 
other hand, she told of the harsh consequences that might result from more 
extreme cases of abuse, all the while emphasizing how “bad”—stressful, 
harmful—her graduate school work environment had been.

Unlike Laine, Henry did not talk about internalizing the pressure of 
graduate school in this way, though he did describe his advisor—similar to 
that of Laine’s friend—as “famously demanding.” Moreover, he too believed 
that his advisor’s “ranting and screaming” was a calculated “strategy,” in 
this case to push students to meet “unrealistic expectations.” When I asked 
Henry how common such behavior was among faculty advisors in the sci-
ences, the 42-year-old white man replied, “I wouldn’t say it’s common, but 
. . . it’s certainly not outside the realm of normal experience in how groups 
are run in the sciences.” In his current capacity as director of graduate 
studies, he said, “I have grad students who come into my office in my pro-
gram, to tell me about things that are probably borderline abusive, ver-
bally abusive behavior, and things like that. Not every day, luckily, but it 
does happen.”
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For other graduate students, their bosses’ abusive behavior seemed to 
be driven more by personal characteristics than management strategy. For 
instance, Sunny attributed her advisor’s “abusive,” “caustic,” and “toxic” 
behavior to being “overprotective and insecure,” a “control freak.” “She had 
this kind of very protective, very suspicious of everybody, negative way of 
being,” Sunny explained. “Like, she’s really nice and then, all of a sudden, 
she would just lash out for no reason.” Sunny said that she and the other 
lab members witnessed their boss’s “dangerous” behavior firsthand when 
she “sabotaged” a postdoc working there. “There was a guy there who had 
done so well, he helped her so much,” Sunny said. “She sabotaged him. 
Everyone saw it.”

He had been there like seven or eight years [as a postdoc], and he wanted to 
apply for his own K22, and then eventually his own R01 [grant]. . . . He 
wanted to become independent. . . . So, he went and interviewed. He tried 
to get letters of recommendation to do his own R01, [but the lab boss] 
called people, and badmouthed him behind his back. And even for inter-
views for private companies, she would call them, and say that he wasn’t to 
be trusted, or hired. I mean it was really crazy, because he was a great per-
son. He was a great—he was a better scientist than she was.

Because of this experience, Sunny said, she and the other lab members “real-
ized that it was really a lost cause, and people started to leave even if they 
didn’t have everything [i.e., publications] they wanted to have. So, yeah, peo-
ple are mistreated all the time,” Sunny said. “And there’s nowhere we can go.” 
The only recourse, Sunny believed, was to leave the lab and therefore leave 
behind years of work and any publications that might come from it.

Emily also described her lab boss as a “bully, which,” the 30-year-old 
white woman explained, “is one of those things where, like, as an adult, 
that sounds kind of funny to say. Unless you’ve been bullied as an adult, 
and then, you like totally get it.” Her boss “just waged psychological war-
fare on people,” Emily said, “and at some point, [she] decided that I was 
going to be that person.” One of the ways her boss did so, Emily explained, 
was by blocking the students’ publications.

So, she had signed off on [one of my papers] . . . and then she decided, “No, 
I don’t like Emily.” And so, she found something in the paper she didn’t like, 
and said, “You need to fix this.” So, I fixed it, and then she found something 
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else, and then she found something else, and then she stopped reading the 
paper. And, like, six months later, this paper that she had signed off on six 
months previously, I still wasn’t allowed to submit. And it wasn’t until I said 
that I was leaving [the lab] that she said, “Oh, okay, you can go ahead and 
submit that paper now.” . . . It’s like, she was waiting for me to leave. But, she 
had done that to a number of people. She kind of turned her sights on me 
when the previous person left, [because] she no longer had a target.

Much like Sunny, Emily felt that her only recourse was to leave that “toxic 
environment” and in so doing forgo all of her research and related publi-
cations. In order to complete her PhD, Emily said that she had to switch 
to a different field of chemistry altogether. “It was a pretty dramatic 
change,” she said, but “I was kind of desperate.”

Though verbal abuse was the most common type of degradation that 
workers reported across the four categories of work, some also cited three 
types of physical degradation: (1) being required to perform what they 
deemed to be degrading work, (2) being physically punished in an overtly 
degrading manner, and (3) being physically abused. In the first case, for 
example, incarcerated and workfare workers said that some jobs made 
them feel like “the scum of the earth.” And indeed, such jobs often con-
formed to what scholars call “dirty work.”16 For workfare workers, these 
degrading jobs included cleaning toilets (Jennifer Rose, Clevelanda, 
Kierra Ross, Tashia Green, and Kim Hunky) and picking up particularly 
repugnant trash (April Smith and Shara White). For instance, April Smith 
described with distaste picking up drug “needles” and “condoms” as “doing 
what nobody else wants to do.”

They take us to drug neighborhoods, like, you’re cleaning up after the drug 
dealers. . . . We pick everything up: needles, condoms, whatever we see 
down there, we have to clean up. [And] it’s dangerous! . . . A man just got 
shot and killed in the store, and you got us right over there two days later 
cleaning this area. We don’t get no water, no nothing. And we’re wrong when 
we complain? It’s not right. How is this preparing us? I know how to clean 
up. I clean my house. How is this preparing me for a job? We’re supposed to 
be getting job-ready. This is not job-ready. This is doing what nobody else 
wants to do. And it’s not fair.

“But,” the 30-year-old African American woman said resignedly, “this is 
what I have to do to get my benefits.” Shara White agreed. Though she 
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believed that welfare recipients should be required to work—“It’s just to 
get you off your feet . . . not going to be in the bed, put your feet up and 
smoking little cigarettes and collecting my money every two weeks”—she 
did not think that they should be “going to pick up somebody’s trash, used 
condoms, and stuff out on the floor.” “It made me feel like I’m a bum,” the 
30-year-old African American woman said. “I feel like a bum.” Likewise, 
incarcerated workers described cleaning feces (Bruce W., Ron D., John S., 
and O.T.I.) and cleaning up after officers (Bruce W. and Apache) as unduly 
degrading work. As Bruce W. avowed, “I’m not going to clean no feces. I 
don’t care what gloves you give me.” John S. agreed. “This one guy . . . took 
a dump in the shower, and they wanted us to clean it,” the 24-year-old 
white man recalled. “And they didn’t want to give us rubber gloves, and so 
I’m like, ‘I’m not doing it. It’s not sanitary. I’m not doing it.’ ”

In addition to such “dirty work,” incarcerated and workfare workers 
described having to perform unnecessarily arduous labor—often when 
labor-saving tools seemed to be readily available but were not supplied to 
them—as another form of physical degradation. As April Smith said of work-
fare, “A lot of things they shouldn’t have us doing. A lot of things is too much.”

My thing is, I don’t have a problem with gardening. I do gardening on my 
own. They’ll have us out there with gloves, [but] they’ll have a right-hand 
glove and no left-hand glove. Like, downstairs at the basement—I kid you 
not—it’s stocked with supplies. Stocked. There’s no reason why you shouldn’t 
have the things we need. Gloves, that’s all we ask. Gloves. We picking weeds; 
they got the little trowels but, no, we have to pick them by hand. There are 
pricklies [and] we have to pick them by hand.

In a similar vein, Jarome W. believed that having to cut the prison’s exten-
sive lawns with Weedwackers, instead of lawnmowers, made the work 
degrading. “They had lawnmowers and a truck, [but] they make us use 
the manual Weedwackers, like it’s slavery,” he said. Mike Harris agreed, 
but in his case, prisoners were required to use push mowers. “I felt like it 
was slave labor,” the 20-year-old African American man said. “Like I was 
on some type of plantation when I was out there mowing the grass—a big 
field, you know—with push lawnmowers . . . [just] to make us suffer.”

The second type of physical degradation these workers recounted was 
punishment whose primary purpose, it seemed, was degradation. In 

 EBSCOhost - printed on 2/14/2023 2:32 AM via . All use subject to https://www.ebsco.com/terms-of-use



  s u b j u g a t i o n ,  v u l n e r a b i l i t y ,  a n d  t h e  b o d y  123

prison, J.D. recalled, “I done seen a cop telling the inmates to, like, get all 
the way butt naked down to their boxers. . . . Like, why would you ask a 
man to get all the way naked for no reason? Just to embarrass them,” the 
22-year-old African American man concluded. Likewise, D.Q. said that 
his supervisor—who was a civilian, not a corrections officer—wanted him 
to “ ‘scrub the floor with a toothbrush’ ” as a punishment. In explaining 
what happened, the 27-year-old African American man recalled,

[The supervisor] had a big deal with people falling asleep [at work]. And 
one day I came in there and I was real sick the past few days. So, [actually] 
the day before that, he caught me asleep—I’m not going to lie—he caught 
me asleep. You know, it was what it was. He caught me. I told him, “Man, 
I’m tired. It won’t happen again.” And we left it at that. The very next day, we 
come in early in the morning, and I guess it was how I was sitting that made 
it look like I was asleep, so when he said something to me about it, he never 
let me explain myself. He just automatically assumed that I was asleep or 
whatever. [He] pulls me in the hallway, tells the officer he caught me sleep-
ing for the second time, whatever, whatever, whatever. The officer asks him, 
“Well, what do you want to do? Do you want to write him a ticket or what-
ever?” He tells him, “Yeah, I want to write him a ticket and I want him to 
scrub the floor with a toothbrush.” I’m like, “What?” It kind of threw me off.

In response, D.Q. “flipped out,” he said. When I asked him what that 
meant—“yelling? cussing?”—he said, “Absolutely, absolutely. The whole 
nine, you know.”

I was just basically telling him, like, “What do you mean you want me to 
scrub the floor? I’m not scrubbing no floor with no toothbrush.” You know, 
he’s saying whatever he’s saying, but I’m talking over, I’m not even listening 
to him, you know. I just told the officer, I’m like, “Yo, you might as well put 
the cuffs on me now, because I’m not scrubbing no floor with no toothbrush. 
He out of his mind.” So, I went to the box for thirty days. . . . I wasn’t scrub-
bing no floor with no toothbrush.

For D.Q., this punishment was so overtly degrading that he disobeyed all 
of the basic rules of prison life, “flipping out” at his boss and, not surpris-
ingly, being put in solitary confinement as a result.

The last form of physical degradation these workers reported was 
corporal violence. Only incarcerated workers recounted this type of 

 EBSCOhost - printed on 2/14/2023 2:32 AM via . All use subject to https://www.ebsco.com/terms-of-use



124 s u b j u g a t i o n ,  v u l n e r a b i l i t y ,  a n d  t h e  b o d y

degradation, which they often euphemistically described as officers 
putting “hands” or “feet on you.” As Bruce W. said,

Sometimes [in solitary] they get in your cell, pop in, and beat you. If you 
was resisting them, if you had a mouth on you, if you was to do anything 
aggressive to them, then they would come in there about three in the morn-
ing, two in the morning, wee hours in the morning, just to beat on you—so 
you will be defenseless. And they always handcuff you in the box, so you 
can’t do nothing to them.

But such violence was not only reserved for those prisoners who “had a 
mouth” on them, Bruce explained. In solitary, he went on, COs “come by 
your cell and antagonize you. They talk to you. They belittle you or make 
you feel like you’re nothing. To provoke you to react and, once you react, 
then they come in and they got a reason to put their hands on you.” For 
Bruce, as for many ex-prisoners, there seemed to be an exceedingly slip-
pery slope between verbal abuse, resistance (however minor), and physi-
cal abuse behind bars.

O.T.I. also recounted corporal violence in solitary confinement, though 
only in response to my direct questioning. Otherwise, it seems, such  
treatment—particularly in “the box”—was routine enough as to be unre-
markable. “Yes, when I went to the box, they smacked me around a little 
bit,” he said.

You know what I mean? Because they want to show you who’s boss, and 
that’s their way of doing it. Just like, well, like in slavery. If you get out of 
line, they give you a whooping, you know what I’m saying? They want to 
show you and instill in you fear on who’s boss.

For O.T.I., then, such violence was an instrument of subjugation rather 
than indiscriminate brutality: “they want to show you who’s boss . . . like 
in slavery.”

Yet to be clear, O.T.I.’s account of being “smacked around a little bit” 
was both common and mild among prisoners’ reports of physical abuse. 
Twenty-two respondents spontaneously described 52 times they experi-
enced or witnessed physical violence, 23 of which were associated with 
solitary confinement.17 Among these were cases of extreme violence: a 
prisoner forced to consume 27 hotdog buns and a gallon of water and then 

 EBSCOhost - printed on 2/14/2023 2:32 AM via . All use subject to https://www.ebsco.com/terms-of-use



  s u b j u g a t i o n ,  v u l n e r a b i l i t y ,  a n d  t h e  b o d y  125

punched in the stomach until he vomited; a prisoner beaten by six COs in 
the showers in the middle of the night; a prisoner who because he threat-
ened to complain to state officials about mistreatment was severely beaten 
by multiple officers and then transferred to another facility for a longer 
sentence.18

Though these extreme cases were less common, violence pervaded 
prison life for most of the male ex-prisoners I interviewed. In fact, accord-
ing to D.D.G., the threat of being killed by officers at Attica Correctional 
Facility was explicit.19 “As soon as you get off the bus,” he recalled,

The COs got their sticks hitting them on their hand with the gloves on. The 
same gloves that they’re not supposed to have at other jails, they got them in 
here. The same beating-up gloves that they beat inmates on. . . . They sup-
posedly supposed to have banned them, but they got them. And they take 
the stick and hit them in their hands, so while you’re getting off the bus, 
[they’re] intimidating you. . . . They don’t say nothing, but they’re screwing 
with you. They want you to look at them, but you’re supposed to keep look-
ing down because, if you look at them, they’re going to think you’re tough. . . . 
[Then] what happens is the sergeant will give you a speech: “Welcome to 
Attica. I got two things for you. You don’t put your hands on my COs, they 
won’t kill you. Enjoy your stay.”

Because of the pervasiveness of such violence, K.H. said, being in Attica 
was “scary, really scary.” “I mean, yes,” the 47-year-old African American 
man allowed,

I don’t negate the fact that we put ourselves in predicaments and we’re  
paying our debt to society, but to be abused along the way isn’t right. And 
yeah, okay fine, some of us abuse officers. Don’t get me wrong, because  
we’re not perfect, we’re not angels. But the job of a correction officer is to 
subdue a person, not abuse him. If you need to be subdued, his job is to 
subdue you, not to abuse you. [But] that’s what I’m seeing right now in cor-
rections. . . . I’ll be the first one to tell you that as an ex-convict, I wasn’t 
right all the time. I did some things, but I didn’t deserve to be abused along 
the way.

Thus, for K.H., D.D.G., and other former prisoners, the degradation of 
prison life and prison work was extreme, even life-threatening. Yet while 
Attica is perhaps an extreme site with an extreme case of coerced labor, 
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degradation—particularly verbal abuse—was prevalent across three of the 
four labor relations I examined (prison labor, workfare, and athletic labor) 
and not uncommon in the fourth (graduate student labor). Moreover, 
because supervisors across all of these labor relations had access to the 
punitive powers of status coercion, many of these workers felt that there 
was little they could do to challenge such degradation, causing them to 
feel a sense of othering and dehumanization.

othering and dehumanization: “not really 
understanding that we are human beings”

“Othering,” comparative literature scholar Edward Said wrote in Orientalism, 
entails “disregarding, essentializing, denuding the humanity of another cul-
ture, people or geographical region.”20 Such “denuding” of one’s “human-
ity”—or dehumanization—political theorist Hannah Arendt argued in The 
Origins of Totalitarianism, is an essential precursor to genocide.21 “Othering” 
and “dehumanization” are thus overlapping phenomena. The former is typi-
cally used to describe the processes by which individuals or groups draw 
symbolic boundaries between themselves and others in a hierarchical way; 
defining themselves against, and thereby privileging themselves over, “the 
other.” Dehumanization is a particular type of othering: the categorization of 
the other as less than human.

Both othering and dehumanization recursively intersect with the other 
mechanisms of subjugation I examine here. For the cultural construction 
of some groups as an “other” serves to justify the two forms of subjugation 
that I have already analyzed: corporal control and degradation. By virtue 
of their difference, their (supposed) inferiority, such groups are said to 
need to be surveilled, controlled, and disciplined. These are the tools by 
which othering is enacted and enforced. As a result, not surprisingly, the 
targets of such tools of subjugation often experience an acute sense of 
alienation. They feel othered.

To varying degrees, workers across all four of the groups articulated a 
sense of feeling like an “other.” In table 1, I organize their descriptors into 
four categories of othering and dehumanization, which include their sense 
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of being treated as some kind of second-class person (e.g., a “child” or 
“peon”) as well as various types of dehumanization: feeling as though they 
were treated as less than human (an “alien” or “animal”), like a thing or 
commodity (“workhorse”), or like a degraded thing (“shit”). Despite these 
analytical distinctions, in their usage such categories were not mutually 
exclusive. In fact, when describing their sense of subjugation, the workers 
I interviewed often drew on several different categories, even within a  
single sentence.

Table 1 Themes of “othering” and dehumanization

Othering: Second- 
class citizen

Dehumanization:  
Less than human

Dehumanization:  
Thing/commodity

Dehumanization: 
Degraded thing

“Child”/“kid”
“Kids in India”
“Like I was in 

Ethiopia”
“Like immigration”
“Second class”
“Lower class”
“Peasant”
“Poverty”
“Servant”
“Indentured servant” 

/“servitude”
“Slave”/“slavery”
“Peon”
“Lowlife”
“Bum”
“Useless”
“Nobody”
“Criminal”/“like  

you’re in jail”
“Inmate”/“you got 

green on”
“Gang member”

“Species”
“Alien”
“Animal”
“Monkey”
“Dogs”
“Like horses to carry 

things”
“An animal they  

don’t care about”
“Inhumane”
“Less than human”
“No human respect”
“Not a human being”
“Not an individual”
“Amorphous”
“Nothing”
“Like we didn’t exist”

“Asset”
“Commodity”
“A coach’s 

paycheck”
“Product”
“Collection of  

stats”
“Numbers”
“Cheap labor”
“Free labor”
“Lab hands”
“Workhorse”
“Property”
“Pawn”

“Footstool”
“Trash”/“garbage”
“Crap”
“Ain’t crap”
“Shit”
“Less than shit”
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Across these groups, distinct patterns emerged as to which types of oth-
ering they were more likely to articulate. Incarcerated and workfare work-
ers most often used overtly degrading terms across three of these four cat-
egories (second-class, less than human, and degraded thing), while athletes 
and graduate students usually used less overtly degrading terms and most 
often from the fourth category (thing/commodity). These differences are 
likely due to the divergent ways their subjugation is enacted. As mentioned, 
prisoners and welfare recipients in America are often seen as surplus popu-
lations to be controlled and punished. Therefore, the primary goal of these 
modes of subjugation is their domination. Officers, caseworkers, and 
workfare supervisors surveil, control, and degrade these two groups in 
order to exert their own dominance—their superiority—over them, which 
not surprisingly leaves them feeling deeply degraded. And so they draw on 
such terms to articulate their sense of othering and dehumanization. 
Conversely, college athletes and graduate students are often seen as crea-
tors of capital, and therefore the primary goal of their subjugation is exploi-
tation. Coaches and faculty advisors surveil, control, and discipline these 
two groups primarily to extract surplus value from their labor. These work-
ers often experience this with a sense of commodification, and so they use 
such terms in articulating their feeling of othering and dehumanization. In 
the remainder of this section, I examine each of these groups in turn, 
exploring how they conveyed this aspect of their subjugation.

Among ex-prisoners, for example, Bruce W. used a remarkable number 
of these themes to describe his view of prisoners’ treatment. When I asked 
him whether he identified as a “worker” or “prisoner” while working 
behind bars, the 23-year-old African American man said, “I feel more—
honestly—like a slave.”

I say “like a slave” because of the way they treat you. It’s the human decency 
they don’t really have. No human respect for you. They figure, if you got the 
state greens on, then you are below them. You are a peasant. They are upper 
class, you are lower class. You’re poverty. You are nothing. They talk to you 
in any kind of way.22 Sometimes, they put hands on you, they put feet on 
you.

Indeed, because prisoners’ mistreatment was so extreme and ubiquitous, 
Bruce argued that this book should focus not on their labor but rather on 
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their “inhumane treatment” and their need for “human equality.” “I think 
you should talk about human equality,” he told me, “ . . . because they feel 
our social status gives them authority and power to abuse [their position].”

Ron D. agreed. Again and again, the 24-year-old African American 
man pointed to prisoners’ “inhumane” treatment to argue that I should 
focus my research on their mistreatment rather than their labor. “I think 
you should do more about how we get treated in prison instead of work,” 
he said, “because how the people get treated in there is just absolutely 
crazy.” When I asked him for an example, Ron said, “I’ll tell you a story 
about how they spit on people’s food in the box. How, in the box, you got 
to dig—well, this is just in [this one prison]—you got to dig through your 
food to find your spork. And they only give you five minutes to eat.” Ron 
then went on to describe officers’ severe physical abuse of prisoners, end-
ing with the following prescription: “I think Albany just need to send 
somebody in there undercover and see how people get treated. This is 
inhumane, how people get treated in there.”

Many other prisoners felt a similar sense of dehumanization, often 
articulating it in terms of being treated like an “animal.” “They treat us like 
we weren’t human beings,” Jarome said.

They treat us like we are some kind of animal, like we didn’t exist. . . . Like, 
if an animal chose not to do something, people will beat them animals. 
That’s how we are feeling in there, like some type of animal.

“Let me put it like this,” Mike Russ said. “You know how if you had a dog 
and you abuse it? Like, they will treat you like you’re an animal, an animal 
that they don’t care about.” “They treat you like you’re an animal,” Derrick 
said. “I mean, like, I’m not an animal. I’m a human being just like you. You 
bleed, I bleed. We shit, everything the same. Just our skin color is differ-
ent.” “We’re a species to them,” F.E. said. “We are a lower-level, borderline-
animal-treatment sort of people.” Such mistreatment, the 21-year- 
old African American man said, shocked him when he went to prison. 
Before being incarcerated, F.E. recalled, he believed that prisoners would 
be treated decently if they showed respect to the officers. “I mean, I’m a 
firm believer [that] you got to give to get respect,” he said. “I’ve always 
been that type of person, because I always give it. So, to just be  
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disrespected and disvalued so much in prison for no reason is ridiculous, 
man. It’s ridiculous.”

Workfare workers also articulated a sense of othering, though instead of 
being treated like “animals,” they usually characterized it as being treated 
like “criminals” and other types of second-class citizens. “They treat us like 
slaves,” John T. said, “like back in the old days. Or like you’re in jail.” Felisha 
Jones agreed. “I feel like this is jail stuff,” she said. “I feel like we’re sup-
posed to be having our orange suit on and then the ankle bracelet on and 
something like that. That’s how I feel.” “We’re all second class in here,” Will 
Jones said.

Everybody, who all work for welfare in this program right now, is second 
class, because they don’t care. . . . It’s hot as hell outside today. . . . People can 
pass out, get dehydrated, and they don’t care. Because we work for welfare. 
And it’s not right.

They should “treat us like an employee instead of treating us like we gar-
bage,” Will went on, “like we trash in the street.” Pauline Wilson agreed. As 
a workfare worker she felt that she was “treated like . . . a common piece 
of trash.”

Meanwhile, other workfare workers articulated their sense of othering 
in more paternalistic—though still degrading—terms: they felt as though 
they were treated like children. Recall, for example, Lisa Williams’s 
description of her workfare supervisor. “She was so disrespectful,” Lisa 
said. “I would just be telling her, like, ‘You shouldn’t talk to people like 
that, like we’re your kids. You got your own kids to talk to like that. We’re 
grown people.’ ” Jennifer Rose agreed, and in trying to convey her sense of 
workfare supervisors’ unwarranted and unchecked power, she discursively 
drew on several tropes of absolute authority: master to slave, God to serv-
ant, adult to child. “I felt like a slave,” the 27-year-old Black and Hispanic 
woman said. “I felt like an indentured servant.”

It’s like, the people they send us to [workfare supervisors] are like God: they 
control everything in the palm of their hands. Everything is like, “Don’t do 
this, we’re going to tell, we’re going to tell, we’re going to tell, we’re going to 
tell.” It’s like, we’re all adults, [but] you’re making it seem like I’m a little kid, 
constantly telling me that you’re going to tell on me.
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In fact, at some work sites, Jennifer went on, workfare workers are 
required to wear red badges, labeling them as “DSS” (Department of 
Social Services). Evoking Hester Prynne’s “A,” such badges were thus a 
physical marker of their otherness. “You have those badges that . . . just 
put all your business out there,” Jennifer said in exasperation and shame. 
“It does get frustrating,” she said. “Because it’s like, I don’t want to be here 
as much as you don’t want me here. . . . If I could find a regular job and 
work, I would.”

By contrast, the public marking of college athletes is more often posi-
tive than negative. They tend to be heralded for their accomplishments 
rather than shamed for their hardships. Even still, Shevontae argued, ath-
letes’ humanity is also diminished. But rather than being treated as “crim-
inals” or “an animal they don’t care about,” she said that athletes are 
reduced to a set of performance statistics and treated as performing “mon-
keys.” “Honestly, I think that’s what people overlook, how your personal 
life might influence your performance.”

Like, it sounds so common sense, but no one ever wants to think of that. 
We’re so quick to watch a game, we’re very much into, “You’re doing me a 
service, jump, monkey jump! Run monkey, run!” I hate how we even speak 
about pro athletes, and you might say something very ignorant like, “Oh, 
they’re terrible, they’re a waste,” or whatever. . . . And you would never know 
if my aunt died the day of the game. That wouldn’t be released to you. You 
wouldn’t know if I’m a cutter; you wouldn’t know that. You wouldn’t know 
if I’m bulimic. Like, the simplest things you would not know. You wouldn’t 
know if my boyfriend just hit me, my girlfriend’s hit me. You wouldn’t know 
if my dad died, all of that [kind of] thing. And that’s throughout a season. 
And you keep going. Think about it! Think about how many stories you’ve 
heard of that happening. You’ve never heard of it on ESPN. But, needless to 
say, that happens: someone’s lost a parent in college, someone has been to 
the ER, someone has been an alcoholic, someone’s been a drug addict. . . . 
Just because you have a college scholarship, it doesn’t mean you have out-
side money. You don’t know if my phone bill is turned off. You don’t know if 
I’m living the good life at this institution, doing all these great things, [but] 
my family is getting kicked out of their house and they’re homeless. Imagine 
that stress. Like, you’re flying to a tournament in a nice plane, you’re eating 
food, you’re on TV answering questions, but really all that you’re thinking 
about is the fact that your parents just got kicked out of their house, or your 
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mom is struggling with addiction. . . . People don’t get that we are develop-
ing as human beings, like everyone else in college, but with a constant cam-
era, microphone, and expectations. Like, my value is some numbers. You 
guys go online and look at my values, some averages of my performance 
numbers. . . . We don’t treat [athletes] as humans.

Lawrence also felt reduced to a series of “numbers,” though his sense of 
dehumanization centered on the commodification of his body rather than 
his performance on the football field. “I walk in a room, they tell me to strip 
down to my underwear,” the 31-year-old African American man recalled.

I got guys checking body fat percentage on me, guys looking me up and 
down, [asking] my height, my weight. And, if you think about it, back in the 
1800s when they had the slave trade . . . that was the same thing they did 
when they were auctioning people off.

They do this type of bodily appraisal “all the time,” Lawrence told me.

They evaluate you mentally, they evaluate you physically. I mean, I under-
stand why they’re doing it, because, you know, they’re investing millions of 
dollars in the players, so they want to make sure, you know, any little possi-
ble thing, they want to evaluate anything. But, on the same parallel, I felt 
like I was a slave.

Both Lawrence and Shevontae drew on racialized notions of othering to 
convey this sense of their subjugation. Shevontae felt like a performing 
“monkey.” Lawrence felt like a “slave.” While the first is a racist trope and 
the second is a racist legacy, they are both used to articulate a sense of the 
objectification and exploitation of athletes in these predominantly Black 
sports.23

Other athletes felt similar, though they more often conveyed their sense 
of dehumanization in less overtly racialized and degraded terms. Rather 
than a “slave,” they said that they felt like a “commodity.” For some of these 
athletes, at least, such differences were likely due to their race and racial-
ized experiences of dehumanization. For example, white 34-year-old Bill 
Murdock described athletes not as “monkeys” but as “a coach’s paycheck.”

Like, [the coach] sees you as a commodity. And I’m twenty-one—nineteen 
to twenty-one—and just dealing with, like, okay, I’m in a real world, people 
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don’t care about my dreams at all. . . . You’re just another guy, you’re just 
another athlete. And if you’re not doing the job, there’s the next person out 
there.

Bill recalled once holding the door open for his coach, who then said, 
“ ‘Stop trying so hard Murdock.’ ” Bill was taken aback.

I’m like, are you human? In no other line of work would that even be okay 
to talk to your subordinates that way. And we’re not really their subordi-
nates. We’re who they’re supposed to be mentoring and training, right? . . . 
Now, I’m not saying they’re all like that, but there is plenty of them like that: 
they just give a crap about the players. It’s all about winning.

Lindsay agreed, but for her the worst part was not athletes’ commodi-
fication per se, but coaches’ pretense of caring—their rhetoric of “family”—
that thinly veiled it. “That’s my problem with, like, the whole ‘family’ 
thing,” the midtwenties Black woman said.

We’re assets. We are products. . . . Like, they’re giving you a scholarship. 
That is goods and services, you’re exchanging your services to them. Like, 
they’re giving you something in return for something. It’s not out of, like, 
“We just want to help all the kids go to college and play their dream sports.”

For Lindsay, the “sham” of such rhetoric was exposed in high relief during 
a time in college when she was struggling physically and emotionally. She 
felt that she needed time away from basketball to recover, but her team 
was heading into a big game, and because she was a top player, her coaches 
did not want her to take a break. It seemed that they did not care about 
her well-being. “I ended up talking to the coaches about it and I was just 
like, ‘I need some days off, like, I’m losing my mind. . . . I don’t even want 
to play basketball anymore.’ That’s how worn out and tired I was,” she said 
to me.

So I tell the coaches and, like, they don’t receive it well and they’re pressur-
ing me [to play]. . . . [Then, later, the coach] walks by and, like, rolls her 
eyes [at me]. She’s so flippant about what I’m going through. I wanted to 
punch her in the face. I was like, it’s such a sham of, like, “we’re a family.” 
Like, you really don’t care about me, you just care if I perform or not. You 
really don’t care about my mental state right now. Like, am I okay? Am I 
going to hurt myself? Like, am I just alive as a human being?
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“I understand that this is a job, this is a business,” Lindsay went on. “It’s 
just the whole sham idea that ‘we’re a family’ ” that left her feeling both 
frustrated and dehumanized.

Kate and Bruce felt the same way. They both believed that their coaches 
did not care about them—their health, their well-being, their humanity—
despite rhetoric to the contrary. As Kate said, “The biggest problem I had 
with our program was that [coaches] lose sight of the human beings, lose 
sight of the fact that these are young women who are trying to find their 
way.” As this midtwenties Black woman went on to explain,

I couldn’t stand behind the decisions that were being made [ignoring some 
players’ serious mental health issues], because I felt like they were being 
made out of transaction, out of money, out of business, out of, like, just the 
crux of college athletics. . . . Because they don’t care about you as human. At 
least that’s the way that it comes across. They’ll tell you all the time, “Oh no, 
I care about you,” like, “You know, I really care about your well-being, and I 
want you to be well, and da, da, da.” But, if it’s between going to see a [men-
tal health] counselor and missing practice, it’s like, “Well, you’re just going 
to have to not see that counselor, because I can’t have you miss practice.” You 
know what I mean? . . . My health and well-being, particularly my mental 
health, is incredibly important, and it’s like you always have to decide 
between my human needs versus what I need to do for basketball. And they 
should never ask you to choose between that. . . . There just wasn’t a lot of 
care for the human being.

For Bruce, this sense of dehumanization became especially clear after he 
left his football team (and college) because of the shoulder injury. “They 
never even called me,” this late-twenties white man said. “The coach never 
even called me.”

They never called me to say, “How are you doing?” The coach never even 
called me to say, “What’s going on? I haven’t seen you.” . . . I was just like their 
workhorse that they didn’t really care about. . . . They didn’t care about me as 
a person at all, or my health. . . . I left there with a terrible taste in my mouth.

For these athletes, then, their sense of dehumanization—particularly 
commodification—was exacerbated by the pervasive rhetoric of “care” and 
“family.” Though their coaches often used such rhetoric, most of these ath-
letes did not ultimately feel “cared” for. “They don’t care about you as 
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human,” Kate said. “It’s all about winning,” said Bill. And for Bruce, whose 
severe football injury (among other things) “ruined” his career and his 
education, such treatment left “a terrible taste in [his] mouth.”

Some graduate students also felt commodified and overlooked as 
“human beings,” though usually to a lesser degree and without the rhetoric 
of “family” veiling (and exacerbating) it. Even still, Sunny used several of 
the same terms to describe her sense of othering as did the other groups of 
workers in this study. For instance, while explaining the prevalence of ver-
bal shaming in her department, Sunny said, “I think that goes back to not 
understanding, not having a respect for that person as a person. . . . We’re 
all these amorphous postdocs and grad students, you know. Not really 
understanding that we are human beings after all.” Because of this, she 
said, “So many people are leaving science . . . because they’re just sick of 
being treated like slaves.” Yet such treatment is normalized in the sciences, 
Sunny argued.

Literally every single PI says, “Well, I had to do it, they have to too.” There’s 
no appreciation for life balance, or them being a person. They are hands . . . 
and they’re not supposed to complain about it because that’s the way it 
always was.

Sunny thus used multiple descriptors—not “a person,” not “human beings,” 
“amorphous,” “slaves,” “hands”—in an effort to convey her sense of other-
ing. Other former graduate students felt similar. For example, as the 
reader will recall, Gustavo described graduate school as “indentured ser-
vitude,” and Emily argued that graduate students are treated like “peons.” 
For these graduate students in the sciences, it seems, it is openly expected 
that their “humanity” will be “denuded.” “You know that you’re just 
expected to put everything on hold in your life,” as Sunny said. And they 
are “not supposed to complain about it because that’s the way it always 
was.”

Laine believed that the only way to change this status quo is to abolish 
tenure for faculty. Because in order to get tenure, she explained, faculty 
advisors “use fear” to extract work from their graduate students.

If you do not have strong graduate students, there’s no way as a professor 
you’ll get tenure. It’s just not going to happen, because you need to rely on 

 EBSCOhost - printed on 2/14/2023 2:32 AM via . All use subject to https://www.ebsco.com/terms-of-use



136 s u b j u g a t i o n ,  v u l n e r a b i l i t y ,  a n d  t h e  b o d y

your graduate students’ work. . . . And they use fear to [do] that. And I think 
that if they did not have a secure job position, they’d have to go about it in a 
different way.

In Laine’s view, eliminating faculty advisors’ job security—and perceived 
immunity—“would give [them] more accountability. They would not treat 
the fragile graduate students like garbage. They would value these 
people.”

Michelle Fisher did not feel dehumanized in this way while she was in 
graduate school—though her explanation of why is telling. “In my gradu-
ate studies,” this late-twenties white woman said, “I think it was so valua-
ble, and important, to know that my advisor was on my side. [He] treated 
me almost like a teammate, or like I mattered to him. I wasn’t just a pawn 
in getting his research done. I mattered to him.” Thus, in Michelle’s expe-
rience, “family” was not empty rhetoric. She believed that her advisor had 
created a true sense of family among his graduate students. “I think he 
considers it his family that he has created, and that he has nurtured into 
all of these different jobs, and he stays connected with all of them because 
he cares about them.” So, for example, when her advisor won a major 
award, Michelle said, many of his former students “flew [across the coun-
try] to celebrate with him. You know, like, it wasn’t something that they 
felt like they had to do. It was something that they wanted to do.” But, 
Michelle conceded, her advisor was “rare.” He was not the typical lab  
boss.

•  •  •  •  •

As their stories suggest, these workers’ experiences of subjugation are not 
always so different from those of more traditional employees. Indeed, 
many workers believe that their bosses do not care about them as human 
beings. Many feel that they are treated like workhorses, garbage, slaves, or 
criminals.24 Plenty of workers are talked to with disdain, even yelled at or 
called names. They may feel shamed and degraded, especially if they are 
seen as not adhering to hegemonic (heterosexual, white, able-bodied) 
constructions of masculinity or femininity. They may be targeted and har-
assed, whether through overt abuse or “psychological warfare.” And they 
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may be stringently—sometimes punitively—surveilled and regulated both 
in and out of the workplace.

For all workers, moreover, these mechanisms of subjugation exploit 
and reify their vulnerability to employer power. For “regular” workers, 
such vulnerability is usually produced by economic coercion: they may 
lose their jobs (and wages) if they challenge their bosses’ degrading treat-
ment, harassment, or over-the-top surveillance. Though some might be 
able to leave their jobs for better ones, for many workers such coercion is 
enough to mold them into “subjected” yet “productive” workers.25 And so 
they endure such forms of subjugation.

For the workers in this book, however, their vulnerability is more likely 
to be produced by status coercion than economic coercion. Incarcerated 
workers may be put in solitary confinement and kept in prison longer; 
workfare workers may lose access to the social safety net; college athletes 
and graduate students may lose their education and sought-after careers. 
The punitive and far-reaching character of these consequences is what 
differentiates the subjugation in these labor regimes from others.

In Michel Foucault’s terms, these intersecting mechanisms of subjuga-
tion and coercion are “micro-physics of power”: ways in which social insti-
tutions exert power over individuals.26 Such exertions of power, Foucault 
argued, are neither intangible nor inconsequential. They are embedded in 
the body. As Foucault said, they “have an immediate hold upon it; they 
invest it, mark it, train it, torture it, force it to carry out tasks, to perform 
ceremonies, to emit signs.”27

The subjugation and coercion I examine in this book “land” on the bod-
ies of these workers—and perhaps all workers—in at least two ways. First, 
as this and the previous chapters have shown, these workers must perform 
subjugation on the job through labor compliance and acts of subservience. 
They must work without complaint, picking up used condoms, perhaps, 
or cleaning urine and feces. They must look down; they cannot appear 
threatening. They must readily consent to others’ censorship of their 
social media use and bodily displays. They must endure cussing, scream-
ing, or slurs without talking back. They must be good soldiers. If not, they 
are at risk of punishment.

The second way that subjugation and coercion are embedded in these 
workers’ bodies is that even after these jobs have ended, their corporal 
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consequences remain. The stress of sustained social subordination for all 
of these workers,28 but especially for workfare and incarcerated workers, 
who are already stigmatized and marginalized;29 the mental and physical 
consequences of both poverty and prison life (particularly solitary con-
finement),30 along with the pervasive fear and reality of violence behind 
bars;31 the bodily injuries of athletics;32 the depression and anxiety of 
graduate school:33 all of these, and more, have lasting physiological 
effects. These workers’ bodies are “marked.”

Even so, as we will see, they resist.
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 4 “Stay Out They Way”
agency and resistance

He’d call me something like, “Stupid motherfucker, son of a 

bitch. Go sit the fuck down!” And I just wasn’t having it. . . . 

We had a big argument on the sidelines. I was trying to get 

at the coach, he was trying to get at me.

—M. Max, former college football player

I gave her a couple of words. She have an issue with respect.

—April Smith, workfare worker

I was one of those slackers. I’ll be honest with you. . . . I’m 

not going to work ninety hours a week for thirty thousand 

dollars a year. . . . Fuck that, I’m going hiking on Sunday.

—Gustavo, former graduate student in neuroscience

I swallowed a lot of things that I really wanted to speak out 

on. As a man, I strive my best not to put myself in harm’s 

way. I know how to get around a few things.

—K.H., former incarcerated worker

Although submissive compliance is the primary objective of the coercion 
and subjugation in these labor regimes, workers regularly resist these 
“micro-physics of power.”1 In this chapter, I examine their strategies of 
agency and resistance, which include the overt defiance described by M. 
Max and April above, Gustavo’s deliberate underworking, and K.H.’s  
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strategic avoidance. To be sure, these are widely divergent strategies: M. 
Max’s physical confrontation—“trying to get at the coach”—is dramatically 
different from Gustavo’s “going hiking on Sunday,” which itself is dramati-
cally different from K.H.’s tactic of getting “around a few things.” In my 
analysis, however, these are all important modes of worker resistance.

There has been debate among scholars about what worker opposition 
entails and, therefore, whether all of these strategies are truly resistance.2 
While customary forms of worker resistance—strikes and other work 
stoppages, union organization and collective bargaining—have dominated 
labor scholarship, many other modes of resistance have long been recog-
nized. In the early 1930s, for instance, Marxist theorist Antonio Gramsci 
argued that prior to any working-class revolution, an ideological battle 
over beliefs and ideas—a “war of position”—would be necessary to under-
mine the power of the ruling classes.3 In Manufacturing Consent, Michael 
Burawoy brought Gramsci’s analysis of hegemony and resistance to the 
shop floor in an examination of workers’ “making out” strategies: their 
manipulation of output and time in order to maximize their wages.4 
Burawoy found that though such strategies yielded both symbolic and 
material benefits for the workers (including greater autonomy and higher 
earnings), they did not produce the revolutionary counter-hegemony that 
Gramsci had described. To the contrary, such strategies increased workers’ 
productivity and employers’ profits, while also ensuring workers’ consent 
and compliance. Thus, Burawoy argued, these “making out” strategies 
ultimately reified workers’ subordination under capitalism.5

In political scientist James Scott’s conceptualization, however, such 
strategies should nonetheless be understood as important modes of resist-
ance. Through his analysis of peasant rebellions in the global South, Scott 
argued that for those without power, resistance does not only take the 
form of overt rebellion. It also includes an array of more covert “everyday” 
activities: foot dragging, false compliance, pilfering, slander, sabotage, 
and more.6 “Most of the political life of subordinate groups,” Scott wrote, 
“is to be found neither in the overt collective defiance of powerholders nor 
in complete hegemonic compliance, but in the vast territory between 
these two polar opposites.”7 And to exclude such covert, quotidian strate-
gies from definitions of resistance, he argued, is to “overlook entirely the 
vital role of power relations in constraining forms of resistance.”8 By tak-
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ing such power relations into account, Scott expanded the meaning of 
resistance to include any actions that “reject subordination.”9

Though many scholars have since advanced Scott’s approach to resist-
ance,10 there has also been a turn against what is characterized as a tendency 
to “consider every autonomous act to be an instance of resistance”11—or as 
organization studies scholar Dennis Mumby writes, “seeing [resistance] in 
every nook and cranny of organizational life.”12 In this vein, geographer Cindi 
Katz defines “resistance” quite narrowly, for in her view real resistance only 
stems from oppositional consciousness and leads to emancipatory change.13 
Katz differentiates “resistance” from other more attenuated modes of opposi-
tion, which she calls “resilience” and “reworking.” She uses “resilience” to 
refer to survival strategies—“scrappy attempts to make survivable everyday 
lives and livable futures”—which do not develop from oppositional con-
sciousness and which bolster rather than upend dominant power relations.14 
And she uses “reworking” to refer to pragmatic responses to problems, which 
may “recalibrate power relations and/or redistribute resources” but which do 
little to change the overarching power structure.15

Although such categories are analytically instructive, Katz’s analysis 
runs the risk of defining resistance out of existence. Foremost, it is unlikely 
that any form of resistance—barring wholesale social and economic 
revolution—would lead to the broad and deep change that Katz describes. 
Indeed, even seemingly successful social movements would not meet such 
criteria.16 As sociolegal scholars have shown, moreover, even ostensibly 
unsuccessful social movements, which do not produce legal change, can 
indeed lead to important but hard-to-quantify changes in legal conscious-
ness, thereby laying the foundation for future political mobilization and 
collective action.17 Furthermore, as historian Robin D. G. Kelley has 
argued, acts of apparent accommodation can also be understood as forms 
of resistance when they give rise to new spaces of oppositional conscious-
ness.18 In his analysis of Malcolm X’s autobiography, for example, Kelley 
disputes Malcolm’s dismissal of his own 1940s zoot-suit-wearing hipster 
stage as an apolitical and destructive time in which he frivolously 
embraced “ghetto adornments.”19 By historically contextualizing Black 
hipster subculture, Kelley argues that this seemingly superficial era of 
Malcolm’s youth “was not a detour on the road to political consciousness 
but rather an essential element of his radicalization.”20 As Kelley explains,
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Seeing oneself and others “dressed up” was enormously important in terms 
of constructing a collective identity based on something other than wage 
work, presenting a public challenge to the dominant stereotypes of the black 
body, and reinforcing a sense of dignity that was perpetually being 
assaulted.21

For Kelley, then, the category of resistance must include those actions that 
assert and protect one’s sense of self from attack.22

Thus, while there are obviously limits to resistance—the concept would 
lose its meaning if it referred to every act—this scholarship suggests that 
in order to understand what resistance is, it is necessary to understand the 
context in which it occurs.23 Rather than narrowing the definition of 
resistance to unequivocally deliberate, overt, or effectual opposition, this 
approach broadens it to account for the multiple and mutable power rela-
tions that govern social spaces and the people within them. By doing so, it 
is possible to see that worker resistance may take many shapes: overt defi-
ance against employer demands, to be sure, but also subterranean survival 
strategies for workers whose bodies and minds are under assault.

As I have shown, the bodies and minds of the workers in this book are 
indeed under assault, at least to some degree, from the coercion and sub-
jugation that pervade their workplaces. In this chapter, I adopt this more 
expansive conceptualization of resistance to examine the ways these work-
ers push back against this assault. I identify four interrelated axes by 
which resistance can be analyzed: its level of action (individual vs. collec-
tive), the openness of its defiance (covert vs. overt), the narrative frames 
used to explain it (e.g., sovereignty vs. rights), and its goal (e.g., “respect” 
vs. justice). From these analytical dimensions, I construct three broad cat-
egories of resistance, which I call “getting by” strategies,24 “standing up” 
strategies, and mobilization strategies (see table 2).

In the first case, “getting by” strategies are individual and covert acts of 
defiance deployed to protect oneself, in these labor regimes, from status 
coercion and subjugation. Among the workers I interviewed, these strate-
gies were often justified by asserting one’s sovereignty as an “adult” or a 
“man.” And for my informants this type of resistance included two particu-
lar tactics, which I call “oppositional compliance” and “strategic avoid-
ance.” The first is a disengaged form of compliance, such as when workers 
obey supervisors’ mandates but refuse to engage with them in any  
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substantial way. The second also entails worker compliance, but its focus 
is avoidance rather than detachment, such as when workers go out of their 
way to avoid their supervisors in order to protect themselves from punish-
ment. Yet one might appropriately ask: even within this more expansive 
conceptualization of resistance, how can compliance be categorized 
as resistance? I wondered the same. But from my informants’ experiences 
I learned that these strategies can be used to interrupt—and even  
destabilize—the coercion and subjugation at the core of these labor 
regimes. I argue that when deployed to thwart institutional imperatives, 
compliance and avoidance are indeed forms of resistance.

The second category of resistance in this typology, “standing up” strate-
gies, includes more overt forms of defiance than the first category, though 
the openness and intensity of such defiance vary substantially. Typically, 

Table 2 Resistance strategies in coercive labor regimes

  Level of  
action

Openness of 
defiance

Narrative  
frame

 
Goal

Getting-by 
strategies

Individual Covert:
 Oppositional 

compliance
 Strategic 

avoidance

Sovereignty, 
e.g., 
adulthood 
masculinity

Self-protection

Standing-up 
strategies

Individual Overt:
 Verbal 

resistance
 Labor 

resistance

Sovereignty, 
e.g., 
adulthood 
slavery 
masculinity

Morality, e.g., 
religion

Respect

Mobilization 
strategies

Individual and 
collective

Overt:
 Legal 

mobilization
 Collective 

action

Rights, i.e., 
individual 
and human 
rights

Justice
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workers deploy these more overtly defiant strategies in an effort to assert 
and maintain their sense of self-respect. As with getting-by strategies, 
they often justify them with narratives of sovereignty and, less often, 
morality. In some ways, then, this category of resistance is similar to the 
first. The primary focus of both is the individual worker: both categories 
entail individual-level acts; they both seek individual-level goals (self- 
protection and self-respect, respectively); and they are both justified with 
individual-focused narratives (e.g., self-sovereignty). The differences 
between them, I find, stem from their goals. When workers feel “disre-
spected” in these labor regimes, most often because of the technologies of 
subjugation I have described, they tend to deploy more overtly defiant 
“standing up” strategies of resistance. But when they are trying to navigate 
around—and thus protect themselves from—their bosses’ sticks of status 
coercion, they tend to deploy more covert “getting by” strategies.

Meanwhile, as shown in table 2, mobilization strategies—the third cat-
egory of resistance—are also overtly defiant, but they are usually deployed 
in an effort to seek justice rather than respect, and are therefore often 
justified with appeals to rights. Though this category includes both indi-
vidual and collective action, it tends to be less centered on the individual 
than the first two categories of resistance. For even though legal mobiliza-
tion can be an individual-level strategy (e.g., individual rights claims), it 
still involves mobilizing an entity—law—that extends beyond the individ-
ual. Thus, whether through a formal assertion of rights (legal mobiliza-
tion) or group action (collective mobilization), this third category of 
resistance is more outwardly focused than the first two.

Though this typology broadly adheres to a progression from “everyday” 
resistance to more traditional forms of worker organizing, it does not 
intend to hierarchize these forms of resistance in any way. In fact, I find 
that there is often overlap and slippage between them. A worker’s strategic 
avoidance of his supervisor to protect himself from punishment can 
quickly become overt defiance if he feels “disrespected,” and the degrada-
tion of one worker can prompt others’ collective action in the pursuit of 
“justice.” Despite the analytical differences between these strategies, then, 
there is not such a clear distinction between them in people’s everyday 
lives. Indeed, the same worker is likely to deploy different tactics depend-
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ing on the situation. Rather than a hierarchy of resistance, this typology 
highlights the ways context fundamentally shapes the form that resistance 
takes.

getting-by strategies:  “stay out they way ”

Because bosses in these labor regimes have the power to disrupt workers’ 
personal and familial relations, harm their health and well-being (as well 
as that of their families), and obstruct their education and future employ-
ment, protecting oneself—one’s body and mind, one’s family and future—
against such punitive power is an act of resistance. Moreover, because of 
the prevalence and depth of subjugation in these regimes, especially in 
workfare and incarcerated labor, protecting oneself—one’s sense of dig-
nity, one’s sense of identity—from such subjugation is also an act of resist-
ance. Resistance in this category thus includes efforts to dodge punish-
ment and degradation through “strategic avoidance,” as well as efforts to 
protect one’s sense of self through strategically disengaged “oppositional 
compliance.” These are workers’ strategies for “getting by” in coercive 
labor regimes.

Both of these strategies were common among incarcerated workers, 
though strategic avoidance was their primary tactic. As K.H. said, “As a 
man, I strive my best not to put myself in harm’s way. I know how to get 
around a few things.” For the 47-year-old African American man, this 
meant usually complying with officers’ demands (“I swallowed a lot of 
things that I really wanted to speak out on”), while also avoiding officers 
as much as possible. “I’d stay out the way as much as I could,” he said. 
Being able to do so, K.H. asserted, was part of being a “man,” thus suggest-
ing his embrace of a more “strategic masculinity”—rather than overtly 
aggressive hegemonic masculinity—in the face of prisons’ many risks.25

Twenty-one-year-old F.E. felt the same. “Most of the time I really didn’t 
say too much to the police [COs],” the young African American man said, 
“because I didn’t feel like dealing with their bullshit. I’m not going to deal 
with all that because, it’s a lose-lose.” Sal agreed: “I don’t really have no 
conversation for the police,” the 24-year-old white man said. “I don’t 
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engage with them at all.” Likewise, Dom M. said that his strategy behind 
bars “was to move around that, like, stay-out-of-their-face type stuff, don’t 
say nothing to them.” And C. Parks said, “I never really got into alterca-
tions with police.”

I tried to stay far from having altercations with the police, because a lot of 
individuals don’t even come out [of prison] when it came to police. So, I 
didn’t want that. I didn’t want that for myself or even my family. So I tried 
my best to, you know, just stay out they way. Stay out they way.

To protect himself and his family, C. Parks—along with many of the other 
former prisoners I interviewed—said that he did what he needed to do 
while also avoiding officers as much as possible. Not doing so, these incar-
cerated workers said again and again, would be a “lose-lose”: physical vio-
lence, solitary confinement, perhaps more prison time, and sometimes 
even death.

D.D.G. described his more aggressive version of this strategy. He said 
that he would comply with officers’ orders, while also refusing to sustain a 
façade of friendliness with them. As the 28-year-old Black man explained, 
in his view the worst part of his job behind bars was having to deal with 
officers who “make jokes and stuff.” “I don’t want to joke,” he said.

I just want to do my time. . . . I understand my position as: I’m here to do my 
time, because I was doing something wrong in America, I broke the consti-
tution, etcetera. I did a crime, so I’m here to do my time.

Officers, D.D.G. went on to explain, “are here to get on me in case I get out 
of line again.” In his view, their job—and their only job—is to discipline 
prisoners. Thus, he asked rhetorically,

So, why would I be friends with you [the officers] when anytime if I do 
something wrong, you’re going to jump down my neck? It’s like a mother 
and a father to their kid: we’re not really friends; this is a business agree-
ment. You’re my dad and my mother, if I need something, I need some help, 
you’re going to help me with that. If I get out of line, you’re going to give me 
an order. We’re not buddy-buddy friends. I’m not going to go to the play-
ground with you and play, or the jungle gym. It just doesn’t go hand in hand. 
And that’s what [officers] try to do sometimes. [But,] when they do it, I 
know that it’s a trick . . . because you’re not my friend and eventually you’re 
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going to remind me of that. [And] you’re going to remind me in front of 
your real friends—which is the other fellow COs—and you’re going to say 
some crazy stuff, then I’m going to feel offended. But I did it [to myself] by 
opening up the door to you, and even let you play with me at the beginning. 
That’s why I don’t like it. . . . [So instead] I just walk away, I don’t respond. 
“Did you hear what I said guys?” [an officer might ask, trying to joke.] “Yeah, 
I heard you” [he would respond in a deadpan manner]. I just keep on walk-
ing. I just keep on walking down the company. They say lock it in because 
they don’t like my attitude. Alright, I lock it in, because I’m not going to 
[joke with you].

D.D.G. refused to act “buddy-buddy” with COs because in his view real 
friendship was not possible. He was their subordinate, “their kid,” and 
they were in a “business agreement,” not a friendship. Had he fallen for 
their friend “trick,” he said, he would have felt hurt—“offended”—when 
they switched roles to discipline and degrade him by “jumping down his 
neck” and “saying some crazy stuff” to him. So he protected himself—his 
feelings, his sense of self—by “just walking away” and refusing to respond 
to the officers’ friendly overtures. As a consequence, he said, he had to 
return to his cell (“lock it in”) because the officers did not “like [his] atti-
tude.” But for him, this penalty was worth his self-protection.

As the above passage suggests, D.D.G. discursively used the parent-
child relationship to explain his avoidance strategy, but he used it differ-
ently from many of the other workers I interviewed. Recall, for example, 
when Lisa Williams objected to her supervisor’s degradation in talking to 
the workfare workers as if they were her “kids.” “We’re grown people,” Lisa 
countered indignantly. D.D.G., by contrast, used the same trope not to 
challenge prisoners’ degradation but to justify the hierarchical relation-
ship between officers and prisoners: officers were like his “mother” and 
“father”; he was like their “kid.” His emphasis was thus hierarchy, not sov-
ereignty. And so for him it made sense that COs might discipline and 
sometimes even degrade him, but he would not “open” himself up to fur-
ther hurt and indignity by pretending to be their friend.

Workfare workers also deployed strategic avoidance in order to protect 
themselves and their families. “I just bite my tongue and I sign out and go 
home,” said Will Jones. “Because, for one, I’m not trying to get sanctioned.” 
Although at one point in our interview Will said that he wanted his 
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coworkers to “file a petition” or start some kind of “movement” against 
their boss for her disrespectful treatment of them, at heart he believed 
doing so would be counterproductive. “If you do something about it, 
what’s going to happen in the outcome?” the 30-year-old African American 
man asked rhetorically.

She’s still going to have her job and you’re going to be out of a job and you’re 
going to be out of your benefits. . . . So, that’s why I bite my tongue and do my 
job and go home. . . . Bite your tongue and do it. Because if you don’t, what’s 
the outcome of it? You’re terminated. If you stand up, you’re terminated.

Tara Collins also deployed this strategy, particularly since having already 
been sanctioned once for talking back to her supervisor. “I mean, I’m not 
a bad person,” the 38-year-old Black woman explained.

I’m grown, I just really don’t like people talking to me any type of way. So, 
like with me and [my supervisor] up here, we argue. Me and her got into it, 
because she doesn’t know how to talk to people. So [now] I don’t even talk 
to her. And it’s a shame I have to be uncomfortable. I come here and I sign 
in, and I stay out of her way, so she doesn’t even see me half the time. All she 
see is my name.

Like Lisa Williams but unlike D.D.G., Tara drew on notions of sovereign 
adulthood to challenge her supervisor’s disparaging treatment. She is a 
“grown” woman, she argued, and therefore does not “like people talking to 
[her] any type of way”—disrespectfully, abusively. To protect herself from 
such mistreatment and, even more, to protect herself and her family from 
the consequences of challenging it, she took great lengths to avoid her 
supervisor. “When I say I stay out of the way,” Tara went on, “I stay out of 
the way. The only way they know I’m here is because my name is on the 
piece of paper.”

“Getting by” strategies were less common among the athletes and gradu-
ate students I interviewed, as were all of the resistance strategies I examine 
here. This is due to a combination of factors. At the most basic level, I inter-
viewed half as many of these workers, so they are simply less represented 
among my informants. Yet their relative lack of resistance is likely due to the 
ways that their labor relations render them less inclined to challenge their 
supervisors and problems at work, at least in comparison to workfare and 

 EBSCOhost - printed on 2/14/2023 2:32 AM via . All use subject to https://www.ebsco.com/terms-of-use



  a g e n c y  a n d  r e s i s t a n c e  149

incarcerated workers. For example, college athletes and graduate students 
have a greater degree of choice in both selecting and leaving their labor rela-
tions than do workfare and incarcerated workers, even though such “choice” 
is significantly constrained. This perception of autonomy, in combination 
with their sense of privilege (stemming from the narratives described in the 
first chapter), means that many athletes and graduate students feel not only 
that they have chosen this pursuit but that they are lucky to be there. This 
dual sense of “choice” and “privilege” makes them more likely to accept 
workplace conditions, however bad. In addition, as I discuss in more detail 
below, the mechanisms for filing workplace complaints are substantially 
less clear for these student workers than they are for incarcerated and work-
fare workers (at least in New York State). Often these student workers did 
not know, practically speaking, how they would mount such resistance even 
if they felt that they could, which for the most part they did not. Unlike 
workfare and incarcerated workers, moreover, athletes and graduate stu-
dents rely on their bosses—sometimes long after their jobs have ended—for 
future employment. Challenging their coaches and advisors might “burn” 
those much-needed “bridges.” As a result of all of these factors, the students 
who faced significant problems at work tended to endure a great deal until 
such problems got so bad that they left the job altogether, which itself is a 
form of resistance, examined below. For the most part, then, these student 
workers “chose” between submissive compliance and job exit, rather than 
engaging in on-the-job resistance.

Kate was an exception. Much like Tara, Will, and D.D.G. in workfare 
and prison labor, she deployed both oppositional compliance and strategic 
avoidance with her basketball coaches. “Frankly speaking, I wasn’t too 
fond of my coaching staff,” the 24-year-old Black woman said.

So, I mean, I played for them, and I’d do what I needed to do, and I followed 
the rules. But on the grounds of, like, “Oh, let’s have a conversation here,” or 
them asking me, like, “How are you doing today?” There was none of that. It 
was more of a transaction. Like, you’re basically giving me a scholarship, I’m 
on your team, we understand the transaction, cool.

Just as D.D.G. described prisoner-officer relations as a “business agree-
ment” (albeit a hierarchical one), Kate described athlete-coach relations 
as a business “transaction.” She complied only as much as necessary to 
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sustain that transaction—maintain her scholarship, play basketball, and 
graduate from an elite university—but like D.D.G., she refused to pretend 
they were friends. In Sal’s words, Kate “didn’t really have no conversation 
for” her coaches.

In a similar way, as described earlier, Zachary Lane said that he made 
sure to get what he wanted from college athletics while also protecting him-
self from being “pimped.” Unlike Kate, who used both oppositional compli-
ance and strategic avoidance, Zachary primarily used the former. “I knew 
exactly what I needed to do,” the 29-year-old African American man said.

Because my goal—I didn’t come here to be a student, I came here to get to 
the NFL and be a professional football player. That was my goal. . . . And I 
knew if I focused on that and did everything I did, everything I could to 
make sure I got to there, then I’ll be fine, and leave with my education.

Zachary resisted being exploited and degraded by college athletics (“get-
ting used up”) by maintaining a laser-like focus on achieving his goals.

Sunny adopted a similar strategy as a graduate student in pharmacol-
ogy. When her faculty boss “sabotaged” the postdoc in her lab, she focused 
on protecting herself from becoming her boss’s new target. “All I thought 
was ‘survival,’ ” the 41-year-old Hispanic woman said. “I really felt my sur-
vival was at stake here, and I couldn’t lose it, because it can have really bad 
repercussions for me. . . . It got down to that point where it was survival 
mode for everyone.” In order to “survive” and protect herself from those 
“bad repercussions,” Sunny—much like Kate, Zachary, Tara, and Will—
kept her head down and did what she felt she needed to do, which in her 
case meant showing up for weekly meetings with her advisor, who insisted 
on such meetings but who rarely attended. This oppositional compliance 
was as much as Sunny felt she could do; more overt forms of resistance did 
not seem possible. “There’s nowhere we can go” to complain, she said.

standing-up strategies:  “i  don’ t let  
nobody disrespect me”

Whereas the workers I interviewed deployed “getting by” strategies to pro-
tect themselves in some way, usually from the punitive technologies of 

 EBSCOhost - printed on 2/14/2023 2:32 AM via . All use subject to https://www.ebsco.com/terms-of-use



  a g e n c y  a n d  r e s i s t a n c e  151

status coercion, they deployed “standing up” strategies in order to pre-
serve their sense of dignity in the face of subjugation or exploitation. They 
did so in two ways: (1) verbal resistance, talking back to what they saw as 
disrespectful treatment, and (2) labor resistance, including refusing to 
work, underworking, and leaving jobs they deemed too degrading or 
exploitative. Though these strategies typically involved more overt defi-
ance than “getting by” strategies, they ranged significantly in the intensity 
and explicitness of their insubordination.

At the less defiant end of the spectrum, for example, some workers said 
that they strategically used kindness and respect in an effort to maintain 
their own sense of self-respect. Though at first glance this strategy does 
not seem to be a form of resistance, much like the getting-by strategies 
described above, I argue that it becomes one when it is deployed to coun-
ter institutionalized subjugation. Recall the example of Malcolm X, whose 
so-called ghetto adornments arguably helped him preserve a “sense of dig-
nity” despite it “perpetually being assaulted.”26 Likewise, because the 
institutionalized degradation and dehumanization in these labor regimes 
renders workers’ sense of dignity under assault, I argue that pushing back 
against this assault—even with kindness—is a form of resistance. In 
prison, for example, Mary said that despite being treated “like a slave and 
not valued,” she maintained her sense of self-respect by treating the COs 
respectfully. “I’m a hard worker,” the 52-year-old white woman explained, 
“because I work for the Lord.”

I don’t work for anybody but [the Lord], you know. That’s where I just keep 
my mind-set. . . . It’s like, I must have needed to have that [officer who 
treated me disrespectfully] in my life for whatever reason. . . . You know, 
there’s people every day, no matter where you are, they just don’t like you or 
whatever. But I had a lot of pride in myself. . . . I would say “good morning” 
every morning and “goodbye,” and . . . I did what I had to do. I felt good 
about myself.

For Mary, deliberately being kind to an officer who treated her “very 
unfair” enabled her to preserve her sense of self-respect and, in so doing, 
allowed her to take what she saw as the moral high road (as articulated 
through religiosity). Because she worked “for the Lord” and not that 
officer, and because she behaved righteously in doing so, she was able to 
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defend herself against the degradation of prison life in general, and that 
officer in particular. She could feel “good about [her]self.”

K.H. deployed a similar strategy in prison, but rather than using it to 
sustain his sense of self-respect, he did so to change COs’ behavior. “Some 
people you can kill with kindness,” he explained. As a result, K.H. said that 
he was often able to get the “respect” he knew he deserved. Graduate stu-
dent Laine did the same. “You want to make [faculty members] think that 
you think that they’re the smartest person,” the 30-year-old white woman 
said. “That’s the best way of success. I call everyone ‘brilliant.’ When I’m 
talking to them, I work in the word ‘brilliant’ because it makes our conver-
sations easier . . . especially with the real jerks.”

Sunny also described using this killing-with-kindness approach with 
her “abusive” advisor, though she explicitly requested respectful treatment 
as well. “I’ve never let her abuse me,” she said.

I’ve always been very clear about, you know, “I don’t appreciate being treated 
like this, or being talked to [like this].” And I’ve tried to be very professional 
when I talk to her, and not take it personally.

Kimberly Mays adopted a similar approach with her own advisor, at least 
initially, though she said that she ultimately lost her ability to sustain it. “I 
normally tried to do my best to have some diplomacy with him,” the 
37-year-old African American woman said, “because I recognized that he 
was in a position with power. I knew the kind of control he had. So, I 
would try to extinguish a lot of hot topics.” But when her advisor was 
overtly disrespectful toward her in front of her coworkers, Kimberly said 
that she began to push back more forcefully.

When he decided to have a conversation—like a blow-up conversation—
with me in the lab, at my bench, with all of my colleagues looking in and 
listening on instead of pulling me into his office, like he does with everybody 
else, that’s when—that was it. That’s when I was like, You have no respect for 
me, so I’m not going to have any for you . . . I lost all respect for him at that 
point. I was like, “I don’t care.” . . . [I said,] “Are you kidding me? You got to 
have this conversation with me right now like this?” . . . And I said, you 
know, “The best thing for me to do would be to leave your lab, and finish my 
dissertation somewhere else, because my ability to maintain any profession-
alism is fleeting.”
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Although Kimberly did not leave his lab, because she could not have done 
so without losing all of her research, she did drop her façade of deference, 
which ultimately contributed to her belief that she had to leave academia. 
As the reader will recall, Kimberly could not use her advisor as a reference 
because in her view he was not a reliable one—largely because she had 
been openly defiant in this way. It was also true that she did not want to 
use him as a reference, because he had mistreated her and she did not 
want to remain under his power. Yet without his recommendation, she 
could not pursue academic jobs.

Workfare workers described a similar process of abandoning their usual 
performance of deference in response to disrespectful treatment. Like 
Kimberly, when they felt that such disrespect was extreme, they gave up any 
expectation of retaining their status—in their case, as welfare recipients in 
good standing—and became explicitly insubordinate. But most of the time, 
workfare workers tried to engage in defiance in a way that would not jeop-
ardize their status, walking a very thin tightrope between challenging their 
mistreatment and minimizing their insubordination. For instance, Sasha 
Reed said that she could push back “a little bit” against her supervisor’s dis-
respect, “especially,” the 26-year-old African American woman said, “because 
we’re all grown here, so you can’t just talk to me any kind of way.” But if she 
pushed back too much or too often, “like if it happened every day,” she 
explained, her supervisor “is not going to tolerate it. . . . That’s when people 
get termed [sanctioned].” Felisha Jones said that she too could carefully 
push back against her supervisor’s disrespect. “She’ll be having attitudes,” the 
23-year-old African American woman said of her workfare boss. “She be 
coming here with attitude, so I’m like, ‘Leave that at home, because we didn’t 
do nothing to you.’ ” Once, Felisha recalled, her supervisor replied, “ ‘I don’t 
got no attitude.’ ” Felisha insisted otherwise: “I’m like, ‘You have attitude.’ ” But 
then, Felicia said, she had to let it go. “I have to drop it, because she’ll be like, 
‘Don’t make me have to sanction you,’ and all this other stuff. I’m like, I ain’t 
got to do that, I got kids. . . . [So] I have to drop it and just do what I got to 
do.” Even still, for both Felisha and Sasha, being able to voice their disap-
proval of their supervisors’ degrading treatment helped them preserve their 
sense of self-respect. They were able to assert their status as sovereign, 
respect-worthy adults. “We’re all grown here,” Sasha said. “We didn’t do 
nothing to you,” Felisha said. “Leave that [attitude] at home.”
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April Smith also used this strategy with her workfare supervisor, and 
with apparent success. When I asked if she had experienced any problems 
with her supervisor, she said, “Yeah, I gave her a couple of words. She have 
an issue with respect. She has a bad attitude sometimes,” the 30-year-old 
African American woman went on to explain.

Like, if she have a bad day, it’s like everybody is a problem. I have issues at 
home from time to time . . . I do, but I come here, you don’t know that, 
because I don’t let it be shown. . . . I’m not going to be like, “Oh, I’m having a 
bad day, so I’m going to talk to you disrespectful, like you’re smaller than me.”

In response to her supervisor’s “bad attitude,” April said that she had 
“demanded [her] respect” by saying,

“Listen, you’re going to talk to me with respect. I talk to you with respect. I 
understand you’re going through things. I’m going through them too, but I 
don’t come off at you. Don’t talk to me disrespectful. . . . I don’t let my hus-
band disrespect me. I don’t let nobody disrespect me. . . . It’s not going to 
happen.”

After that, April said, her supervisor began treating her more respectfully. 
“She just started saying, ‘Good morning, good morning,’ ” a basic level of 
courtesy that does not seem to be a given in workfare workplaces. April 
thus felt that she had gotten her “respect” and, in so doing, successfully 
navigated the tightrope between defiance and deference.

In prison, Larry G. deployed a similar strategy. Although he said that he 
generally “held [his] tongue” (“when you’re in Rome, you got to do what the 
Romans do”), he also refused to disregard degrading treatment. If an officer 
spoke to him disrespectfully, the 50-year-old Black American man said, he 
would look at the officer intently, even though as a prisoner he was supposed 
to look down. “The way I just look at them,” he said, and then he would say,

“Are you done?” They say, “Yeah, I’m done.” I say, “Okay, have a nice day 
officer,” and I walk away. And then they look at you, like, “I can’t get him.” 
See? “You’re not going to get no rise out of [Larry].”

In Larry’s view, his assertive but controlled response to officers’ disrespect-
ful treatment earned him “respect” behind bars.
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Derrick made the same point, though he also said that he was willing to 
get aggressive, even violent, if he deemed it necessary to “get respect.” 
“Like with me, I pretty much did what I wanted” in prison, the 33-year-old 
African American man proclaimed. “You’re not going to tell me nothing 
that I can’t do. You’re not my mom. My mom doesn’t tell me what to do. 
She asks me. So, that was my motto. I made sure I got my respect.” Thus, 
like April and Sasha above (and M. Max below), Derrick asserted his sov-
ereignty: he is an adult, not a child being ordered around by his parents. 
In order to retain his sense of sovereignty behind bars, Derrick said that 
he adopted a “nonchalant” attitude. “It’s about how you carry yourself,” he 
told me.

You carry yourself the correct way, you say the right things out of your 
mouth, you could get a pass for a lot of things. . . . When you respect me, I 
respect you. You don’t respect me, I don’t respect you. I’m going to treat you 
back the same way you treat me.

After detailing his background in martial arts, Derrick said that if a CO 
treated him disrespectfully, he would indeed “put [his] foot down.” “If you 
put me in that corner where I have to [fight], then I got to do what I got 
to do. . . . That’s the only way you get respect.”

Though most of the workers I interviewed did not describe using such 
violence to challenge their subjugation, there were a few exceptions. For 
instance, Will Jones said that he punched his former workfare supervisor 
for calling him a racial slur—“My boss called me the N-word, so I punched 
him in his mouth”—and he was sanctioned as a result. In addition, M. Max 
got into a physical altercation with his coach after the coach cursed at him. 
“I wasn’t as humble as I am now,” the 37-year-old Black man explained 
with a laugh.

I was, you know, just a young kid, from the ghetto, from the hood, come 
from nothing. . . . I didn’t appreciate the way he was talking to me, trying to 
call me out on my name, or whatever. So, we had a little blowup on the side-
line. . . . I was trying to get at the coach, he was trying to get at me. I was a 
grown man. I guess he didn’t understand and wanted to talk to me like I was 
a kid, and I just wasn’t having that. . . . So, you know, I gave him my piece of 
mind. In the long run, it cost me but, right then, I felt good.
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The “cost,” M. Max said, was that he was suspended for a game and later 
had to explain the incident to NFL recruiters. But for him, this cost was 
worth it. He “felt good” asserting his sovereignty: “a grown man” giving 
the coach “[his] piece of mind.”

More often than physical aggression, however, workers reported being 
verbally defiant to their supervisors in an effort to resist their subjugation. 
In prison, for example, D.Q. said that he “lost [his] cool” and told an 
officer who was “disrespecting” him “how [he] felt.” As the 27-year-old 
African American man recalled, the officer was upset because D.Q. had 
been late for work two days in a row, and was going to give him a discipli-
nary ticket. D.Q. pushed back, arguing that he had not been late the sec-
ond day, that in fact it had been the officer’s fault for not seeing him come 
to work on time. In response, D.Q. recalled, the officer “makes a big argu-
ment about it” and D.Q. “started ignoring him.” But then, he said,

I just felt like he just went overboard. He wanted to keep going with it, you 
know, I felt like he was disrespecting me, and I just, I lost my cool on him. . . . 
I didn’t put my hands on him, but I told him how I felt.

As a result, D.Q. said that he was put in solitary confinement for 45 days. 
“It was worth it to me, though,” he said, “because I got my point across and 
I felt good about it.” Like M. Max, he felt that he had successfully chal-
lenged his “disrespect.”

Pauline Wilson and Tara Collins also recounted incidents of overt 
insubordination in response to their workfare supervisors’ disrespectful 
treatment. Pauline told her supervisor to “kiss [her] ass” after their disa-
greement about taking a water break. Tara said that she called her super-
visor “the B-word.” As the 38-year-old Black woman explained,

I had got into a domestic violence situation and I had a black eye when I 
came [to work], and I had sunglasses on. And, you know, [the supervisor] 
asked me what happened, and I told her, I was comfortable with telling her. 
But [then] she was actually telling the two other participants in the pro-
gram about my situation. And I was like, “Yo, that’s not cool. My business is 
my business.”

In response, Tara’s supervisor reportedly said, “ ‘You can’t tell me what I 
can or what I cannot say.’ ” “So,” Tara recalled, “we exchanged a few words. 
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I called her the B-word, and I left out.” Tara said that she was sanctioned 
as a result, as Pauline almost certainly would have been had she not relin-
quished her public assistance. Yet despite such negative consequences, 
like D.Q. and M. Max, they felt it was worth it. As Tara said, she refused to 
be talked to in “any type of way.”

In addition to such verbal (and sometimes physical) resistance, the 
workers I interviewed engaged in various types of labor resistance, par-
ticularly work refusal, underworking, and job exit. Work refusal was the 
most common, especially among workfare and incarcerated workers, who 
said that they sometimes refused to perform jobs they deemed overly 
demanding, degrading, or exploitative. For instance, Tara Collins said that 
she would not do the more arduous landscaping jobs her workfare crew 
often did in the city’s public parks. “I’m going to tell you something about 
me,” she declared.

When we go out to this park, I don’t mow no grass. I have four sons. I don’t 
mow grass, I don’t Weedwack, I don’t shovel. So, when they do that, I’ll do 
something else. Like maybe I will sweep up the grass for them, or I will carry 
the garbage bags for them while they’re moving furniture and stuff like that. 
You see here: I know what [my supervisor] want me to do, but I know what 
I’m going to do.

Tara refused to do such work, she explained, because she found it degrad-
ing or, as she said, “ignorant.” “We don’t ‘work,’ ” she asserted,

we do other people’s jobs, we do the city’s jobs, we do jobs that the mayor’s 
team should be out doing. You know, this is supposed to be a workfare pro-
gram, which is supposed to help enlighten you and enrich you, to help you 
learn how to succeed and how to keep a job. [But] it’s really a deterrent. 
We’re coming here every day, getting ate up, dirty, mowing grass, shoveling 
snow, I mean all type of stuff. That’s not “work,” that’s ignorant.

In Tara’s view, being required to perform such difficult and dirty work 
without pay (“other people’s jobs”) was unduly degrading. And she refused 
to do it.

Indeed, a number of workfare and incarcerated workers said that they 
refused to perform particularly “dirty” jobs. For workfare workers, such 
jobs usually entailed cleaning bathrooms; for prisoners, cleaning feces 
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and other bodily fluids. As workfare worker Kim Hunky explained, “I 
don’t mind cleaning, but when you’re telling me to get down and clean 
behind the toilet, I’m not going to . . . I’m not a slave.” Workfare worker 
Ambrosia Washington agreed. “I don’t want to clean a bathroom, where 
everybody used [the toilet]. Like, I wipe down the elevator or I vacuum, 
different duties, or even mop the stairs. But I just don’t like doing the 
bathrooms.” Likewise, in prison Derrick said that without being given 
proper equipment, he refused to clean “an outhouse for the whole prison, 
like all the feces and urine and all that stuff.”

I’m not cleaning that shit. . . . If you ain’t got any special suit for me to wear 
to clean that, I’m not cleaning that. All you get is some rubber gloves, and 
you still got your same uniform on, your green uniform. . . . We had to clean 
up the septic tanks and all that. I’m not cleaning that shit. You give me a 
special suit to wear, I’d go in there and clean. I ain’t got a problem with it. . . . 
[Otherwise] no, it’s not going down.

Meanwhile, James D. said that when he was working in the prison mess 
hall, he refused to serve pizza that had fallen on the floor, despite being 
ordered to do so. But had he served such pizza, James believed, he would 
have degraded not only himself but also the prison population. Although, in 
retrospect, James said that he might have found “a better way . . . to bring it 
up,” he “still wouldn’t do it.” “In my character, there are certain things I don’t 
care what the consequences are,” the 52-year-old African American man 
explained, highlighting his sense of morality—his “character”—as the justi-
fication for his work refusal. “I’m going to stand up [in that situation],” he 
said. “I believe that there should be a line or demarcation for some things in 
life.” Apache agreed. His line, he said, was cleaning up after corrections 
officers.

One thing that I refused to do—and this is definitely for the record—me, 
personally, I refuse to clean up anything after a police officer. I’m just, I’m not 
doing it, because that’s really slave labor. I’m not cleaning up after you. No. I 
clean up after the people that’s in here amongst us. I feed us, I cook for us, 
you know what I’m saying? . . . [But] I never cleaned up nothing after a cop.

For this Black American man, cleaning up after “cops” was unduly degrad-
ing labor. And to explain why, he drew on rhetoric of slavery. Echoing Kim 
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Hunky’s description of cleaning toilets for workfare, Apache said that he 
refused to do such “slave labor,” thereby asserting his sovereignty as an 
autonomous being worthy of respect. Or as Derrick said simply, when 
faced with the prospect of his everyday clothes being smeared with feces, 
“I’m not cleaning that shit.”

While such work refusal was the most common form of resistance for 
jobs deemed overly degrading, underworking was the most common form 
of resistance for jobs deemed overly exploitative. Among my informants, 
however, this was not a common strategy: just 3 of the 121 workers I inter-
viewed said that they had deliberately underworked.27 C. Parks was one of 
them. “I didn’t overwork,” he said of his labor behind bars. “I’m like, I’m 
not overworking for this little bit of money.” Qwon agreed. “I never went 
over and beyond,” he said. Likewise, in graduate school Gustavo said that 
he decided to be a “slacker,” at least by graduate school standards. “My 
schedule is here [in the lab] from, like, eight in the morning until eight at 
night, you know, six days a week. . . . I’m not going to work ninety hours a 
week for thirty thousand dollars a year. Fuck that,” he said. “I’m going hik-
ing on Sunday.”

Eventually, Gustavo decided to leave graduate school altogether, thus 
shifting his resistance strategy from underworking to job exit. “I mean I 
love science, you know, I love scientific research. I like hearing about dis-
coveries,” the 35-year-old Chicano man explained. “But it turns out that 
answering a scientific question takes being in a lab labeling very tiny tubes 
and getting yelled at while you’re doing it.” For him, it was not worth it. In 
order to preserve his sense of self-respect against this double assault—
both degradation (“getting yelled at”) and exploitation (working “ninety 
hours a week for thirty thousand dollars a year”)—he gave up on his “love” 
for science. Meanwhile, both Sunny and Emily left what they each 
described as “toxic” bosses and work environments. Rather than leaving 
graduate school altogether, however, they joined other labs and eventually 
completed their degrees, though not without significant costs, which 
included losing their research and publications, changing subfields, and 
prolonging their time in graduate school. For these students, job exit was 
the course of last resort. Even when faced with extremely difficult working 
conditions, most graduate student workers remained in their labs and 
completed their degrees.
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Job exit was equally rare among the athletes I interviewed. The costs for 
transferring to another school were simply too great. Football player Bill 
Murdock was an exception. “If things didn’t turn out right, I was pretty 
quick to leave,” the 34-year-old white man said. Though he initially dis-
missed his inclination for leaving as being “young and dumb,” he went on to 
explain that transferring schools was his strategy for dealing with coaches’ 
unfulfilled promises. “First of all, the coaches make big promises,” Bill said. 
“Like, I was told by one coach, ‘Oh, yeah, you’re going to come here, you’re 
going to have a chance to start as a freshman.’ ” But when he arrived on cam-
pus that fall, Bill recalled, that coach had already left the team and the new 
coach had other priorities and promises to keep. So Bill left.

Bruce also transferred to a different university. Though he had previ-
ously planned to do so in order to play for a more elite football program, 
after he lost that opportunity he left out of principle, as a form of resist-
ance. “I was so upset that this guy ruined opportunities for me to go play 
somewhere else that there’s no way I was going to stay and play for him.” 
For Bruce, job exit—despite its costs—was the only way to oppose his 
coach’s ill-treatment.

Jahad also left his job in prison, though because of exploitation rather 
than degradation. As the 49-year-old African American and American 
Indian man explained, he was working as a welder in a Corcraft28 factory, 
until he compared his meager wages to the company’s sizable sales. Then 
he decided to “quit.”

I quit when the numbers came down for the year that I worked, and our 
Corcraft [factory] made thirteen point one million dollars. . . . I tallied up 
all of my pay stubs, and I think I barely made three hundred or four hundred 
dollars for that year [at $0.33 an hour]. And I said, “It’s slave labor,” and 
literally that’s what it is. It was slave labor to me. . . . [So] I quit.

In Jahad’s view, the difference between his wages and his factory’s sales 
was too extreme, rendering his work “slave labor.” In order to “quit,” how-
ever, Jahad said that he had to submit a request for another job assign-
ment and await its approval by prison officials. Simply walking off the job 
was not an option.

By contrast, both April Johnson and Sasha Reed said that they walked 
off their workfare jobs when their complaints about bedbugs in the work-
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place were ignored. “I’m showing [the supervisor] I’m getting bit by bed-
bugs,” April recalled.

And he’s saying I still have to work back there. And I didn’t understand it. I 
don’t want to just walk off, because I have my two kids. I’m thinking about 
[them] at the end of the day. But come on. [So] I started not going back 
there.

Sasha Reed recounted a nearly identical story. There were “bedbugs going 
around,” she said, “people coming out from the back with bumps and stuff. 
And they still want you to work. . . . I left the site, just left.” But as all of 
these workers’ stories suggest, job exit was usually reserved for more 
extreme incidents (if it was available to them at all), instances in which 
they felt that their subjugation or exploitation was particularly acute. 
Because of their bosses’ sticks of status coercion, job exit usually came 
with significant costs.

mobilization strategies:  “i  can  
become a soldier for human rights”

When the workers I interviewed sought justice, rather than “respect” or 
self-protection, they were more likely to deploy mobilization strategies, 
which included both rights claims and collective action. In the first case, 
even though none of these workers had access to traditional human 
resources departments, all of them could (technically) file a complaint 
with some kind of authority—though to be sure not without significant 
fear of retribution. For example, prisoners in New York State can lodge 
complaints via the prison system’s inmate grievance program,29 and those 
I interviewed did so with some frequency. Fourteen ex-prisoners said that 
they had filed at least one, and often multiple, grievances, albeit with 
mixed success. In their view, grievances were a deeply imperfect apparatus 
for justice.

C. Parks said that he filed a grievance about the incident in which the 
officer did not “pop” his gate at the usual time and he refused to rush to get 
to work. He was charged with insubordination, and as punishment he got 
a five-dollar ticket and 15 days of keeplock. To dispute these charges, the 
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27-year-old African American man requested a hearing at which his 
neighboring prisoner could testify, but, he said, “they denied my witness, 
[so I] filed a grievance.” C. Parks thus mobilized law twice in this incident: 
first by requesting a hearing and second by filing a grievance when they 
would not accept his witness at the hearing. Neither of his efforts were 
successful. “The grievance came back saying there’s no real reason for him 
to be there,” C. Parks said.

But he’s a witness! His witnessing was to tell you that I didn’t do all those 
things: I didn’t slam my gate, I didn’t cuss at him. All I said was I’m not rush-
ing, because you opened my gate late. . . . [But] they wouldn’t hear it out.

At that point, C. Parks believed it was a “lose-lose situation.” He felt he had 
no other option but to take the punishment.

Meanwhile, Jahad said that some of his coworkers in the Corcraft fac-
tory filed grievances over unexplained fluctuations in their bonuses. Such 
bonuses were important, Jahad explained, because they could as much as 
double the workers’ pay rate. “Usually we’ll get a hundred percent bonus, 
you know, eighty percent bonus or whatever,” he recalled.

[But] it was a time period where, you know, the bonus just dropped to zero 
for three, four weeks at a time, without any cause for it. We didn’t know why, 
but we know that we were putting out the same amount of product or even 
more. . . . So that was a problem. . . . We didn’t have any reason [explana-
tion]. So people filed grievances, because that was our only [recourse] or 
whatever. They file complaints, but [prison officials] said, “Oh, this is not 
grievable, just something that’s a privilege. You’re not entitled to the bonus. 
We just give you the bonus for your good work.”

Though Jahad himself had not filed a grievance in this case, it was this 
seemingly unfair and unexplained decrease in his pay, along with the dis-
parity between his wages and the factory’s multimillion-dollar sales, which 
led him to leave the job. But in doing so, he also lost the higher wages and 
sense of “normalcy” the factory job had given him.

A.T. said that he filed “many” grievances over the course of his nearly 
40-year prison sentence. Once, for example, he filed a grievance about his 
unpredictable and overly long work hours in the laundry room. As the 
64-year-old Black man recalled,
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Guys have to leave their laundry bags in the morning in front of the laundry 
room, and you know, pick them up at the end of the day. [The laundry] is 
supposed to be done. You know, these were a lot of laundry bags. . . . On the 
floor I was on, I think we had, like, [only] fifty people. But, you know, these 
are guys who were working; some work on the outside crews and stuff. They 
get dirty. They have a lot of stuff [to wash]. But the issue was that our offic-
ers always wanted to shut down the laundry room unnecessarily. So, what 
should have taken from eight to maybe one, would take me sometimes to, 
like, eight o’clock at night.

“The work is not hard,” A.T. went on to explain. The problem was that he 
was not compensated for the additional time, and the hours were simply 
too long. “I had no time for myself,” he said, “so I filed a grievance about it.” 
But his grievance was not successful. Prison officials said that they had the 
prerogative to shut down the laundry room at any time. “I kind of knew 
going in that I wasn’t going to be successful,” A.T. recalled. In fact, when-
ever prisoners file grievances, he explained, “You’re grieving the same peo-
ple who grieved you. It doesn’t really change much. All it does is let them 
know what you’re thinking. . . . But I had to try.”

Workfare workers felt the same way about “fair hearings,” procedures 
they could request to dispute workfare problems and other public assist-
ance concerns, including unwarranted sanctions.30 “But,” Tasha Love said, 
“I don’t think that works.” Take, for example, Pauline Wilson’s water-break 
incident. After she left social services that day, there was in fact a hearing 
about the incident. But as she recalled, the supervisor in question did not 
attend, and when Pauline asked why he was not there, she was told, “ ‘Well, 
we got his side of the story.’ ” But when she asked to read his version of the 
events, her request was denied. Pauline said that she then recounted her 
version of the story, including when she told her supervisor to “kiss [her] 
ass.” As she remembered it,

They said, “Well, you know you can’t disrespect him.” I said, “Well, what 
about him disrespecting me?” And the lady was like, “Well, actually, like he 
said, he doesn’t need the job that you’re doing. He has a job.” . . . I was like, 
whatever. I said, “Y’all can have this.” So, for months I was out without a job.

In Pauline’s view, the hearing was almost a rerun of the original incident: 
she was chastised for not respecting her supervisor, while his disrespectful 
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treatment of her was dismissed, even normalized. “ ‘He has a job,’ ” Pauline 
remembered them telling her, a statement that was seemingly meant to 
justify her supervisor’s authority to discipline—and even degrade—her.

Though for Pauline such legal mobilization seemed to be a futile 
attempt for justice, a few workfare workers said that this process did 
indeed allow them to claim their rights. In fact, Gail Cornwall said that 
she was able to get several sanctions overturned through fair hearings, 
though she also believed that her success provoked additional sanctions 
on her. “I think they just found a reason to take their money from me,” Gail 
said, “because I was that one that fight them. I would go for the fair hear-
ings.” Yet for the 56-year-old African American woman, the extra sanc-
tions were worth it. By filing the complaints and winning, her sense of 
justice was affirmed. “They didn’t think I was smart enough. But I was 
smart enough,” Gail declared.

I got receipts from them when I brought the paperwork in. I would ask 
downstairs—because you have to drop everything off on the first floor—I 
will say, “I need a receipt.” The receipt is my way of saying, “If you don’t have 
what you’re supposed to have from me, then you’re telling a lie, because I 
have the receipt.”

And so when Gail arrived at the hearing with all of her receipts in hand, 
showing that she had filed the requisite paperwork and therefore should not 
have been sanctioned, the judge ruled in her favor. As she went on to explain,

I don’t know if they were doing it [imposing sanctions] because they were 
going to make me feel the pain in some kind of way, which they didn’t make 
me feel the pain, because God works in all ways, you know. So, everything 
that [they] were trying to do to me, it was like hitting [them] back, you 
know. It wasn’t really hurting me. It was just that I knew I was right and I 
knew I had the paperwork. So they started treating me a little different, 
which didn’t matter, because I knew I still had to be who I am.

Ultimately, even though Gail got better treatment as a result of her legal 
mobilization, such treatment had not been her goal. For her, the goal was 
justice. “It was just that I knew I was right,” she said.

Johnny Dominoes also filed a workfare grievance, though in his case it 
was to recoup unpaid earnings rather than challenge a sanction. As the 
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54-year-old Hispanic man recalled, one of his workfare assignments was 
somewhat unusual. Instead of “volunteering” at a typical workfare site, he 
was assigned to work as a truck driver as part of New York City’s “Back to 
Work” program. The trucking employer was supposed to pay him hourly 
wages, which the city would subsidize. But like any workfare assignment, 
if Johnny did not comply with the job’s requirements, he would be sanc-
tioned. “The problem,” Johnny explained, “was I was supposed to get paid, 
but the employer held back my wages.”

He was not paying me. He explained to me that it’s not incumbent upon him 
to pay me, that I have to wait to get paid by the state, the social services, so 
[I should] speak to my caseworker. So, I kept getting the run along, but, in 
the meantime, in order not to have my case closed for failure to comply, I 
kept working for free. That lasted like a month and half, and then I finally 
got a paycheck, but it was only a meager check. [The boss] claimed that it 
was because after everything else was paid for, like, uniforms, gas, truck 
expense—all kinds of stuff—tolls, tickets, and everything. But I told him 
nobody ever told me I had to pay for gasoline tax and all this other stuff, and 
I never got a ticket. So, I said, “No, I think you’re doing something illegal 
here.” . . . So, I went back and I filed the Attorney General’s office to investi-
gate, and they forced them to pay me back what they owe. . . . I finally got 
paid after like eight months after the fact.

In the end, Johnny attained some sense of justice, and not only because he 
recouped his own wages but because his grievance—along with others’—
prompted the closing of that workfare site. “They actually investigated,” he 
said, “and they found that there were a lot of illegalities and violations 
going on with the subsidies: taking money and not paying people. . . . And 
they shut it down.” For Johnny, in this case at least, justice was served.

Although the procedures for such legal mobilization were relatively well 
defined for the workfare and incarcerated workers I interviewed,31 they were 
less standardized and more opaque for both graduate students and athletes, 
even though universities—and athletic programs and academic departments 
within them—often have some guidelines for filing complaints.32 Yet most of 
these student workers did not know how they might lodge such a complaint 
and, even more, whether doing so would be useful. As Suzanne said, “I don’t 
even know where you would complain. . . . The PIs are pretty well protected 
by the universities. I don’t think there’s a lot that can be done.”
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In fact, the ex–graduate students I interviewed often lamented the 
apparent absence of formal grievance procedures in their workplaces. 
Henry, for example, contrasted such procedures in private-sector labs 
with those in academic labs. In the former, he said, “there is a pretty clear 
line” for how to deal with workplace issues: “You should talk to your 
supervisor. There’s going to be somebody in HR that you should talk to. If 
your supervisor is unresponsive, you can talk to your supervisor’s supervi-
sor.” But “in academia, it’s like,”

Who the hell is your supervisor’s supervisor? I guess you can go talk to the 
department chair, but the department chair is not the boss of your PI. It’s 
not an accurate characterization. Even the dean, who is arguably more [the 
PI’s boss], it’s still a tenuous argument.

Emily made a similar point: “People who are real employees who are 
abused can appeal to their boss’s boss or to HR for some sort of interven-
tion. But,” the 30-year-old white woman said, “your best solution in grad 
school . . . is to leave your [lab]—and not just your best solution, but in 
many cases your only solution.” Thus, legal mobilization for graduate stu-
dents was almost unheard of. For them, job exit seemed to be the “only 
solution.”

In this regard, Gustavo was an exception among the graduate students 
I interviewed, though a few others had informally (and usually anony-
mously) contacted some kind of authority about problems with their advi-
sors. For his part, Gustavo said that he filed a complaint with the univer-
sity’s ombudsman because he believed that his authorship of a paper had 
been unfairly revoked. While in graduate school, he explained, he had 
written an article based on a set of viruses he had developed. Before sub-
mitting it for publication, however, his advisor wanted to replicate the 
results, and so publication was delayed. Gustavo then left graduate school, 
and a new student joined his advisor’s lab and ran the replications. That 
student was given first authorship by the advisor, and Gustavo was 
removed from the paper altogether. “But the truth is,” Gustavo said, “I 
developed all the technology that went into that, which was six months’ 
worth of work to develop a full suite of viruses. . . . I developed all the 
technology that made that shit happen.” Ultimately, however, his com-
plaint was unsuccessful. The other student remained first author because, 
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Gustavo explained, “the advisor has the final say.”33 Such authority is sim-
ply a given in the academy.

Meanwhile, none of the former college athletes I interviewed said that 
they had lodged formal complaints. Indeed, as others have observed, college 
athletes—in particular—have little practicable recourse against coaches’ 
mistreatment and abuse.34 They “just have to go with the flow,” as former 
basketball player Mike Smith said, or leave the team altogether, as Bruce did.

Collective legal mobilization was, not surprisingly, even less common 
than individual rights claims. Of the 121 workers I interviewed, only one—
former prisoner James D.—took part in a class action lawsuit, though two 
others were the beneficiaries of such suits: A.T. was awarded a settlement 
for his injuries during the 1971 Attica uprising, and athlete Sebastian 
Majella was awarded a settlement for the commercial use of his likeness 
in video games. James, for his part, was involved in a lawsuit against racial 
discrimination in prison; he even testified in court about the ways officers 
routinely discriminated against African American and Latino prisoners in 
job assignments, punishment, housing, and more. “The best assignments 
were going to Caucasian guys,” he explained. “And if I got caught with a 
razor and you got caught with a razor,” James told me, as African American 
“I would get an outside charge and you wouldn’t. And housing, the best 
house blocks were mostly, you know, Caucasians. . . . It was very serious.” 
Though the prisoners eventually won the case, James said that those who 
had testified were targeted for retribution as the case was moving through 
the legal system. “We were attacked by some staff who said that we were 
snitching on them,” James recalled. The prisoners were physically beaten, 
he said, showing me his scars, and then they were put in solitary confine-
ment on trumped-up charges. “They tried to say that we assaulted them,” 
James recalled, “but when the District Attorney investigated, all of our 
stories were the same, because we told the truth, and theirs wasn’t, so they 
ended up indicting some of the correction officers.” Once again, the pris-
oners won their case, but by that time James had been in “the box” for two 
full years (of a five-year sentence). Ultimately, James and the other prison-
ers got justice, but at great personal cost.

In addition to such collective legal mobilization, some of the workers I 
interviewed engaged in other forms of collective action, including work 
stoppages and worker advocacy and organizing. For instance, A.T. said 
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that he and his coworkers in the prison mess hall refused to serve break-
fast one morning to protest the officers’ treatment of a fellow prisoner. As 
A.T. explained,

There was a guy, he had some juice, working in the mess hall. . . . We’d all 
gotten juice at the same time. Now they were on him for whatever reason. It 
wasn’t really about the juice, it was about something else, but they ran up to 
this guy and told him that the juice was fermented, that he was making, you 
know, hooch, right? No. If his is fermented, mine is [too], you know? So . . . 
we were all going to stick together for this guy. . . . [The next day] we just 
refused to feed the population. . . . When the guys filed into the mess hall . . . 
we all stood against the wall and said, “If you want it, you got to get it your-
self.” Oh man! They went nuts. You know, they just took what they wanted. 
It was like almost a food fight.

As a consequence, A.T. said, the protesters were put in solitary confine-
ment and then separated from each other by being transferred to different 
prisons across the state. “It just goes to show what they will do,” he said. 
“There was like one hundred, I want to say about a hundred and twenty 
guys, they transferred every single one of us to other facilities.”

O.G. was also involved in a prison work stoppage. The goal of the pro-
test, the 62-year-old African American man explained, was to make parole 
possible for maximum-security prisoners. “We tried to push them for  
good time,” he said, because even though early release for good behavior 
was law “on the books,” it was not law “in action.”35 “In New York State, 
they say you got good time, but it was never—it was no good time,” O.G. 
said. In order to change the system, he said, prisoners first “tried to peti-
tion the commissioners and then they tried to go through the courts,  
but they wasn’t trying to give it up. So, [the prisoners] said, we can force 
their hand by [going on strike]. But that didn’t work either.” As O.G. 
recalled,

So different prisons went on strike. Everybody refused to go to programs, 
stayed in their cells. But then, they forced everybody back out. . . . They 
brought in what they call the CERT team.36 These guys dressed in orange 
and they got these big long sticks, and they come in and they start tearing up 
everybody’s cells, going to beat you down. That was to force individuals out 
of fear and intimidation to go back to work.
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The strike was broken, and the system remained intact. But even though 
such protests did not unequivocally attain justice, both O.G. and A.T. felt 
morally affirmed by their part in them. “It was the idea that if they can do 
it to him, they’re going to do it to you,” A.T. said. “We had no unions, so we 
couldn’t fight it,” O.G. explained. “Sticking together,” A.T. said, was the 
only way to do so.

Meanwhile, all five of the workfare workers I interviewed in New York 
City were active in community organizations that organized and advocated 
for the rights of poor people. As Johnny Dominoes recalled, it was his very 
first interaction with a community organizer that sparked his oppositional 
legal consciousness and led him to become involved in this advocacy work.

[The organizer] said, “Do you like the way you’re being treated?” I said, 
“No.” [She asked,] “Do you think you have a voice?” I said, “No.” “Do you 
think you could make things change for the system currently as they are?” 
I’m like, “I hope so.” She said, “Well, attend one of our meetings. You have 
rights that you’re not aware of, and you also can make the legislature change 
things.” . . . I never thought I had those rights. I never thought I could have 
a voice, and so that’s what brought me to the organization.

For Johnny, the fact that he had served in the military fueled his anger at 
this sense of rightslessness and voicelessness as a workfare worker and 
welfare recipient. “I felt humiliated and disgraced,” he said.

Because I protected my country for twelve years [in the Middle East] and I 
just don’t understand why Americans—people—are being treated this way. 
I don’t understand. I mean, we do so much for every other country, so why 
is it looked down upon when we need food or, like, a little handout or help. 
Like it’s a disgrace. And, you know, you feel like a pariah. And I just don’t 
understand that. I mean, I thought America would take good care of 
Americans first, like, what the democracy is for, what the Constitution 
stands for. . . . Yet when we [veterans] go through this system, it’s an eye-
opener. It’s very humiliating.

“So, this is my new battle,” Johnny avowed. “I can become a soldier for 
human rights—not just to fight with the bullets and take life, but now I 
can fight for human rights.”

•  •  •  •  •
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Through these strategies of resistance, the workers I interviewed sought 
to protect their bodies and minds from punishment, maintain and pro-
claim their sense of dignity in the face of subjugation and exploitation, 
and affirm and assert their legal rights and sense of justice. If measured by 
whether they generated outright change, however, such strategies were 
largely unsuccessful. Yet as previous scholarship has shown, it can be hard 
to gauge what “successful” resistance looks like. This is especially true in 
labor regimes as intensively coercive and subjugating as those behind 
bars, in which workers are expected to look down and not speak, as O.T.I. 
described. Therefore, even though A.T. believed that filing grievances 
“doesn’t really change much”—and dismissed doing so as merely “[letting] 
them know what you’re thinking”—I argue that, for prisoners, letting offic-
ers know what they are thinking is indeed a form of resistance. For in 
doing so, they are challenging the subjugation that suffuses the very struc-
ture of the prison. Thus how workers resist is fundamentally shaped by the 
particular “micro-physics of power” imposed on them, as well as by the 
institutional structures in which they are embedded. One cannot analyze 
resistance apart from its context.

Ultimately, I hope, by examining all of these workers together—as both 
workers and resisters—this analysis highlights not only their analytical 
points of intersection but also their political points of intersection. For in 
challenging their coercion and subjugation, all of these workers—as dif-
ferent from each other as they are—laid claim to the same category from 
which they are excluded: sovereign, rights-bearing workers. They argued 
that they are “grown” adults, not kids, servants, or slaves. They argued that 
they deserve “respect” and respectable jobs, not “disrespect” and “igno-
rant” work. They argued that they should get equal rights and equal treat-
ment, and they are willing to “stand up” against injustice. In so doing, they 
discursively drew on the ideological strands of productive citizenship in 
America—sovereignty, morality, and rights—to argue against their exclu-
sion from it, a form of ideological resistance which I examine next.
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 5 “I’m Getting Ethiopia 
Pay for My Work”
hegemony and counter-hegemony

I didn’t feel like a worker, I felt like a football player. I 

mean, I love football, and that’s the whole deal.

—Bill Murdock, former college football player

They should at least have us some jobs though. Like, that’s 

not a job: going out there, going to pick up somebody’s 

trash, used condoms, and stuff out on the floor. That’s not 

no job.

—Shara White, workfare worker

I felt like [my job] was prestigious, professional . . . I felt 

like a person that was going to work. I never really looked 

at it as “us versus them” or “slavery” or, you know, the pay. I 

learned to accept it as a condition of my actions.

—Miguel Fine, former prisoner

We see ourselves as employees. And because we’re employ-

ees, we should be able to have certain rights. We should be 

able to unionize. . . . [But] when we started to act that way, 

all of a sudden people talked to us about how we’re “stu-

dents,” not “employees.” But they want us to work like 

employees.

—Scott, former graduate student in molecular biology
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In this chapter, I continue my examination of resistance, but I shift my focus 
from the realm of actions to that of ideas by exploring how the workers I 
interviewed conceptualized the sociolegal category of “work” and their exclu-
sion from it. Their perspectives ranged widely. Some, like football player Bill 
Murdock above, broadly accepted—indeed, embraced—their status as some-
thing other than “workers” doing something other than “work.” Thus, they 
did not oppose their exclusion from the sociolegal category of “work” and 
they did not make any claims to the rights that this category typically yields. 
More often, however, the workers I interviewed contested their exclusion 
from “work” in some way, and in so doing they challenged its hegemonic 
social construction. Some, such as workfare worker Shara White above, 
agreed that their labor was not “work” but argued that they deserved access 
to this category and the rights and privileges it offers. “They should at least 
have us some jobs,” Shara said, because workfare is “not a job.” Meanwhile, 
workers such as former prisoner Miguel Fine and former graduate student 
Scott argued that their labor was indeed “work,” but they did not agree as to 
whether it should yield employment rights. On the one hand, even though 
Miguel felt almost like an “employee” or a “professional” in his job behind 
bars, he did not expect the wages, benefits, and other rights that such status 
usually entails. He accepted the low pay and constraints of prison labor “as a 
condition of [his] actions.” On the other hand, Scott argued that graduate 
students were indeed workers and should also have full access to employ-
ment rights and protections. “We see ourselves as employees . . . [and] they 
want us to work like employees,” he said. “We should be able to unionize.”

Scott, Miguel, Shara, and Bill thus represent the range of ways that the 
workers I interviewed justified or challenged hegemonic constructions of 
“work” and their exclusion from it. Despite this range, nearly all of these 
workers drew on the same two ideological frames: work and citizenship. 
This is not surprising, perhaps, as these interrelated ideologies are the 
foundation of modern notions of work in America. Indeed, work and citi-
zenship are mutually constitutive social constructions, jointly built on 
raced, classed, and gendered notions of morality and immorality, inde-
pendence and dependence, productivity and idleness, rights and rights-
lessness.1 Earlier I analyzed how cultural narratives stemming from these 
ideologies have been deployed to construct various categories of labor as 
something other than “work,” including the labor regimes in this book. 
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Here I examine how workers themselves deployed these ideologies, invok-
ing interrelated notions of labor productivity, responsibility, work ethic, 
independence, sovereignty, slavery, rights, and citizenship in both accept-
ing and resisting hegemonic definitions of “work.”

In doing so, these workers were engaging in practices of hegemony and 
counter-hegemony. Yet as is typical for such practices, even ideological resist-
ance often reifies hegemonic ideals in some way.2 For instance, calling prison 
work “slave labor” in an effort to challenge prisoners’ lack of pay, autonomy, 
and rights as workers—as my informants often did3—nonetheless reinforces 
the sociolegal construction of incarcerated labor as distinct from rights- 
bearing “work.” However, as scholars have argued, the same tools that reify 
hegemony can also be used to challenge it.4 I find the same in this chapter: 
cultural ideologies of work and citizenship can be deployed toward both 
hegemonic and counter-hegemonic ends, sometimes simultaneously.

Parsing such ideological resistance is important because it is the founda-
tion of social movements and, thus, social change. For as studies of social 
movements have shown, in order for acts of resistance (such as those I ana-
lyzed earlier) to become sustained social movements, activists—including 
workers themselves—must engage in a process of ideological framing: they 
must identify the problems that they believe can and should be solved; they 
must point to the causes of such problems; and they must specify the rem-
edies they seek.5 In short, ideological resistance is a necessary precursor to 
sustained social resistance and cultural change. As Antonio Gramsci and 
others have argued, moreover, subaltern groups—or “organic intellectu-
als”—are a prime source of such ideological resistance.6 “By paying focused 
attention to the accounts of subaltern people,” political scientist Paul 
Apostolidis writes, one “can discover unsuspected kernels of counterhegem-
ony.”7 Here I undertake this task, examining the accounts of these subaltern 
workers to identify such “kernels” of counter-hegemony.

embracing hegemonic definitions of work: 
“you’re not doing nothing”

As Bill Murdock’s comments above suggest, not everyone I interviewed 
argued that their labor should be sociolegally reconstructed as rights-
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bearing “work” and themselves as rights-bearing “workers.” The incarcer-
ated and workfare workers who held this view usually conceptualized 
“work” as a distinct and privileged category of productive labor that 
yielded independence, rights, and respect—which, they believed, they did 
not entirely deserve because of their (real or perceived) criminality, idle-
ness, or dependence. For instance, as Apache said at the start of this book, 
“I couldn’t really conjure somebody getting a lot of money working in 
prison. It wouldn’t really make sense to me. . . . I mean, you’re in prison, 
people are paying taxes and you’re not doing nothing.” Apache believed 
that prisoners are not productive workers, despite their labor, because 
they are (socially constructed as) dependent: other “people are paying 
taxes,” he said, and prisoners are “not doing nothing.” As a result, in his 
view incarcerated workers deserved neither rights nor respect. “Yes, [it’s] 
slave labor,” Apache said. “And I’m not an advocate—especially me being a 
Black man—of anything that got anything to do with slave labor. But we 
can’t put ourselves in prison,” he argued. “If you don’t want to be put in 
that position, then don’t go.” In Apache’s view, then, prison labor should be 
excluded from rights-bearing work. Requiring prisoners to perform “slave 
labor” made “sense” to him. Although as a Black man he recognized the 
discordance of sanctioning “slave labor,” at heart he believed that it was 
prisoners’ fault for putting themselves “in that position.”

Rodney Williams generally agreed, though he did not characterize 
prison work as “slave labor.” For the 41-year-old African American man, 
incarcerated labor was “just part of my punishment for the crime I 
committed.”

I have to be here, and they’re going to want you to do something here. You 
can’t just sit around all day and lay around. So, it was all part of the process 
really. I didn’t think of myself as a slave or a worker. No, no. I just felt like it 
was part of doing the time that I have to do, you know. That’s it.

Forty-seven-year-old Glenn also accepted compulsory prison labor as a 
reasonable part of his punishment. “We went ahead and really got our-
selves in trouble,” he said. “If you get in trouble, you got to do what you got 
to do.”

For Rodney, Glenn, and Apache, being required to work—even “slave”—
in prison was a natural consequence of their bad decisions, their criminality. 
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Each emphasized his personal responsibility for landing himself in prison 
and considered mandatory labor behind bars to be a just outcome of  
his actions. It was “punishment for the crime I committed,” Rodney said. 
“We . . . got ourselves in trouble,” Glenn said. And, in prison, “you got to do 
what you got to do.” Idleness was not an option. “You can’t just sit around all 
day,” Rodney avowed. “If you don’t want to be put in that position, then don’t 
go,” said Apache.

Workfare workers similarly drew on notions of responsibility, depend-
ence, idleness, and productivity in justifying their compulsory labor and 
their exclusion from hegemonic definitions of work. “I don’t disagree” that 
welfare recipients should have to work, 23-year-old Tasha Love said.

I feel like, if you didn’t have to work, then it’d be a lot more people that’s 
being lazy, and not really understanding the facts of working. . . . I really 
don’t mind it, because it’s like, if you’re not doing something, you’re just 
doing nothing. You know what I mean? I’d rather do something than 
nothing.

This young Black woman did not mind being required to work, and she 
condemned laziness to underscore her point. In so doing, she—like many 
of the workfare workers I interviewed—drew stark symbolic boundaries 
between herself and the mythical and much-maligned population of “lazy” 
welfare recipients.8 In her view, as in much of the rhetoric surrounding 
welfare (as well as incarceration), mandatory non-rights-bearing labor 
was the only culturally available alternative to unacceptable laziness and 
dependence. For as both Tasha Love and Apache argued, even though 
workfare and incarcerated workers were, and should be, excluded from 
rights-bearing work, they were not exempt from the cultural obligation to 
perform labor and avoid idleness and “dependence.”9

A number of other workfare workers agreed. As 26-year-old Alice Perry 
said of workfare, “I guess it made me feel like you was working instead of 
just doing nothing and getting their money. So, I guess that was a good 
thing, because they put you to work.” Had she not been doing workfare, 
this Black woman went on to argue, she felt that she would have been 
unfairly “using” the welfare system. “I’m not the type of person, you  
know, to just take from a person and just use them,” Alice explained. In 
her view, her labor for the welfare system offset her sense of dependence. 
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Twenty-six-year-old Tasha Mack felt the same. “If they wasn’t doing this 
[workfare program],” this African American woman said, “we would be at 
home not doing nothing.”

It just made me feel a little bit better to just go and do something. . . . It’s not 
like I’m sitting in the house doing nothing. . . . I treat it as a job, because they 
pay my bills. And if I don’t come here, that means me being sanctioned, and 
that leads to me having problems paying my rent, paying my bills. So I pretty 
much do what I got to do.

As her comments suggest, even though Tasha characterized workfare as a 
“job,” she did so to frame it as an obligation rather than productive labor. 
She did not expect it to offer the rights and privileges of legally defined 
employment. It was enough that it helped “pay [her] bills” and prevented 
her from being sanctioned—and, perhaps even more important, that it 
kept her from being idle: she felt “a little bit better to just go and do some-
thing.” In her view, even though workfare was neither productive labor nor 
rights-bearing work, at least she was not “sitting in the house doing 
nothing.”

In a similar vein, April Johnson argued that workfare enabled welfare 
recipients to avoid idleness and dependence and thus fulfill the central 
obligations of responsible adulthood. “Yeah, I think people should [be 
required to work for public assistance],” the 36-year-old African American 
woman said.

They shouldn’t get it for free. They should work, people should work. You 
don’t want people just to think they can just sit around all day and just 
receive welfare for nothing. And people should want to not want to sit 
around, and want to show their kids what life is really all about.

Adults have an obligation to work, April argued, and parents have an obli-
gation to “show their kids what life is really all about,” which in her view 
was work and responsibility, not laziness and dependence. “Nobody gets 
free money,” Ambrosia Washington said, echoing April. “You got to work. 
It’s like having a job, but at lower terms, standards.” Like the others, the 
29-year-old Black woman accepted and legitimized workfare’s exclusion 
from rights-bearing employment, while also affirming the expectation 
that workfare workers perform labor to avoid (socially constructed) 
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dependence and idleness. In just one sentence, Ambrosia perfectly cap-
tured these workfare workers’ embrace of hegemonic definitions of work.

Some former college athletes and graduate students also embraced 
their exclusion from the sociolegal category of “work.” Unlike workfare 
and incarcerated workers, however, they did not frame this category as 
more privileged than their own. In their view, perhaps not surprisingly, 
theirs was not “a job . . . at lower terms,” as Ambrosia said of workfare. 
Rather, they viewed their status as athletes and PhD students as distinct 
from—and sometimes even preferred over—being a “worker.” As 29-year-
old M.K. said, she “didn’t feel exploited at all” as a college athlete.

I’m actually probably one of the few athletes that is against paying college 
athletes. I mean, it is what it is in my eyes. I didn’t feel exploited in any way, 
because I was doing what I love . . . I was doing something that I was so pas-
sionate about, and that I loved so much. That was all that mattered to me.

For M.K., because she was doing something that she “loved so much,” she 
did not feel like a worker and she certainly did not feel “exploited.” As this 
African American former basketball player went on to explain, even 
though she believed that athletes could be given “more perks,” she strongly 
believed that they should not “get paid.” In her view, athletes are already 
overly “entitled,” which would only be exacerbated by remuneration—that 
is, worker rights and privileges.

I feel like paying these athletes is just going to further entitle them, because 
these athletes are getting paid in college [via cost-of-living stipends]. And 
then they turn around and they don’t make pros, or they’re in a sport that 
doesn’t have a professional need. And then they’re like, “Okay, well.” [They 
don’t know what to do]. They’re not just going to be handed a job when they 
leave college, but they’ve been handed money for four years. I know one 
freshman, and she lives in Maryland, she saved twelve thousand dollars in 
her freshman year just from money that the university had given her for dif-
ferent things. I’m like, that’s insane, twelve thousand dollars, that’s crazy. . . . 
And all the other [athletes] just spent it on ridiculous things. So, it’s like 
you’re just giving them money to blow, essentially.

Echoing the workfare workers above, M.K. drew on notions of depend-
ence and responsibility in her embrace of athletes’ exclusion from hegem-
onic definitions of work. College athletes are not workers, she argued 
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forcefully, and so they are not appropriately earning their stipends (which, 
it should be noted, M.K. and the other athletes I interviewed did not 
receive, as they graduated before the stipends were implemented in 2015). 
Because athletes are just being “handed money,” M.K. argued, they are not 
gaining a proper sense of responsibility; they “blow” their money “on 
ridiculous things”10 and they assume that they will “be handed a job” after 
college. “That’s insane,” she said, “that’s crazy.” Being an athlete “is what it 
is,” M.K. argued, which in her view is not rights-bearing work.

Bill Murdock agreed. As the 34-year-old white man said, “I didn’t feel 
like a worker, I felt like a football player.”

I mean, I love football, and that’s the whole deal. Like, that’s what I felt like 
I was doing. And, just like our coach said, “football is second” with his finger 
pointing number one, and “academics first” with his fingers pointing 
number two, right? That’s for sure how I felt.

As with M.K., Bill’s “love” for football precluded any sense of being a 
“worker.” First and foremost, he felt like an athlete—“a football player”—in 
contrast to NCAA and university rhetoric that college athletes are always 
“students first, athletes second.”11 As Bill recalled, his coach clarified his 
team’s true priorities with his fingers (even as he gave lip service to the 
party line): football was number one, and academics was number two. Bill 
wholeheartedly agreed.

Many of the former athletes I interviewed said that they had felt the same 
during much of their college careers, though they also often recounted a shift 
away from this full-fledged embrace of college sports as a labor of love dis-
tinct from “work.” For instance, Kyle Bronstein said that when he was in 
college, he identified entirely as “an athlete.” “It’s almost like, I don’t even like 
the term ‘student-athlete.’ . . . I mean, I would say ‘athlete-student,’ ” the 
26-year-old white man explained. “People asked what I majored in, [and I’d 
say] I majored in football my first two years. That’s what I cared about.” In 
retrospect, however, Kyle saw himself as a “worker” more than an “athlete” 
while he was in college, because, he explained, Division I football players are 
“the ground floor to the revenue stream.” Thus, for Kyle, because athletes 
generate financial returns, they are indeed workers.

Likewise, though Lawrence ultimately came to feel like an exploited 
worker (or “slave”) as a college athlete—largely because of the commodifi-
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cation of his body—at first he proudly embraced his identity as an athlete. 
“I have mixed emotions,” the 31-year-old African American man  
explained.

I’d say more so in the beginning, you know, I took pride in being an athlete 
on campus and stuff like that, because everybody’s going to know who you 
are. . . . But later on, like when I started preparing for the NFL draft and 
everything, I felt like a slave.

Lindsay recounted a similar transformation. At the start of her college 
career, she recalled,

I’m thinking like, “Holy shit, this is awesome” because, you know, my school 
is paid for. Like, “This is such a good opportunity.” My family wouldn’t have 
been able to afford for me to go here, and . . . I probably wouldn’t have 
gotten into [this exclusive school] just on my own. So, I was like just super 
naïve, and just thankful.

But “the more [she] went through,” the 25-year-old Black woman recalled, 
the more she “started to realize that it’s not really adding up.”

So, I started to see things like, for example, we went to the Final Four. And 
I think we got a watch or something. Like, we didn’t get anything extra from 
that. But our coaches made . . . like twenty, thirty thousand dollars off of our 
Final Four round in their bonuses. Off of our backs, and our labor. And so, I 
said, you know, this system is broken. . . . The people in power [are] benefit-
ing off of student-athletes.

Although Lindsay eventually came to see college athletics as a highly 
exploitative system, for most of her college career she did not. She felt 
“thankful” for the “opportunity” to play basketball at an elite level and to 
study at an elite institution.

Most of the former graduate students I interviewed believed that their 
lab research was indeed “work,” but a few did not. M.G., for example, said 
that she did not feel like a “worker” while she was doing her graduate 
research. Rather, she “felt like a scientist-in-training” or “like an intern.” 
As the 35-year-old biracial woman explained,

I wasn’t like just a worker or a number. I felt like I was an important con-
tributor to science. . . . I was a student in a sense, yeah, I was learning. . . . 
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But I felt like it was always towards my ultimate goal to be able to be an 
independent scientist working on important scientific questions.

M.G. did not see herself as a “worker” because, in her view, workers are 
dehumanized (“just . . . a number”) in a way that she did not experience as 
a graduate student. Instead, she saw herself as relatively privileged—more 
than “just a worker”—while also being dependent in a way that workers 
are not. She felt like “an intern,” a trainee on her way to becoming an 
“independent scientist.” “Looking back,” M.G. continued,

I don’t know how much I would change [about graduate school]. I think I 
got what I really wanted to get out of it. If there was a way to make more 
money out of it, I guess that would be cool. But I don’t know. . . . It was actu-
ally a really positive experience.

For M.G., more money would have been “cool” but not necessary. She “got 
what [she] really wanted” from graduate school: education, training, and 
mentorship. Yet by her own account, her experience was unique. M.G. was 
already a parent before entering graduate school, and so her main crite-
rion for selecting a lab and advisor was family-friendliness—not research 
agenda or reputation—and she was able to get what she wanted. Her 
graduate advisor, M.G. said, was “very much aware of family needs coming 
first.” “He was a great guy, very supportive, family oriented,” she went on, 
but he was an “exception.” Thus, unlike most of the other former graduate 
students I interviewed, M.G. had a strong sense of her advisor’s support 
for her family, training, and research, which led her to interpret her grad-
uate school experience as distinct from—and better than—the dehuman-
izing world of “work.”

Nik’s experience was also unique among the former students I inter-
viewed, which similarly shaped his views of graduate school and his sense 
of himself as a graduate student. As the 35-year-old man explained, he 
had worked in a high-paying “corporate environment” before graduate 
school. Though he had “enjoyed it in the beginning,” Nik said of his corpo-
rate job, “it got very boring.”

I wasn’t learning as much, and . . . it wasn’t actually very satisfying for me. 
So, when I started thinking about grad school . . . I had, I think, a different 
perspective than most grad students. . . . Because I felt my brain was a bit 
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starving, and I had all these things: all these ideas and all these questions. 
And I wanted to have the time to read all these papers that I would down-
load while I was working, but never had time to read. And I wanted hands-
on training, you know, learning actually how to do experiments with ani-
mals, and neuroscience experiments, and learning about actual methods—and 
then actually doing them. And so, for me, my main goal was just to learn, to 
sort of satisfy this curiosity that I had about the brain, neuroscience. And in 
my lab I had full freedom to do that, and that was good.

As his comments suggest, Nik’s prior work experience was not the only 
thing that distinguished him from the other graduate students I inter-
viewed; his “full freedom” in the lab was also a key point of difference. For 
though the other graduate students reported varying degrees of autonomy 
in their lab work—ranging from some to very little—none of them reported 
anything like the “full freedom” that Nik described. As he explained, his 
was a “very unique lab environment,” in which students “basically got to 
do whatever [they] wanted. So,” Nik said, “I got to spend the first three 
years trying some crazy idea I had, that no one had ever tried before. . . . It 
failed. But I learned a lot along the way.” For Nik, then, as for M.G., gradu-
ate school was centered on learning rather than labor. His expansive free-
dom to pursue his own “crazy idea”—combined with his belief that he 
could return to the corporate world whenever he wanted (“I knew at any 
time if I was unhappy, I could just leave and go back”)—allowed him to 
embrace his role as student rather than worker.

challenging hegemonic definitions of work:  
“i  don’ t see why we should be getting any  
less than anybody else”

More often than fully embracing hegemonic definitions of work, the workers 
I interviewed challenged them in some way. In the sections that follow, I ana-
lyze their ideological resistance across three categories. First, some workers—
all of them in workfare—agreed with their labor’s exclusion from hegemonic 
definitions of work, but challenged their exclusion from rights-bearing 
employment. Rather than “wasting” their time with workfare, they wanted a 
“real” job, which workfare prevented them from getting. The second group of 
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workers argued the opposite: their labor was indeed valuable and productive 
(not “slave” labor or punishment, as argued above), but even so, it should not 
yield the full rights and privileges typically associated with such work. The 
third group combined these two counter-hegemonic ideals by arguing that 
their labor was productive and valuable work and should therefore provide all 
of the rights and privileges of legally defined employment. Throughout, as we 
will see, these workers arranged and rearranged the same ideologies of work 
and citizenship in an effort to challenge (in one way or another) their exclu-
sion from hegemonic constructions of work.

“This is not a job. . . . I’d rather go punch a clock”

When I asked Shara White whether welfare recipients should have to 
work for public assistance, the 30-year-old African American woman said, 
“I understand what the welfare is trying to say, like, it’s not going to be just 
sitting on your butt and collecting our money. So, that’s why it’s called 
‘welfare to work.’ . . . But, at the same time,” she said, “they should at least 
have us some jobs though. Like, that’s not a job: going out there, going to 
pick up somebody’s trash, used condoms, and stuff out on the floor. That’s 
not no job, you know what I’m saying?” In Shara’s view, workfare was not 
“work,” and welfare recipients should have access to real “jobs” rather than 
“going to pick up somebody’s trash.” To justify such claims, Shara con-
demned both laziness and dependence: you cannot “be just sitting on your 
butt and collecting [state] money,” she avowed. By underscoring her own 
dedication to work and independence, as well as her own aversion to lazi-
ness, Shara laid claim to rights-bearing employment. She could—and 
should—be a productive worker-citizen.

Many of the workfare workers I interviewed echoed Shara’s claims, 
similarly drawing on notions of work ethic, laziness, dependence, and 
responsibility to differentiate workfare from “real” jobs and argue for 
access to rights-bearing work. As Makita Ross said, “I mean, you should 
do something” in order to receive public assistance.

You shouldn’t just sit at home and, you know, not do nothing. So you won’t 
be comfortable and be stuck on the system. You should be able to do some-
thing for anything somebody gives you.
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But, the 32-year-old African American woman continued, that “some-
thing” should be centered on employment, not workfare. Public assistance 
programs, Makita argued, should be helping people “seek jobs, preparing 
you résumés, getting you ready for job interviews, making sure you have 
daycare after your job, and stuff like that.” But as it was, Makita said, 
workfare is “just a waste of time.” “Because they take fifty people to do a 
job that five people can do. It’s not like the job they’re asking us to do is a 
waste. It’s just that you don’t need that many people.” Thus, unlike many 
of the other workfare workers I interviewed, Makita thought the labor of 
workfare was at least somewhat valuable—she believed that people should 
clean the parks—but on the whole she saw workfare as a “waste” of poten-
tially productive labor. In her view, the goal of workfare was just “keeping 
you busy . . . making you do something.” “That’s just the way the system is 
set up,” she said.

Chandrea Jackson agreed. “I mean, I’m cool with everything I got to 
do,” the 32-year-old African American woman said. “I know it’s a respon-
sibility [to work] to collect your benefits. . . . I don’t have no problem with 
doing this.” But, she said, she wanted a real “job” instead of “picking up 
paper, cleaning up the bathrooms.” “Find me a job,” Chandrea avowed, “a 
full-time job.” Chandrea believed in work (as well as in individual respon-
sibility), and she believed that she deserved the rights and respect it gar-
nered. Likewise, 23-year-old Felisha Jones said, “We’re supposed to be 
here looking for jobs, not cutting grass, not picking up rocks. We’re sup-
posed to be here looking for a job, not mowing lawn.” For Felisha, having 
to do unpaid labor that city employees should be doing for pay made 
workfare “slave work.” As the African American woman went on to explain,

Shoo! It’s just crazy, how we got to do this, and they’re supposed to be having 
the city doing this. . . . Because, like, we were planting flowers over there at 
that circle, and I was like, “Why are the [city workers] not doing it?” I was 
like, “That’s slave work.” And cutting grass and doing that stuff behind [this 
building], that’s slave work. . . . I think it’s slave work because the city sup-
posed to be doing this. Not us.

Tara Collins felt the same, emphasizing the unjustness of workfare work-
ers’ unpaid “dirty” jobs as well as the lack of respect for them. “People be 
sitting up there like, ‘I’m about to go to work, I’m about to go to work,’ ” the 
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38-year-old Black woman said of other workfare workers. “This not your 
‘job.’ They don’t even respect you here. They don’t even know your name,” 
she declared. Workfare, as Tara argued, “is supposed . . . to help you learn 
how to succeed and how to keep a job. [But] it’s really a deterrent. We’re 
coming here every day, getting ate up, dirty, mowing grass, shoveling 
snow. . . . That’s not ‘work,’ that’s ignorant.” In Tara’s view, having to do the 
“ignorant” labor of workfare prevented her from gaining the rights and 
respect of real employment.

Kim Hunky strongly agreed, and like many of these workfare workers, 
she marshaled notions of work ethic, responsibility, productivity, depend-
ence, and slavery to make her point. For example, when I asked whether 
she felt “like a worker” while doing workfare, Kim said, “No. I feel like a 
slave. I feel like a slave, because—for one—it’s not a job.” Workfare work-
ers, the 25-year-old African American woman argued, are performing 
labor that others are “actually getting paychecks for . . . which is not fair.”

I think it’s a waste of time, period. Like, it’s not working for welfare, it’s slav-
ing for welfare. It’s slaving. . . . Why would I have to come to this park and 
pick up some cigarette butts of somebody else’s, when I could be out here 
doing more? . . . I’d rather go punch a clock. . . . My sister’s been here for like 
a couple of years, and she’ll rather pick up the garbage from the parks and 
everything, because she will call it her “job.” This is not a job. You’re working 
for some assistance, when you could be working for a paycheck every  
week.

In Kim’s view, then, workfare is not the productive labor that she wants 
and deserves. “It’s not a job,” she repeatedly proclaimed, while also empha-
sizing her own ethic of work. She wanted to be “doing more,” “working for 
a paycheck,” and “punch[ing] a clock.” “And you would expect for them to 
help you with something like that,” Kim continued.

If you tell me my long-term goal is to have a full-time job, why you can’t help 
me get that? . . . Why don’t you do that instead of making me come clean up 
a park, which is not going to benefit me? Because ain’t nobody is going to 
come passing by, “Oh yeah, she picked up the most garbage, I’m going to 
hire her.” You see what I’m saying? I don’t see it benefiting anybody. It’s not. 
Because every day you still go clean the same parks, pick up the same gar-
bage you picked up yesterday, but ain’t nobody going to hire you.
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Thus, despite widespread rhetoric to the contrary,12 Kim argued that 
workfare would not lead to employment. No one would hire her for having 
“picked up the most garbage.” Even more, she believed that workfare pre-
vented her from finding such employment and, therefore, precluded her 
from adhering to the welfare system’s (and her own) construal of “inde-
pendence” and “responsibility.” “Once you go to an appointment” with a 
caseworker, Kim explained,

The first thing they say is, “Well, we don’t want to take care of you and your 
kids forever.” Well, this is what you are doing. I can’t get a job, because y’all 
want me to be here. By the time I leave here—guess what—it’s time for me 
to go pick my kids up from daycare. So, I’m still in the same position, because 
every day it’s the same thing. . . . Y’all giving us the right to do nothing, and 
accept these benefits, which is not fair.

For Kim, requiring workfare workers to perform unproductive labor—
“nothing,” labor that was not “benefiting anybody”—was already wasteful 
and unjust but all the more so because it prevented them from attaining 
rights-bearing employment and conforming to cultural expectations of 
responsible adulthood. For like all of the workfare workers I interviewed, 
Kim only had subsidized daycare for her children during workfare hours. 
Therefore, she could not search for employment—at least not during nor-
mal work hours or without her kids in tow—and remain in compliance. 
Yet like most Americans, and the workfare workers in this book,13 Kim 
believed deeply in the importance of work, independence, and individual 
responsibility. And so to her great frustration she felt forced into a cycle of 
dependence from which she could not break free. “If you get cash assist-
ance, you need to work for it,” she avowed. “But make me get out here and 
work. Don’t make me get out here and slave. I’m not a slave. Those days 
are over.”

“I looked past how much they were paying me”

While the workfare workers above argued that their labor was not work 
but that they deserved rights-bearing employment, the workers in this 
section argued the reverse: that their labor was indeed valuable and pro-
ductive “work,” but that they did not deserve the full rights and privileges 
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that such work typically provided. Like those above, these workers 
accepted some aspects of hegemonic definitions of work while rejecting 
others; but in their case, they accepted their exclusion from the status of 
“worker” while, contrary to hegemonic portrayals of their labor, asserting 
that theirs was nonetheless “real” work.

Many of the workers in this category were prisoners. “I thought about 
myself as a worker,” 27-year-old D.Q. said of his many jobs behind bars, 
which included working in the mess hall and on the grounds-keeping 
crew.

Because, I guess, for the simple fact that . . . I’m in prison. So I just felt the 
[low] pay came with me being in prison. But when I was going to work, I 
was going to work. It was just the difference of how much I was getting paid. 
But I accepted it, you know. At least it was something, at least I wasn’t work-
ing for free.

Likewise, Miguel Fine said that he “felt like a person that was going to 
work” in his job as an inmate grievance representative.14 “I felt very confi-
dent in who I was, and learned to accept that these are the rules here,” the 
27-year-old Hispanic man explained.

Even though I didn’t agree with it, I said, this is jail, like, this is not a hotel 
or whatever, Hollywood or whatever like that. So, I knew there were certain 
restrictions, you just have to accept them.

Both D.Q. and Miguel accepted—and legitimized—prison labor’s exclu-
sion from employment rights and privileges. In their view, the low pay and 
other “restrictions” of incarcerated labor were simply a function of the 
institution and did not prevent them from seeing themselves as “workers” 
performing important and productive labor.

Jack Johnson agreed, even though there were moments when he and 
his fellow prisoners would complain about their low pay and hard work 
behind bars. As the 60-year-old Black man recalled,

There were times—private times—we talked about, “Man, they’re just dog-
ging us out for thirty-seven cent, blah, blah, blah.” . . . You know, I talk [like 
that] because I’m human and I’m locked up . . . so let’s talk about how 
they’re just working us to death.
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But in general, Jack continued, “I looked past how much they were paying 
me.” Particularly in his job as a facilitator in anger management classes, 
Jack believed that he “was giving the knowledge to help somebody else. 
We take so much from our community,” he went on. “Why not give some-
thing back?” For Jack, his labor was deeply important and, like Miguel 
and D.Q., he highlighted notions of responsibility, hard work, and produc-
tivity to emphasize his point.

Qwon also felt that his labor behind bars was valuable, even his less 
prestigious jobs, such as janitorial work. Yet like Apache, Qwon equated 
prison labor to slavery. “I never wouldn’t say that it ain’t the new slave 
trade,” the 31-year-old African American man said. But “I never felt like no 
slave. . . . I was never exploited. I felt the value” even though, he allowed, 
prisoners work extremely hard. “You work. You’re going to work. Them 
industries, oh, you’re going to work. By all means, you’re going to be hot, 
sweaty, everything.” Even still, Qwon argued, the labor was valuable. “Say, 
if I didn’t do my job,” he explained,

Then it wouldn’t get done. If I don’t do A, then B won’t get done. If B don’t 
get done, C won’t get done. So I looked at myself as an employee, because I 
was a part of it. I was working. I ain’t looked down on myself or nothing. 
Because, like I said, I was open-minded. I gave myself the benefit of the 
doubt. . . . And I was ambitious. I was determined to be right there. So, I 
looked at myself in the positive light, despite where I was at, what I was 
doing.

Even though he was incarcerated, then, earning minimal wages and (at 
times at least) performing what might be considered menial labor, Qwon 
felt like “an employee.” He “felt the value” in his labor and therefore 
“looked at [him]self in the positive light.” He “was working.” He never felt 
like a “slave.”

Yet later in the interview, Qwon also argued that prisoners should earn 
more for their labor—not as much as nonprisoners, he said, but more than 
they currently earn (which in New York State is usually 10–33 cents an 
hour).15 In his view, the “bare minimum” wage for prisoners should be “at 
least twenty dollars every two weeks,” or no less than 34 cents per hour.16 
“Because, I’m going to be real,” Qwon told me, “it really don’t cost that 
much to be in prison.” Even still, he believed that prisoners’ wages should 
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reflect the value of their labor to the institution. Therefore, in his estima-
tion, while basic jobs might garner just $20 every two weeks, “the bare 
minimum for industry [jobs] should at least be two hundred dollars” 
every two weeks (or about $3.33/hour) and $100 for food service workers 
($1.66/hour). “If it wasn’t for these inmates,” he avowed, “the facility won’t 
be ran, period.” In Qwon’s view, prisoners’ labor was essential to the insti-
tution,17 and their wages should reflect such value, even as they should not 
match free-world wages.

Variants of this argument were relatively common among the incarcer-
ated workers I interviewed. Some 60 percent of my ex-prisoner informants 
believed that prisoners should earn higher wages but not as high as the 
federal minimum wage. They accepted their exclusion from employment 
rights, in this case the Fair Labor Standards Act, while still contesting the 
meagerness of their remuneration. In doing so, they usually made one of 
three overlapping arguments. Some, such as Qwon, argued that prisoners’ 
wages should better reflect the value of their labor to the prison. Others 
similarly highlighted the value of their labor, but emphasized more their 
sense of exploitation. Paying prisoners higher wages, they argued, would 
diminish the outsized—and therefore unduly exploitative—disparity 
between their wages and the value of their labor to the institution. As 
24-year-old Dom said, “They make so much money off of us that they can 
give us a little more than sixteen cents an hour. . . . Like, I’ve seen dudes 
getting four dollars every two weeks, and they’re working hard! That’s 
crazy. That’s crazy. That’s slavery. It was slavery.” Even still, the African 
American man said, he “didn’t pay too much attention to it like that.”

Because I didn’t want to, you know, degrade myself. I didn’t want to look at 
myself no lower than . . . what I already am. . . . So I just stuck with it. I 
didn’t want to categorize myself as a lowlife. So I just didn’t categorize 
myself at all, because it was too much.

For Dom, such low wages made prison labor “slavery.” But, by exerting 
considerable emotional labor it seems, he “didn’t pay too much attention 
to it like that.” He did not want to “degrade [him]self ” even more.

Meanwhile, other former prisoners cited the costs of incarceration—as 
well as the costs of simply living behind bars—as the primary reason why 
incarcerated workers should be paid more. In point of fact, prisoners are 
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responsible for a range of expenses, including fees and surcharges levied by 
the criminal justice system,18 as well as the cost of purchasing provisions at 
the prison commissary (including toiletries, food, and over-the-counter 
medications).19 Over and again, prisoners told me that surviving finan-
cially behind bars could be difficult, especially for those who did not receive 
“outside” money from family members. Accordingly, prisoners such as Tim 
Jones argued that incarcerated workers should be paid “enough to get by” 
in prison. As the 28-year-old African American man explained,

I’m not going to count on talking about nobody’s smoking habits, cigarettes 
and so forth. I’m just talking about food. If a guy—with no family support—
only makes ten dollars every two weeks (because that’s what you make, ten 
dollars every two weeks) . . . and the water system in the jail was coming out 
grayish, rusted-looking water. So, obviously, you know that’s what they’re 
using down there to cook the food. [Or] they may be serving something you 
do not eat, you’re allergic to it or whatever case may be. So, if you want to be 
able to cook some food in the dorm for hisself, I’d say at least let them make 
eighteen or nineteen dollars [every two weeks]. It’s not a lot, but . . . it’s 
enough to get by. It’s enough to where you could buy you some food to help 
you last through the week. And enough to buy cosmetics,20 a few stamps, 
envelopes to write to your family and stay in contact with them.

James D. agreed. In his view, prison wages “should be commensurate with 
whatever living wage is for prison.” But even as he applied free-world “liv-
ing wage” language to prisoner remuneration, James did not believe that 
prisoners should earn free-world wages. Thus, largely conforming to 
hegemonic constructions of them and their labor, James and these other 
former prisoners accepted their exclusion from the rights and privileges of 
“work,” even as they did not entirely “look past” their low pay (as did Jack, 
D.Q., and Miguel above). Instead, they drew on attenuated notions of 
work and citizenship to argue for living wages behind bars.

Workers in the other groups made parallel arguments. For instance, 
workfare workers such as Chandrea Jackson argued that they should get 
more than the meager cash benefits they received for their labor, but not 
as much as the federal minimum wage. Though, as quoted above, 
Chandrea ultimately argued that she wanted a “job” rather than workfare, 
she also said, “If we were getting over one thousand dollars [a month], 
then that’s something to work for. But the little petty cash we get, it’s not 
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enough to go out there and work for.” Having to work for so little money 
made her feel “like a lowlife.” John T. agreed. “I think [workfare workers] 
should get a little more,” the 53-year-old African American man said.

If I got to go in there and do the same thing you do, I may not get as much 
as you [since you’re not doing workfare], but I may get a little more money 
than what they give. . . . Maybe not even minimum wage, but something 
that you will feel appreciated.

“But the way they do it [now],” he explained,

you go in there with a mind-set: “These people dogging me, man. I don’t 
even want to be here.” And this is where my mind was, especially when I sat 
up there and figured how much they were giving me an hour.

Although John did not believe that workfare workers should earn mini-
mum wage—“as much as you”—he believed that the system’s minimal ben-
efits rendered workfare degrading. He felt they were “dogging” him. 
Likewise, 52-year-old Peter Blacker said, “I’m not asking for, you know, X 
amount, a great amount. Just make it worth my while, because they [only] 
give you enough to cover the bare, bare, bare minimum.”

In a similar vein, a number of former athletes argued that while college 
athletes should not be paid wages per se, they should be able to earn 
money from their athleticism. “I have a very strong opinion about this,” 
Jayce said. “I don’t think that they should be paid by the university, [but] 
I think that it’s ridiculous that you cannot endorse yourself.” As scholar-
ship athletes, the 29-year-old white man went on to explain,

you’re getting a lot from a university. I mean, I’ve graduated with no student 
loans, and every single thing paid for, my room and my board, everything. 
To me that was worth thirty thousand dollars a year, which I thought was 
fantastic. . . . But for someone to tell me that I can’t take money from some-
body else, that I can’t endorse myself, or I can’t do local commercials, or I 
can’t go out and do this and that—that, to me, is hurting my future in 
football.

Former basketball player Mike Smith agreed. “I think they can give these 
kids more opportunity to make a little more money,” the 37-year-old white 
man said.
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If you’re a star player, or whatever, if you can make money off the court, 
away from basketball, you know, why not do it? Why can’t a star player go do 
an appearance in the mall or something? I don’t see how that will hurt any-
thing . . . I don’t see the downside. . . . I don’t know how that will hurt col-
lege sports.

Likewise, Tom Vine argued that college athletics should be “more of a 
free-market system,” not by paying athletes but by allowing them to “earn 
money outside of the university.” Thus, while Tom, Mike, and Jayce 
accepted many of athletes’ exclusions from the sociolegal category of 
“worker,” they challenged others. In particular, they believed that athletes’ 
economic independence should not be so highly constrained. They argued 
that athletes should be able to profit from their athleticism as if they were 
free-market workers, even though they should not be paid free-market 
wages by their universities.

Yet other athletes did not challenge such limits on their economic inde-
pendence. Echoing D.Q., Miguel Fine, and Jack Johnson above, these 
former athletes simply accepted the constraints of the institution for 
which they labored, even as they also believed that theirs was valuable 
labor. For instance, though 33-year-old Paulo said that he could “see both 
sides” of the debate about paying college athletes, the Mexican man ulti-
mately argued against their remuneration. “For me, I don’t know. I feel 
like, ‘Hey, listen, you’re playing college football. You get your school paid 
for. Enjoy it. And then if you get a chance to go to the next level, good for 
you.’ ” Molly agreed, even as she also characterized basketball as her “job” 
in college. As the 23-year-old African American woman explained,

You’re there to play the sport. So, the scholarship is what’s getting you into 
the school. So, even though we’re technically student-athletes first, it usually 
feels like you’re an athlete-student, because your job is to play the sport. . . . 
So, yeah, we’re “student-athletes”—technically—but our job and our priority 
is kind of like “athlete-student.”

But, Molly continued, she “didn’t feel like [she] was exploited.” Though 
she recognized that other athletes might feel that way, especially football 
players, “because football generates the most money at schools,” Molly did 
not. She felt that her university had done everything it could to help her 
succeed in her “job” as an athlete.
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They provide, I mean, everything they provide for us is in support of that. 
So, we have resources academically, and resources for nutrition, and 
resources to physically do [our] best. So, like everything that they do is to 
make your athlete experience as comfortable and as easy as possible.

For Molly and these other athletes, then, their work as athletes was both 
important and valuable, but it should not be included in sociolegal defini-
tions of “work.” Like Qwon in prison, Molly did not feel “exploited.” “You’re 
there to play the sport,” she said. “You’re getting a lot from a university,” 
Jayce said, “which I thought was fantastic.” “You’re playing college foot-
ball,” Paulo said, emphasizing its distinction from real work. “This is jail,” 
former prisoner Miguel said in a similar vein. “This is not a hotel.” “I’m in 
prison,” D.Q. said. “I just felt the pay came with me being in prison.” These 
workers accepted the “restrictions” of the institutions for which they lab-
ored and found the “value” in their work. “Enjoy it,” Paulo said.

“We’re not getting what we’re supposed to get,  
we’re still Americans”

While the workers in the previous two sections espoused various combi-
nations of hegemonic and counter-hegemonic definitions of work, here I 
analyze those who articulated more full-fledged ideological resistance 
against their labor’s exclusion from rights-bearing work. Yet much like the 
workers above, those in this section tended to draw on the same ideolo-
gies—notions of rights and slavery, labor value and productivity, inde-
pendence and responsibility—to make their case, although they were 
more likely than those above to emphasize rights and citizenship.

In prison, 27-year-old Garcia argued, incarcerated workers should get 
“at least the minimum wage. I mean, I don’t see why we should be getting 
any less than anybody else,” the Black and Hispanic man avowed. “Because 
we do all the same work and have all the same responsibilities.” Their cur-
rent wages, Garcia avowed, are “slave wages” (though he then amended 
that claim, saying that it is an “oxymoron to say it’s ‘slave wages’ ” and 
therefore “it’s more like sharecropper wage”). In so doing, Garcia—like the 
many workers in this study who deployed “slavery” as a discursive tool—
was simultaneously invoking notions of labor productivity, rights, citizen-
ship, dependence, and independence.
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D.D.G. agreed, but instead of emphasizing prisoners’ “work” and 
“responsibilities,” he underscored—again and again—their rights as 
American citizens. “We’re not getting what we’re supposed to get,” the 
28-year-old Black man argued. “We’re still Americans. We’re still in 
America. We still all grew up with the same American flag.”

I got the American flag on my shirt right now, miss. So I’m American. I’m 
here in this country, I’m a citizen. So, I still got certain rights . . . I got human 
rights. So, if that’s the case, then I’m denied my human rights [in prison]. 
Just because I’m incarcerated, it doesn’t mean I’m denied.

Being “denied” such rights while working behind bars, D.D.G. went on to 
argue, made him feel like a “slave.” “I thought of myself as a slave because 
of the pay,” he said.

Nobody else in the state of New York is getting paid that. . . . That’s what 
made me feel like a slave, because I’m the only person in America that’s get-
ting paid X amount—maybe fifty cents for doing all this. The same thing 
that people is getting six dollars or seven, eight dollars an hour for, I’m get-
ting three dollars every week. Let’s be serious. That’s where the concept of a 
slave is at. Yes, that’s some slave stuff. . . . Nobody else around the country is 
making that. We’re in America . . . I’m buying American things, I’m buying 
American food products, I’m spending American money, but now I get some 
foreign pay like I was in Ethiopia. I’m getting Ethiopia pay for my work. 
That doesn’t make sense. That just contradicts the whole scenario.

D.D.G. thus repeatedly invoked (racialized) notions of citizenship rights to 
argue for higher wages—and in fact full employments rights and protec-
tions—for prisoners. He believed that they should not get “Ethiopia pay” 
for “American” work. Though citizenship was his primary justification, he 
also highlighted prisoners’ work ethic to bolster his point. “I don’t believe 
that inmates and convicts mind working,” he explained, “it’s just what 
they’re working for.” For D.D.G., prisoners’ ready adherence to the 
Protestant work ethic in addition to their American citizenship (and 
American consumerism) should give them full rights of substantive citi-
zenship. Being required to work without such rights, D.D.G. believed, pro-
duced a profoundly problematic disjuncture; it “just contradicts the whole 
scenario,” he said. Sal Winter, another former prisoner, made the same 
point in remarkably similar terms. “The whole scenario is just twisted,” 
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the 24-year-old white man said. “You’re working for nothing. You’re work-
ing hard for nothing. That violates your constitutional rights, because 
you’re working for pennies.”

O.T.I. also repeatedly invoked notions of rights and citizenship to con-
test incarcerated workers’ exclusion from the sociolegal category of work. 
“Just because you’re in prison shouldn’t subject you to a lower pay,” the 
27-year-old African American man argued.

You should get minimum wage or whatever the job offers [outside of 
prison]. . . . It should be the same minimum wage as it is on the streets, 
because even though you’re in jail, you’re still a citizen. . . . So they should 
get the same rights as citizens.

Outside of prison, he went on to explain,

I can quit my job, or a random person on the street can’t say, “Hey, you’re 
going to put up all this trash today and I’m going to give you two dollars and 
fifty cents.” I’m going to say, “No, that’s too much. I think I’m worth more 
than that.” But in prison, really, you don’t have that option. So when you take 
that option away, you kind of become a slave in a sense. . . . You really don’t 
have any rights. . . . Even in Attica, you got Corcraft that is a multimillion 
dollar company,21 but all their products are made by inmates who don’t have 
the right standard laws or right grade of pay. It’s just like kids in India mak-
ing Nikes and volleyballs—you know what I’m saying?—and then not receiv-
ing the right wages. I’m not saying we were the underage kids, but it’s the 
same aspect. Sometimes they’re forced to work just like we are; they don’t 
get the right grade of pay, just like we do. Sometimes, in their situation, they 
don’t have the choice, just like we do. And if they buck or stand up or say no, 
they get penalties, just like we do.

Much like D.D.G., then, O.T.I. compared prison labor to other racialized 
forms of unfree labor: historical slavery in the American South as well as 
modern-day child labor in the global South. In some ways, his analogy is 
even more pointed. Not only are prisoners earning third-world wages, he 
argued; they are laboring for the profit of American companies without 
access to American citizenship rights. “It’s just like kids in India making 
Nikes and volleyballs,” he said. “They should get the same rights as citizens.”

Workfare workers also drew on notions of slavery, work, and rights to 
contest their labor’s exclusion from the sociolegal category of “work.” For 
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instance, 56-year-old Jackie Robinson argued that workfare workers 
should earn “at least minimum wage.”

Because, at this point, thirty-five hours a week for a hundred and fifty-five 
dollars a month is—what is that?—two dollars, one seventy-five [an hour] 
maybe?22 I think the minimum wage would at least leave us with our dig-
nity. Come on, man. Don’t do that. To me it’s slave labor, I’m sorry.

After I probed Jackie on that point—“It felt like slave labor?” I asked—she 
responded, “It looks like it, smells like it, tastes like it. . . . It is what it is. If 
it quack like a duck, it’s a duck.”

John T. also invoked slavery to argue for full employment rights for 
workfare workers. “I was angry,” the 53-year-old African American man 
said of his time in workfare. “Because I got to do this work, ain’t getting 
paid for it. All of you are dogging us, and won’t even hire us.” “When I sat 
there and figured it out,” John said of his hourly wage rate, “I got even mad-
der, because they treat us like slaves. Like back in the old days. Or like 
you’re in jail, where they want to pay you ten cents an hour. That ain’t right. 
That ain’t right.” Workfare, John argued, “should be a regular worker’s job, 
not a slave worker,” and welfare recipients should get “employment . . . 
instead of dogging them and keeping them stuck where they’re at.”

A number of other workfare workers agreed, including Lisa Williams 
and Pauline Wilson. “I’m basically between a slave and a welfare recipi-
ent,” 26-year-old Lisa said. “We’re busting our butts, like, how much we be 
working and stuff. This could be a real job for eight fifty and twelve dol-
lars.” Likewise, Pauline said that when she realized her welfare benefits 
amounted to just “two or three dollars a day” in exchange for her labor,23 
she was “like, Are you kidding me?” “I called it slavery,” the 57-year-old 
African American woman declared. “It’s slavery. That’s what it is.” As 
Pauline went on to explain, “It ain’t like you don’t try.”

Like, it’s not like people don’t try to do better or get better. It’s just the econ-
omy, it’s not there. It’s just not there. So, when we come to social service for 
help and you get slapped in the face with this job thing—this bull crap. It’s 
slavery. It’s back in slavery days.

As Pauline argued—along with most social scientists—people who seek 
public assistance do so not because they do not want to work but because 
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social and economic structures impede them from securing family- 
sustaining employment.24 In my interview with Lisa Williams, in fact, she 
described trying to “do better or get better,” as Pauline put it. “It’s so hard 
to find a job out here,” the young African American woman said, echoing 
Pauline.

You got to have the qualifications, the education. I have a high school 
diploma, by the way. [But] it’s not enough. It’s like, I wanted to be a police 
officer; they said I have to go back to college to get credit. [And] I’m going 
back, but it’s like this welfare stuff keeps holding me back. I went to my 
caseworker the other day, because I told her I wanted to go back to school. . . . 
She said, “No.” She told me, “No, you have to go to your work site if you want 
your benefits.”

Much like Tara Collins and Kim Hunky above, Lisa felt that workfare was 
“holding [her] back,” preventing her from being an independent, produc-
tive worker-citizen. Pauline agreed, though she was more pointed in her 
critique: workfare was “bull crap”; it was being “slapped in the face” rather 
than being helped. Yet in contrast to Tara and Kim, both Lisa and Pauline 
believed that workfare could and should be a “real job,” as Lisa said, “for 
eight fifty and twelve dollars” an hour.

Although most of the former athletes I interviewed did not argue that 
college athletes should be paid—that is, that they should be full-fledged, 
rights-bearing “workers”—a few of them did, including Zachary Lane. In 
fact, echoing many of the incarcerated and workfare workers above, the 
29-year-old African American man invoked slavery in doing so. “We got 
treated like slaves,” he said. “Like I said, we were getting pimped,” referring 
to his analogy between pimps and Division I athletics. His primary point of 
evidence was that he did not have enough to eat while he was in college, and 
because he was a Division I athlete, he felt he had no way to earn money to 
buy food. “I was hungry,” Zachary said. “Granted, this was our job,” he said 
of football, but because of NCAA rules, “we couldn’t go out [and] get jobs, 
and we can’t profit off of our own signatures, and things like that.”

That’s the struggle of being a student-athlete: you have this job, it’s a full-
time job. Granted you’re getting your education paid for . . . but we still got 
a job. You were still working us the whole week. We should get paid for those 
days we work.
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For Zachary, athletes’ scholarships were not adequate remuneration, 
despite pervasive rhetoric to the contrary.25 Being a college football player 
is “a full-time job,” he argued, and it should be remunerated accordingly. 
He should not have gone “hungry.” He and the other athletes, he said, 
“were getting pimped.”26

Lawrence agreed, emphasizing the profit of college sports as well as 
athletes’ financial need. “I understand we’re getting scholarships for the 
amount of time that we put in,” the 31-year-old African American man 
said, but “the schools are actually making money off of us.”

I feel like we should get something. You know, different guys come from dif-
ferent families, so different guys, like, have to have a job. [But] they can’t 
work a job, because they take up so much of our time. And I feel like if we 
were compensated, if players were compensated, they’d be able to help out 
[their families]. You know, I’ve seen different players had to drop out 
because they had to go back and help their family.

When I asked how much compensation would be reasonable, Lawrence 
replied, “They definitely need to pay us hourly. Because, if they paid us 
hourly, then, as I just told you [referring to the long hours his team prac-
ticed], we’d be making career money.” Then Lawrence chuckled, thinking 
about how many hours he and teammates had worked and how much 
money they would have made.

Both Lindsay and JohnJohn made similar points, though they focused 
exclusively on the profits that various entities—but not athletes—earned 
from their athletic labor. Like Zachary, moreover, Lindsay invoked slavery 
in doing so. Although, as described above, she felt “thankful” to play bas-
ketball for much of her college career, the 25-year-old Black woman said 
that by the end, she “started to see that something is a little faulty here.”

I really kind of got my eyes opened to be like, it’s a modern-day slavery thing, 
of like, they should be paying athletes. They should be being compensated 
more. It’s easy to point to the male revenue sports, but [in my college 
career], it was like, we went to the Final Four, and so, our school made 
money off of that. And our coaches—literally, people who weren’t playing—
made money off of my hard work.

For Lindsay, it was the realization that her coaches were profiting hand-
somely from her athletic success—while she was not (and not even allowed 
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to)—that led her to reconceptualize athletes as “workers.” In her view, the 
system was “faulty”: she and her teammates only got watches for going to 
the Final Four, while her coaches got tens of thousands of dollars.

“If you’re on the team, when you’re playing, you definitely should get 
[paid],” JohnJohn said, and not just because of how long and hard ath-
letes work. “I think they should also get it because of merchandise, all 
these jerseys and images that are being sold, and so much money is being 
made.” Repeatedly pointing to the commodification of athletes’ success 
and bodies, this Black Jamaican man continued, “There’s just so much 
money being made off of the images and likeness of these players.”

They definitely should be compensated. Because, I mean, it’s really even big-
ger business than NFL, and the reason why is because a big part of the cut 
is not taken out to compensate players. So, it’s bigger business than the NFL, 
because you don’t have a million-dollar salary to pay these players. They just 
keep our money, basically. And TV deals are just as lucrative. Merchandising 
deals are just as lucrative, selling college player jerseys and he’s not getting a 
dollar of it. But “the scholarship” is what everyone says is equal pay. It’s not. 
It’s pretty ridiculous actually.

Given how much others profited from their labor, JohnJohn argued, ath-
letes’ scholarships were not fair compensation, and those profits repre-
sented an unfair usurpation of what rightly belonged to the athletes. “They 
just keep our money,” he said. Others are making “so much money,” but 
athletes are “not getting a dollar of it.”

Meanwhile, the graduate students who argued for worker rights did 
not emphasize students’ financial needs or others’ profits but, rather, the 
need to offset imbalanced power relations and to protect students. Still, 
like all of the workers in this section, they too underscored just how much 
they worked—their productivity, their labor as “real” work—as the under-
lying justification for such rights. For instance, as Elizabeth said of gradu-
ate school, “It sure did not feel like I was a student, especially after you get 
your coursework out of the way. Nothing about it felt like a traditional 
academic-like student environment. It felt more like ‘work.’ ” Gustavo was 
even more pointed in his characterization of graduate school as work—
indeed, as labor exploitation. “Graduate school is relentless and long,” he 
said. “I mean, it’s basically being a modern indentured servant, because 
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you work very, very long hours for very low money under the premise that 
you will gain in the future. You know, one day, basically your master just 
signs off, and you’re released.” For the 35-year-old Chicano man, it was not 
just long work hours that rendered graduate school “indentured servi-
tude.” It was the long hours laboring under someone who had expansive 
power over you—“your master.”

Emily also pointed to such power dynamics as the reason why graduate 
students should “unionize” and gain full employment rights. As the 
30-year-old white woman said, faculty advisors “have a frightening amount 
of power” over graduate students. Indeed, she emphasized this point again 
and again in our interview, variously saying that advisors “have unchecked 
dominion,” “total discretion,” and “total power” over graduate students’ 
lives. Such power, she said, as quoted before, “is what really turns [gradu-
ate student labor] into some kind of like—like, it’s hard to believe that peo-
ple can have that much control over your life in a country where otherwise, 
you know, you’re protected by all kinds of labor laws.” Unlike Gustavo, 
Emily stopped just short of describing graduate student work as some form 
of unfree labor, perhaps because it seemed culturally inappropriate or per-
haps because of the very real distance between graduate work and, say, 
indentured servitude. Instead, she shifted gears midsentence to focus on 
rights and citizenship. Echoing D.D.G. and O.T.I. above, Emily highlighted 
what she saw as the unjust disjuncture of American workers laboring with-
out access to standard U.S. employment rights and protections. “I think the 
whole way that it’s done is really exploitative,” she said.

Scott also saw graduate student labor as exploitative. In fact, the 
32-year-old white man believed that denying graduate students employ-
ment rights was a deliberate strategy to extract the most surplus value 
from their labor. “We see ourselves as employees,” he said.

And because we’re employees, we should be able to have certain rights. We 
should be able to unionize. . . . [But] when we started to act that way, all of 
a sudden people talked to us about how we’re “students,” not “employees.” 
But they want us to work like employees.

As Scott continued, he drew parallels between graduate student labor and 
college athletics (without any prompting from me). “I think ‘exploitation’ 
would be a great way to describe” them both, he said.
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I see definite parallels between student-athletes and graduate labor. I think 
a lot of the same things apply. And I would say that, if anything . . . student-
athletes actually have it worse than graduate students. But, yeah, I mean, I 
would definitely say that student-athletes—just like graduate students—are 
“employees,” but they’re treated like students [in order] to be denied the 
employee protection that you have in other professions.

But getting such employee protections, particularly at private universities 
such as his own, Scott explained, was difficult.

In public universities, graduate students and postdocs are able to sort of 
band together and get some sort of labor protections for themselves in 
place. . . . I feel like a lot of these private institutions kind of abuse the fact 
that like, “Oh, well, we have a big name. You know, we don’t have to neces-
sarily play by the rule that these lesser-name institutions play by.” And to 
some degree, that’s correct, because in a big-name institution, if you want to 
work in a way that emphasizes work-life balance, then that’s fine, because 
they can get rid of you and have a hundred other applicants ready to take 
your place.

For this reason, Scott believed that employment protections were crucial 
for graduate students at private and public institutions alike. His goal was 
“to help find some ways for graduate students and postdocs to regain . . . a 
greater degree of control in their lives”; because although most faculty 
advisors do not “abuse their power,” he said, “for the ones that do decide to 
abuse their power, there’s very little that will stop it.” For him, worker 
rights—particularly unionization—was the answer.

•  •  •  •  •

Among the workers I interviewed at least, hegemonic and counter- 
hegemonic ideologies were comprised of nearly identical “kernels.” The 
same ideologies of work and citizenship—interrelated notions of labor pro-
ductivity, responsibility, work ethic, independence, sovereignty, and 
rights—were deployed toward these very different ends. For some incarcer-
ated and workfare workers, beliefs about the importance of individual 
responsibility, work ethic, and productivity (combined with an abhorrence 
of laziness) served as justification for the compulsion of their labor, while 
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beliefs about their “dependence” served as justification for their exclusion 
from employment rights. “If you didn’t have to work,” Tasha Love said, 
“then it’d be a lot more people that’s being lazy.” “Nobody gets free money,” 
Ambrosia Washington said. Yet for other such workers, the very same 
beliefs served as justification for their opposition to hegemonic definitions 
of work and their exclusion from it. As Kim Hunky argued, workfare pre-
vented welfare recipients from gaining skills and long-term employment, 
thereby prolonging their (socially constructed) dependence and idleness, 
“giving us the right to do nothing, and accept these benefits,” she said, 
“which is not fair.” Meanwhile, other workfare and incarcerated workers 
used these same ideologies to argue for their full inclusion in the sociolegal 
category of rights-bearing work. As John T. argued, workfare “should be a 
regular worker’s job, not a slave worker.” In prison, “You’re working hard 
for nothing,” Sal Winter said. “That violates your constitutional rights.” “I 
don’t see why we should be getting any less than anybody else,” Garcia said. 
“Because we do all the same work and have all the same responsibilities.”

Athletes and graduate students also drew on these ideologies toward 
both hegemonic and counter-hegemonic ends. While many of these stu-
dent workers pointed to their hard work and long hours on the court and 
in the lab as evidence that theirs was, indeed, “work,” others did not. As 
Bill Murdock said, “I love football, and that’s the whole deal.” “I didn’t feel 
exploited in any way,” M.K. said. “I was doing what I love.” Meanwhile, Nik 
felt fortunate to be able to “satisfy [his] curiosity,” spending “three years 
[in the lab] trying some crazy idea . . . that no one had ever tried before.” 
And M.G. “got what [she] really wanted” from graduate school. “I wasn’t 
like just a worker,” she said. “I felt like I was an important contributor to 
science.” Yet others pointed to the same hard work, long hours, and valu-
able contributions as evidence that they should be rights-bearing workers. 
College athletics is a “modern-day slavery thing,” Lindsay argued, because 
only the “people who weren’t playing . . . made money” from it. Likewise, 
Gustavo argued that graduate student labor is highly exploitative, even 
though he also believed that it could be valuable. (Recall his description of 
his contribution to an academic paper: “I developed all the technology 
that made that shit happen.”)

This analysis suggests that waging a Gramscian “war of position” may be 
less about identifying new kernels of counter-hegemony than understanding 
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how long-standing hegemonic ideals can be rearranged toward counter-
hegemonic ends—even if they do not upend such ideals altogether. None of 
the workers in this study, for example, questioned the centrality of work, the 
importance of productive labor, and the disdain for idleness in American 
culture. Nonetheless, many of them posed substantial challenges to the soci-
olegal construct of work by arguing, in various ways, against their exclusion 
from it. For such workers, this is indeed a powerful claim because it attacks 
the very premise of these categories of “nonwork”: that they are somehow 
fundamentally different from “real” work. For it is this distinction, at least in 
part, which allows them to be characterized by the particularly powerful 
form of labor coercion I have examined in this book.

 EBSCOhost - printed on 2/14/2023 2:32 AM via . All use subject to https://www.ebsco.com/terms-of-use



203

Labor coercion is alive and well in American labor relations. Through sta-
tus coercion, an unmeasured number of bosses have expansive punitive 
power over workers’ lives, families, and futures. Of course, all bosses have 
significant power over their workers: their ability to hire and fire, schedule 
and reschedule, promote and demote workers is substantial indeed. But in 
the coercive workplaces I examine in this book, the scales are tipped even 
more in their favor, because their power extends beyond those forms of 
economic coercion to include control over workers’ social status and all of 
the rights and privileges such status entails.

In graduate school in the sciences, for example, faculty advisors can 
dismiss their student workers from the status of graduate student (and 
future PhD), or they can keep students from leaving that status (and 
becoming a PhD)—in both cases, preventing students from completing 
their education, being accredited, and (hopefully) obtaining high-status 
work in that field. Such power is amplified by advisors’ control over stu-
dent publications and letters of recommendation, both of which also have 
significant effects on students’ careers. In short, faculty advisors have 
near-total power to exclude their subordinates from the elite status of 
“Scientist, PhD.”

Conclusion
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Similarly, in Division I college athletics, coaches can remove their foot-
ball and basketball players from the status of elite athlete by withdrawing 
their scholarships, which may also revoke their status as university stu-
dent (and future college graduate). And even if coaches do not officially 
remove athletes from their team, they can indirectly revoke players’ ath-
lete status by not allowing them to compete. Doing so can affect athletes’ 
lives and careers in significant and long-lasting ways, including impeding 
their ability to play professionally—that is, obtain high-status (and some-
times high-paying) work in that field. Such power is amplified by coaches’ 
influence over NFL and NBA recruiters, the informal recommendation 
system upon which these professional sports rely. In short, college coaches 
have the power to exclude their subordinates from the status of “Star 
Athlete,” an elite status which can bring fame and, for some, future 
fortune.

For both of these groups of student workers, then, supervisors have 
expansive power over their education and careers. But for most, such 
power does not inflict lifelong physical and mental harm. In part this is 
because for both of these groups there are alternative courses of action, 
however inferior. When science students are dismissed from their gradu-
ate programs, for example, they are typically awarded a master’s degree 
(instead of a PhD) and can seek science-related employment in industry 
or education. Though for most aspiring PhDs this option is vastly inferior, 
it is nonetheless an avenue through which these former students can find 
some form of success. Likewise, when athletes are formally or informally 
removed from their teams (by being kicked out or benched), they may be 
able to transfer to another team (though they may also lose a year of play-
ing time), or they can relinquish their sports career altogether (though 
some may then also lose their ability to attend college). As with graduate 
students, even though such options are vastly inferior, they are nonethe-
less courses of action through which former athletes can find some form 
of success. I would describe employers’ powers of status coercion in these 
two labor regimes as serious but not extreme.

For workfare and incarcerated workers, however, employers’ powers of 
status coercion are extreme indeed. For these workers (and often their 
families as well), such powers are likely to inflict lifelong physical and 
mental harm, and there are no viable alternatives. In the welfare system, 
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for example, supervisors have the power to remove workfare workers from 
the status of deserving citizen—that is, welfare recipient—by revoking 
their access to critical components of the social safety net. The conse-
quences for them and their children—housing instability, food insecurity, 
physical and mental health problems, and more—are profound and per-
manent. They are also unavoidable. Because welfare recipients are, by 
definition, already in poverty, they have no inferior-but-viable course of 
action when they are sanctioned. They simply lose the status of welfare 
recipient and its much-needed rights and privileges (however meager). 
The same is true of incarcerated workers. Their bosses can remove them 
from the status of “good” prisoner and, therefore, revoke their access to 
the many essential facets of everyday life that become “privileges” in 
prison, including family visits, phone use, store purchases, educational 
classes, exercise and recreation, socializing and human interaction, free-
dom within prison (albeit constrained), and freedom from prison. For 
prisoners, as for welfare recipients, there is no inferior-but-viable course 
of action when they are put in solitary confinement or on keeplock. They 
simply lose the status of “good” prisoner and its much-needed rights and 
privileges. And the consequences for them and their families are severe: 
severed family ties, long-term physical and mental health problems, and 
for some, even death.1

Because of these power dynamics behind bars, Apache evocatively 
argued that incarcerated workers are made into “cowards” by the institu-
tion. “Out here on Main Street,” he explained, “you can’t put me to work on 
slave labor. There are too many laws against it, you know what I’m say-
ing?” But behind bars, he said, prisoners can indeed be “put to work on 
slave labor.” To emphasize his point—this distinction between free labor 
and prison labor, rights and rightslessness—he then drew on notions of 
hegemonic masculinity. On “Main Street,” Apache went on, “real” men can 
assert their rights. “A man stands up and a coward lays down.” But “when 
you are in prison,” he said, “you’re a coward” no matter what.

I don’t care how tough you are, but when your family comes to visit you, they 
strip you down after that visit to make sure you’re not bringing nothing into 
the system. . . . You have to be [a coward]. I mean, you can’t be a tough guy. 
How tough can you be? You’re fighting against a system that you can’t win 
against.
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In Apache’s view, prisoners are “stripped down,” both literally and figura-
tively, by the institution. They are made weak in the face of a “system” they 
“can’t win against.”

Though most of the workers I interviewed did not characterize their 
labor relations as a “fight” against the “system” in this way, nearly all of 
them recognized their relative powerlessness within their respective sys-
tems. Again and again, they described feeling like “lowlifes,” “peons,” 
“workhorses,” and “slaves”—or like they simply “didn’t exist.” Their bosses’ 
ability to wield expansive punitive power over them left them feeling 
deeply powerless. In prison “you can’t really talk back to a superior officer,” 
O.T.I. said, “because then you put your life in jeopardy.” Workfare supervi-
sors, Jennifer Rose said, “are like God: they control everything in the palm 
of their hands.” “You just learn to, like, take it and move on,” Haley said of 
coaches’ abusive treatment. If you do not, Shevontae said, “everything can 
be tarnished.” “You’re just so vulnerable,” Laine said of graduate students.

Indeed, even when their labor had achieved hard-won goals—a PhD 
and a faculty job, athletic success and a professional sports career, welfare 
compliance and family support, or “good behavior” behind bars and early 
release from prison—these workers could not overlook the punitive power 
dynamics at the heart of these labor relations. For some, simply talking 
about such dynamics elicited strong emotions. In fact, former graduate 
student Rebecca was so concerned about the potential for negative reper-
cussions from our interview that I decided not to include her comments in 
this book. Similarly, though to a lesser degree, former basketball player 
Kate said that she felt anxious when talking about her coaches and the 
power they wielded, even though she was no longer in the sports world. As 
she said in an effort to explain why, “It’s kind of like, if I don’t speak on  
it . . . then it doesn’t harm me in any way.”

Others were excited to talk about such power dynamics in the hope of 
shedding light on their hardships and the broader social problems they 
revealed. For instance, Lisa Williams said that talking to me about work-
fare was “a good protest” and then added, “I wish I could be on strike for 
this stuff.” But when I asked if that might be possible, she replied, “No. . . . 
We’re used to getting up at seven o’clock in the morning, coming here and 
busting our butts until two-thirty. We done got used to it.” Former prisoner 
K.H. also saw our interview as an opportunity for protest. Though he had 
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“swallowed a lot of things that [he] really wanted to speak out on,” K.H. 
said that he had also surreptitiously documented prisoners’ mistreatment 
“for a time like right now,” referring to our interview. “This is prime time for 
me,” he declared. “It’s important that this message gets out and someone 
does something about it. I’m hoping that this can get in the right hands.” 
When I told him that I was not sure that mine were the “right hands,” he 
replied, “I understand. But if you need some help, I can help you . . . what-
ever way that you can deem possibly to get this information out.”

Other ex-prisoners made a similar argument, though even more point-
edly. As described earlier, both Ron D. and Bruce W. told me that prison-
ers’ mistreatment—not their labor—should be the focus of this book. “I 
think you should do more about how we get treated in prison instead of 
work,” Ron said to me, “because how the people get treated in there is just 
absolutely crazy.” Likewise, when I asked Bruce, “What else do you think I 
should know about work in prison?” he replied,

I think you should talk about human equality. I believe you should shine a 
light on human equality between people, because they feel our social status 
gives them authority and power to abuse what they had been given, and they 
were given a position to oversee people do something [prisoners’ labor]. 
Instead of seeing them doing it, they treat them—inhumane treatment. 
They treat them like dogs. They treat them like as if they peasants, like their 
footstools. They don’t have no respect. Maybe you should shine a light more 
on the humanizing, the human equality.

Even though Bruce and Ron had left prison, they could not leave behind 
what they saw as the injustice at the heart of their labor and lives behind 
bars. And they both strongly believed that these unjust power dynamics 
should be at the center of this book.

Despite the centrality of such power dynamics to these workers’ lives, 
they are not typical concerns of most studies of work, labor, and employ-
ment. At the risk of my being overly (and perhaps unfairly) broad, such 
studies, especially in the U.S. context, tend to focus on formal, legally 
defined employment, and as a result they tend to find specific versions of 
these dynamics—the forms of economic power that employers in such 
labor relations wield and the consequences of such power for workers, 
including precarity, wage stagnation, and economic inequality.

 EBSCOhost - printed on 2/14/2023 2:32 AM via . All use subject to https://www.ebsco.com/terms-of-use



208 c o n c l u s i o n

This broad characterization does not account for the many studies that 
examine other types of work and workers, different forms of employer 
power, and noneconomic consequences for workers. Indeed, there are 
numerous studies of off-the-books, underground, and illicit work (e.g., 
paid domestic labor, scavenging, sex work, and drug dealing),2 labor that 
is legally characterized as “noneconomic” (e.g., workfare, prison labor, and 
internships),3 gendered “invisible” work (e.g., care work, housework, emo-
tion work, and aesthetic labor),4 and nontraditional types of workers in 
traditional jobs (e.g., undocumented immigrants, immigrant guest work-
ers, and workers under criminal justice supervision).5 Such studies have 
also uncovered various forms of employer power and their negative conse-
quences for workers, often by analyzing the ways in which gender, race, 
class, ethnicity, and citizenship shape workplace power dynamics. For 
instance, studies of guest workers and undocumented immigrant workers 
have shown how employers’ operative power of deportation is linked to a 
host of illegal practices, including wage theft, dangerous working condi-
tions, retribution for worker complaints and labor organizing, and other 
forms of worker abuse.6 In a similar vein, studies of workers who labor 
under the ambit of the criminal justice system—parolees, probationers, 
and those with court-ordered debts—have shown how employers’ opera-
tive power of incarceration is linked to degraded labor standards, wage 
theft, and other illegal workplace practices.7 The consequence of such 
power dynamics for these workers is not labor precarity, though that may 
also be of concern. It is abiding fear and stress, workplace injury and even 
death, physical abuse and harassment, deep poverty and social isolation—
even when threats of deportation and incarceration are not carried out.

In this book I have sought to synthesize and extend the insights of these 
studies which have looked beyond the traditional confines of work and 
labor sociology. By comparing radically different groups of nontraditional 
work and workers, I have sought to uncover the power structures that 
shape many such groups. Thus, although some might object to the  
unusual—even illogical—comparisons that I draw in this book, it is only 
through such comparisons that I have been able to look past the idiosyn-
crasies of these labor relations to find the common ground between them. 
Therefore, even though I do not intend to suggest that, for example, PhD 
students and prison workers are the same in any way, I do argue that they 
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face the same type of coercion at work ( just as corporate managers and 
day laborers both face employment precarity). In short, I believe that “odi-
ous comparisons,”8 such as those in this book, can yield new insight into 
the landscape of work in America.

Yet this book’s analysis does not simply add new points of interest to 
this landscape. It changes our understanding of it in its entirety. Consider, 
for example, how these findings complicate the oft-drawn binary between 
“good” and “bad” jobs.9 The preeminent work in this field is Good Jobs, 
Bad Jobs: The Rise of Polarized and Precarious Employment Systems in 
the United States, 1970s–2000s, in which sociologist Arne Kalleberg ana-
lyzes numerous dimensions of job quality for workers—wages and bene-
fits, autonomy and control, career ladders and security—and then sorts 
jobs into two broad categories, “good” and “bad” (the latter with less of all 
of the above). The gap between these two types of work, Kalleberg finds, 
has grown substantially, though all workers have confronted increasing 
levels of employment precarity.

But while this good/bad job binary is both politically and analytically 
useful, it does not easily accommodate the categories of work I examine in 
this book. For example, although security and stability are widely consid-
ered hallmarks of “good” jobs, they are also hallmarks of these coercive 
labor relations. Prison jobs, workfare assignments, college sports, and 
PhD lab research are not characterized by workplace restructuring, sea-
sonal unemployment, unpredictable scheduling, mass layoffs, and high 
turnover. Likewise, while fringe benefits—particularly employer-provided 
health insurance plans—are standard features of “good” jobs, they are also 
common (in some form at least) in the labor relations I analyze here: 
incarcerated workers receive healthcare in prison; workfare workers are 
often covered by Medicaid; and many graduate and undergraduate stu-
dents have access to campus healthcare. On the other hand, while wages—
particularly those complying with state and federal minimums—are basic 
components of even “bad” jobs in the mainstream economy, aside from 
prisoners’ meager remuneration none of the workers in this book earned 
legal “wages” for their labor, let alone the minimum wage.10 In addition, 
even workers in many “bad” jobs have legal rights and protections—on the 
books if not always in practice—including the right to safe working 
conditions, freedom from discrimination and harassment, and union 
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organization and collective bargaining. Yet because they were not legally 
deemed “employees,” the workers in this book largely did not have access 
to such protections, even on the books.11 Finally, while the good/bad job 
binary accounts for various types of employer power (e.g., control over 
scheduling, promoting, and firing workers, as well as control over work 
activities), it does not account for the expansive type of employer power 
documented in this book.

These are not hair-splitting distinctions. They have real-world signifi-
cance for those who want to respond to these problems, because in fact 
solutions for “bad” jobs will not solve the bad aspects of coercive labor 
regimes. For instance, to remedy the problem of precarity, Kalleberg 
endorses the Danish model of “flexicurity,” which seeks to enhance 
employee security while preserving employer flexibility. Thus, Kalleberg 
advocates for a variety of welfare and labor policies, including a stronger 
social safety net, government creation of good jobs, immigration reform, 
employment rights for part-time workers, and sick leave and vacation 
time for all (legally defined) workers. Though these are important and 
much-needed reforms, any benefit they provide to the workers in this 
book would be indirect at best. In particular, only if a stronger social safety 
net were to decrease the use of sanctions and minimize work require-
ments for welfare would it remedy the bad aspects of workfare. Otherwise, 
a greater number of (traditionally defined) “good” jobs and increased ben-
efits for (traditionally defined) “employees” will not mitigate the negative 
effects of status coercion for the workers in this book.

Ultimately, incorporating these power dynamics and labor relations 
into the broader landscape of work in America changes our understand-
ing of this landscape in multiple and sometimes surprising ways. For 
instance, when compared to these coercive labor regimes, even “bad” jobs 
can be reframed as sites of relative privilege as well as disadvantage. At the 
same time, the very meaning of “privilege” is called into question, as we 
have seen how this term has been used to undermine college athletes’ and 
graduate students’ claims for worker rights. Echoing 19th-century charac-
terizations of white middle-class “housewives,” they are said to be too 
“privileged” to be workers.

Meanwhile, this book has revealed precarity as only one source—albeit 
an important one—of worker vulnerability and employer power. In fact, as 
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we have seen, workers’ susceptibility to precarity (and economic coercion 
in general) is intensified by employers’ powers of status coercion. For 
workers in these coercive labor regimes are often primed to accept pre-
carious work on entering the mainstream economy. Graduate students are 
groomed for low-paid and unstable (but often long-term) positions as 
postdocs and adjuncts; workfare workers are primed for (and even pushed 
into) low-wage and unstable jobs, often in the service sector; and prison-
ers are primed for low-wage, unstable, and frequently dangerous jobs in 
day labor, roofing, construction, and the like. As C. Parks said, “If you can 
get through work in prison, when you come home you can do anything.” 
Moreover, for some coercive labor relations not examined here, the com-
pounding effects of status coercion and economic coercion may be even 
more acute. This is likely the case for workers who are required to main-
tain employment—regardless of its “bad” qualities—as a condition of their 
freedom from incarceration, as well as for noncitizen workers who can be 
deported if they challenge the “bad” aspects of their jobs.

Even in less extreme cases, such as the otherwise traditional workers 
who are bound by noncompete agreements, workers’ vulnerability to eco-
nomic coercion is intensified by their employers’ powers of status coer-
cion. When workers cannot leave their job for another in their field of 
expertise, they have fewer viable courses of action when their employers 
put them on the night shift, cut their wages and benefits, or harass them. 
Noncompete agreements are only one mechanism of status coercion I 
have identified for “regular” workers. What other such mechanisms are 
there, and who is affected? Only further research will tell, but by identify-
ing status coercion as a distinct form of employer power, this book lays a 
foundation for doing so.

This book does not only expand our understanding of employers’ “arse-
nal” against workers. It can also help workers build their own arsenal. By 
classifying the nontraditional groups of workers in this book as workers, 
this book affirms their identity as such. Whatever else they are doing and 
whatever else they are gaining, they are performing labor for someone 
else’s benefit, and therefore they should be able to claim rights as workers. 
Indeed, many of the workers I interviewed had already embraced this 
identity, even if they also felt isolated and powerless within their particu-
lar labor regimes.
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This book may also offer some remedies for that sense of isolation and 
powerlessness, further building workers’ arsenal. By identifying status 
coercion as the central mechanism of their bosses’ punitive power, this 
book gives them a target for change. Just as worker-activists have fought 
to restrict (at least to some degree) employers’ powers of economic coer-
cion through welfare and employment protections, workers can fight to 
restrict employers’ powers of status coercion. Indeed, there are already 
organizations of former prisoners and their allies working to limit the rea-
sons and duration for which prisoners can be put in solitary confinement. 
These organizations might also seek to strengthen prisoners’ ability to file 
grievances by implementing third-party complaint procedures in prisons, 
jails, and detention centers. Similar procedures would benefit all of the 
workers in this book—and many others—by giving them greater recourse 
when workplace problems arise. But such policies are only the tip of the 
iceberg. When worker-activists have a target, they can develop and deploy 
innovative strategies to remedy the problems, just as they have done with 
economic coercion (as with “Fight for $15” and “alt-labor” organizing).

By revealing how status coercion affects a wide range of workers, this 
book broadens their community of allies. Graduate students and student-
athletes who labor for the same university, for example, might join forces 
to develop policies that curtail the particular variants of status coercion 
they experience as student workers. Likewise, incarcerated and workfare 
workers, some of whom could be members of the same family, might rec-
ognize in each other allies against the coercion they both face at work. And 
workers in tech jobs as well as in tree service jobs might protest together 
the growing use of noncompete clauses, which inhibit their economic 
freedom and exacerbate their employers’ power of economic coercion.

In order to do these things, however, we must recognize that Americans 
face coercion as well as precarity at work.
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When I started this project, I did not set out to study labor coercion. Rather, I 
wanted to learn about the experiences and perspectives of workers who were not 
protected by labor and employment laws. Thus, my original research design 
included three group of workers who were unevenly excluded from labor and 
employment laws in New York State: incarcerated workers were at one end of the 
spectrum, as they are almost entirely excluded from such protections; workfare 
workers were in the middle, as they are protected by only some labor laws, such 
as discrimination and (in a convoluted way) minimum wage statutes; at the other 
end of the spectrum were domestic workers—nannies, caretakers, and house-
cleaners—who had recently gained many employment protections in New York 
State, except for the right to organize and bargain collectively.

Yet my early interviews with incarcerated and workfare workers1 revealed the 
centrality of coercion (which I later identified as “status coercion”) to their work 
lives, and my analytical focus began to shift toward such power dynamics. I contin-
ued with my original framework, however, and interviewed 20 domestic workers in 
Western New York.2 To my surprise, such coercion was absent from their work lives. 
This is not to say that their labor was devoid of hierarchy, economic coercion, or even 
mistreatment. Like all workers, they could be vulnerable to such power dynamics in 
the workplace. But it was clear that their understanding and experience of their 
bosses’ power differed markedly from that of incarcerated and workfare workers. In 
those labor relations, status coercion was so central, so pervasive, so palpable that it 
had come to the fore of my research without my intending to study it.

appendix a The Story of This Book
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However, the fact that these domestic workers did not fit into this paradigm 
was unexpected, as a range of studies has shown this to be a highly vulnerable 
workforce, unusually subject to punitive employer power and abuse.3 Yet the 
workers in such studies, I realized, were nearly always immigrants or migrants—
variously documented, undocumented, or on temporary visas—because nonna-
tive workers dominate domestic labor in many large cities in the United States 
and across the globe. This did not seem to be true of Western New York, as all but 
one of the domestic workers I interviewed were native-born in the United States. 
So I began to explore whether the power dynamics described in those other stud-
ies were due more to the workers’ precarious immigration status than the struc-
ture of domestic work itself. Ultimately, I came to believe this to be true because, 
as I discuss in the introduction, employers have expansive coercive power over 
undocumented immigrant and temporary migrant workers’ status as workers in 
the United States—power which can pervade even documented workers’ labor, as 
they may also fear the revocation of their legal worker status. Thus, I came to 
understand that the same coercion that pervades workfare and prison labor also 
likely pervades the labor of many nonnative workers—housecleaners, nannies, 
and otherwise—but not that of the native-born domestic workers I had 
interviewed.

In short, even though my interviews with domestic workers are not included 
in this book, they were essential to its analytical development. By pushing me to 
make sense of how and why they differed from the others, these interviews helped 
me delineate the concept of “status coercion.” And so I learned that what might 
initially seem to be an analytical detour can in fact be analytical progress.

I then looked for other categories of coerced labor to include in my analysis. In 
doing so, I sought variation in the severity of such coercion in order to understand 
how this power dynamic operates across very different workplaces and for very 
different workers. I identified Division I college athletes (particularly in the  
revenue-generating sports) and graduate students in the sciences as workers who 
would likely fit in this analytical framework, and I interviewed 38 former worker-
students across these two groups.4 As my findings show, such workers do indeed 
fit in this analysis, even though there are significant differences between them 
and the others.

Comparing such diverse groups not only reveals the ways that dissimilar 
workers experience similar power dynamics. It also shows how this type of coer-
cion is not relegated to extreme cases. This expansive and punitive employer 
power, which some might consider justifiable for, say, prisoners, is not unique to 
them. It is also experienced by elite athletes and soon-to-be PhDs. Thus, this 
form of labor governance cannot be easily dismissed as a condition of “the other.”

Still, some might object to the comparison of these groups. They are indeed 
radically different. At times, their past, present, and future trajectories could not 
seem more different. But while I do not argue that they are the same, I do argue 
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that they experience the same type of coercion, even as they do so in profoundly 
different ways.

In comparing the experiences of these diverse groups, I have sought to analyze 
the various ways they make sense of the world, while also culturally contextual-
izing their perspectives. Such analytical work is, of course, central to qualitative 
sociology as a methodology. For as sociologist Allison Pugh has argued, interpre-
tive interviewers are not just “stenographers.”5 They do not merely report what 
people say. They analyze what people say and how they say it. Rather than taking 
my informants’ perspectives at face value, I have had to look beyond—and  
sometimes even controvert—them in order to make sense of their broader context 
and multiple meanings. As Harel Shapira writes, sociologists must “distinguish 
our informants’ truth from sociological truth—a truth that asks us to make visi-
ble the social forces that others are often blind to.”6 Doing so, Shapira contends, 
requires an “important and necessary epistemological gap between [oneself] and 
the people [one] writes about. It is not an empathy gap,” he explains, but a gap 
between “what it is that the researcher understands and what it is that the people 
we write about understand.”7 This is the task of qualitative sociology, and the task 
I have undertaken in this book.

But this task is not always uncomplicated, especially when one is a privileged 
white upper-middle-class researcher—as am I—studying largely marginalized 
populations. The ethics of doing so have been roundly and rightly debated.8 
Though such debates often focus on ethnographic rather than interviewing 
methods, I have kept such ethical concerns at the forefront of my research and 
writing. In particular, heeding sociologist Mario Small’s advice, I have sought to 
pursue “empathy” rather than “sympathy,” and “understanding” rather than 
“pity,” for the workers in this study.9

In an effort to maintain transparency throughout my research, I did not 
attempt to mask or bridge the often-significant social distance between myself 
and my informants (though it is debatable whether that is ever truly possible). 
Without a doubt, I was an outsider to their social world, which informed how 
they spoke to me of their experiences and worldviews in ways that cannot be 
measured. Yet because I knew little of their world—and because they did not 
expect me to—they were willing to explain seemingly quotidian matters in great 
detail, and I was not worried about losing insider status for having to ask basic 
questions (such as the meaning of “O.G.”). To be sure, they sometimes teased me 
for my lack of knowledge, rightly reifying their status as experts of their own 
lives, owners of their own stories. For their sharing those stories, I am deeply 
grateful. I hope I have done them justice.
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This appendix provides more detail about the workers at the heart of this study: 
their demographic characteristics and their labor as well as how they compare to 
their broader populations. For each category of work, there are two tables. The 
first is intended to serve as a quick reference guide for the informants in that 
group, listing them in alphabetical order by the first name of their self-chosen 
pseudonym. This table lists their self-identified race/ethnicity, sex, age, and—if 
they were not born in the United States—a general descriptor of their nationality. 
Because I did not explicitly ask about nationality, however, all of my informants 
are presumed to be native-born unless they indicated otherwise. A few described 
their ethnoracial identity in such a way that readers might mistake them to be 
foreign-born. In those cases, I have added my own notation in brackets for clari-
fication; for the two informants (both athletes) about whom I was uncertain, I 
have inserted question marks alongside my notation. This table also includes 
these informants’ jobs—that is, a selection of their (sometimes many) jobs in 
prison, some of the types of labor they performed for workfare, their NCAA Divi-
sion I college sport (football or basketball), or the scientific discipline in which 
they pursued their PhDs.

The second table for each category of work summarizes the demographic char-
acteristics of the informants in that group and their broader populations around the 
time of my fieldwork. For the informants in this study, race and ethnicity are not 
discrete categories. Thus, for example, if an informant identified himself as Black 
and Hispanic, he is listed as both “African American” and “Hispanic.” (However, if 

appendix b People qua Data
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an informant identified herself as “biracial” or “Black and White,” she is listed only 
in the “multiracial” category.) Most informants in this study were no longer in their 
reported labor position at the time of our interview. This includes all of the incarcer-
ated, athlete, and graduate student informants and some of the workfare workers. 
Though the incarcerated workers had only recently left prison, for the other groups 
there was some variation in the time lapse. For the former athletes and graduate 
students, in particular, this means that their ages do not correspond to those of their 
broader populations, although such age data were not readily available.

Though these demographic data are important, it is not possible to draw 
meaningful comparisons between the demographic groups in this book. To be 
sure, race, gender, and other demographics have profoundly shaped these work-
ers’ labor and lives. Indeed, there are well-documented differences between 
white, Black, and Brown prisoners in their work, wages, and skill acquisition 
behind bars,1 just as there are well-documented differences between men and 
women—and between racial groups—in graduate work within the academic  
sciences.2 But this study cannot interrogate such differences; even with a rela-
tively large number of interviews, it is unequivocally “small-n research.” As such, 
it is designed to develop theory—in this case, identifying a mechanism by which 
power is deployed (and resisted) in the workplace—rather than documenting 
variation across groups in how such power is experienced. I hope subsequent 
research will undertake this task, as documenting such variation is essential to 
understanding workers’ experience of employers’ punitive and coercive power.
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Table 3 Incarcerated workers: Quick reference guide

Pseudonym Demographic characteristics Prison jobs (selected)

A.T. Black, male, 64 Food service; porter; laundry; 
metal shop

Apache Black American, male, 34 Food service; porter
Black P.R. Black, male, 22 Porter
Brenda Smith Black African American,  

female, 53
Food service; porter

Bruce W. African [African American], 
male, 23

Porter

C. Parks African American, male, 27 Food service; porter
D.D.G. Black, male, 28 Outside work crew; porter
D.Q. African American, male, 27 Porter; lawns and grounds
Derrick African American, male, 33 Food service; lawns and grounds
Dom African American, male, 24 Food service
Dominique Black, female, 31 Porter; beauty salon
F.E. African American, male, 21 Teacher’s aide; porter
F. Gordon African American, male, 25 Lawns and grounds; painting
Garcia Black and Hispanic, male, 27 Porter; facility maintenance
Glenn Black, male, 47 Porter; laundry
J.D. African American, male, 22 Porter
J.P. Smith African American, male, 55 Teacher’s aide
Jack Johnson Black, male, 60 Anger management facilitator
Jahad African American and  

American Indian, male, 49
Welding; facility maintenance

James D. African American, male, 52 Asbestos abatement; anger 
management facilitator;  
porter

Jane D. African American, female, 25 Facility maintenance
Jarome Wilks Black African American,  

male, 20
Outside work crew

John D. African American, male, 20 Lawns and grounds
John S. White, male, 24 Porter; laundry
K.H. African American, male, 47 Food service; porter
Kendrick African American, male, 41 Porter; biohazard cleanup
Larry G. Black American, male, 50 Tool clerk; porter
Linda H. Black and White, female, 24 Porter; facilitator for addiction 

group
Mary White, female, 52 Welder; porter
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Table 3 (Continued)

Pseudonym Demographic characteristics Prison jobs (selected)

Miguel Fine Hispanic, male, 27 Inmate grievance representative; 
flooring

Mike Harris African American, male, 20 Porter; lawns and grounds
Mike Russ Hispanic and Black, male, 19 Utilities; porter
O.G. African American, male, 62 Food service; license plate shop
O.T.I. African American, male, 27 Porter; school clerk
Paul D. Italian [white], male, 22 Outside work crew; food service
Qwon African American, male, 31 Food service; barber shop; porter
Rodney Williams African American, male, 41 Porter; lawns and grounds
Ron D. African American, male, 24 Tool clerk; porter; food service
Sal Winter White, male, 24 Food service
Santos Black, male, 28 Porter; caustics
Tim Jones African American, male, 28 Porter; recreation aide

 

Table 4 Incarcerated workers: Descriptive statistics

Demographic 
characteristics

Ex-incarcerated  
respondents

New York State  
prison populationa

Sex
 Male 88% (n = 36) 96%
 Female 12% (n = 5) 4%

Age
 Average 33 yrs. 37.7 yrs.
 Median 27 yrs. —

Race/ethnicity
 African American 85.3% (n = 35) 49.6%
 Hispanic 7.3% (n = 3) 24.1%
 White 9.7% (n = 4) 23.6%
 Multiracial 2.4% (n = 1) —
 Asian 0% (n = 0) —
 Native American 2.4% (n = 1) —
Non-U.S. native 0% (n = 0) 10%

Total n = 41 53,928

a Department of Corrections and Community Supervision, Under Custody Report: Profile of 
Inmate Population under Custody on January 1, 2013 (Albany: DOCCS, 2013).
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Table 5 Workfare workers: Quick reference guide

Pseudonym Demographic characteristics Workfare jobs (selected)

Alice Perry Black, female, 26 Trash pickup; food pantry; thrift 
store

Ambrosia Black, female, 29 Trash pickup; food pantry
Antonella White, female, 60 Clerical; dishwashing
April Johnson African American, female, 36 Trash pickup; thrift store
April Smith African American, female, 30 Janitorial; thrift store
B. Brown Black, female, 52 Food pantry
Chandrea Jackson African American, female, 32 Trash pickup
Ciara Black, female, 30 Trash pickup; thrift store; food 

pantry
Cindy American Polish Puerto Rican 

Jew [white], female, 47
Clerical

Clevelanda Pace Black, female, 33 Clerical; janitorial
DiMaggio White, male, 51 Clerical; janitorial
Felisha Jones African American, female, 23 Painting; lawns and grounds
Gail African American, female, 56 Thrift store
George Afro-American, male, 55 Clerical
Ilana Afro-American, female, 57 Trash pickup
Jackie Lewis Black, female, 57 Janitorial; food preparation
Jackie Robinson Black, female, 56 Janitorial; clerical
James Griggs Afro-American, male, 50 Janitorial
James Pondos African American, male, 52 Painting; trash pickup; building 

maintenance
Jennifer Rose Black and Hispanic, female, 27 Thrift store
John T. African American, male, 53 Hospital laundry and patient 

transport
Johnny Dominoes Hispanic, male, 54 Clerical; truck delivery
Kathy Johnson White, female, 45 Thrift store
Kierra Ross African American, female, 51 Trash pickup; janitorial; thrift 

store
Kim Collins Black African American,  

female, 46
Trash pickup

Kim Hunky African American, female, 25 Trash pickup; janitorial; thrift store
Lisa Williams African American, female, 26 Trash pickup; janitorial; thrift 

store
Makita Ross African American, female, 32 Trash pickup; food pantry; clerical
Michael Perry Black, male, 35 Building maintenance; janitorial
Pauline Wilson African American, female, 57 Janitorial; trash pickup
Peter Blacker Black, male, 52 Building maintenance; trash 

pickup; lawns and grounds
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Table 5 (Continued)

Pseudonym Demographic characteristics Workfare jobs (selected)

Phil Jackson African American / American 
German, male, 48

Building maintenance; trash 
pickup; lawns and grounds

S.R. African American, female, 34 Thrift store
Sasha Reed African American, female, 26 Trash pickup; thrift store
Shara White African American, female, 30 Trash pickup
Steven Rodriguez Hispanic, male, 35 Trash pickup; lawns and grounds
Tara Collins Black, female, 38 Trash pickup; lawns and grounds
Tasha Love Black, female, 23 Trash pick-up; janitorial
Tasha Mack African American, female, 26 Trash pickup; lawns and grounds; 

food pantry
Tashia Green African American, female, 31 Trash pickup; janitorial
Tracy Martin Native American, female, 37 Clerical
Will Jones African American, male, 30 Trash pickup; building 

maintenance

 

Table 6 Workfare workers: Descriptive statistics

Demographic 
characteristics

Workfare  
respondents

New York State adult TANF 
populationa

Sex
 Male 26% (n = 11) 12.3%
 Female 74% (n = 31) 87.7%

Age
 Average 40 yrs. 48.1% = 20–29 yrs.
 Median 36 yrs. 27.3% = 30–39 yrs.

Race/ethnicity
 African American 80.9% (n = 34) 39.8%
 Hispanic 7.1% (n = 3) 33.5%
 White 9.5% (n = 4) 21.1%
 Multiracial 2.3% (n = 1) 1.4%
 Asian 0% (n = 0) 3.4%
 Native American 2.3% (n = 1) 0.7%
Non-U.S. native 0% (n = 0) 10.7%

Total n = 42 69,253 (adult)

a Administration for Children & Families, Characteristics and Financial Circumstances of TANF 
Recipients, 2013 (Washington, DC: ACF, 2015).
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Table 7 College athletes: Quick reference guide

Pseudonym Demographic characteristics Job (sport)

Bill Murdock White, male, 34 Football
Bruce White/Caucasian, male, 33 Football
Haley White, female, 23 Basketball
Jayce White, male, 29 Football
JohnJohn Black Jamaican [African American?], male, 34 Football
Kate Black, female, 24 Basketball
Kyle Bronstein White, male, 26 Football
Lawrence African American, male, 31 Football
Lindsay Black, female, 25 Basketball
M.K. African American, female, 29 Basketball
M. Max Black, male, 37 Football
Mike Smith White, male, 37 Basketball
Molly African American, female, 23 Basketball
Paulo Mexican [Mexican American?], male, 33 Football
Sebastian Majella White, male, 33 Football
Shevontae Black, female, 26 Basketball
Tom Vine White, male, 36 Basketball
Zachary Lane African American, male, 29 Football
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Table 8 College athletes: Descriptive statistics

Demographic 
characteristics

Ex-athlete 
respondents

Division I NCAA 
footballa

Division I NCAA 
basketballa

Sex
 Male 67% (n = 12) 100% 52.3%
 Female 33% (n = 6) 0% 47.7%

Age
 Average 29.9 yrs. — —
 Median 29 yrs. — —

Race/ethnicity
 African American 50% (n = 9) 47.4% 53.6%
 Hispanic 6% (n = 1) 2.7% 2.1%
 White 44% (n = 8) 39.6% 28.2%
 Multiracial 0% (n = 0) 4.4% 5.4%
 Asian 0% (n = 0) 0.4% 0.3%
 Native American 0% (n = 0) 0.4% 0.4%
Non-U.S. native 0% (n = 0?) 0.4% 6.6%

Total n = 18 28,380 10,462

a “Student-Athlete Data,” NCAA, http://web1.ncaa.org/rgdSearch/exec/saSearch (November 22, 
2018).
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Table 9 Graduate students: Quick reference guide

Pseudonym Demographic characteristics Job (academic discipline)

Charlie White, female, 38 Cancer biology
D.N. Asian, male, 33, Southeast Asian Electrical engineering
Elizabeth White, female, 31 Inorganic chemistry
Emily White, female, 30 Chemistry
Gustavo Chicano, male, 35 Neuroscience
Henry White, male, 42 Chemistry
Iris Latina, female, 34 Chemistry
Kimberly Mays African American, female, 37 Cancer biology
Laine White, female, 30 Inorganic chemistry
Lisbeth Jordan White, female, 30 Chemistry
M.G. Biracial Asian American, female, 35 Pharmacology
Michelle Fisher White, female, 29 Chemistry
Nik [Race/ethnicity not given], male, 35 Neuroscience
Rebecca White, female, 40 Biomedical sciences
Ron White, male, 36, European Chemistry
Scott White, male, 32 Molecular biology
Sunny Hispanic American, female, 41 Pharmacology
Suzanne White, female, 42, European Molecular biology
Tiffany White, female, 38 Biomedical sciences
Zane White, male, 28 Chemistry
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Table 10 Graduate students: Descriptive statistics

Demographic 
characteristics

Ex–graduate student 
respondents

Graduate students in science 
and engineeringa

Sex
 Male 35% (n = 7) 58%
 Female 65% (n = 13) 42%
Age
 Average 34.8 yrs. —
 Median 35 yrs. —
Race/ethnicity
 African American 5% (n = 1) 4.9%
 Hispanic 15% (n = 3) 6.1%
 White 65% (n = 13) 39.1%
 Multiracial 5% (n = 1) 1.6%
 Asian 10% (n = 2) 5.6%
 Native American 0% (n = 0) 0.3%
Non-U.S. native 15% (n = 3) 38.1%

Total n = 20 618,008

a National Science Foundation, “Survey of Graduate Students and Postdoctorates in 
Science and Engineering, Fall 2015,” NCSESData.NSF.gov, https://ncsesdata.nsf.gov/
datatables/gradpostdoc/2015/ (November 22, 2018). Note that these race/ethnicity data 
refer to U.S. citizens and permanent residents only, unlike my summary statistics, which 
include the three nonnative students.
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introduction

1. “Apache” and all of the names in this book are pseudonyms chosen by the 
informants themselves. Their ethnoracial identities are also self-designated.

2. New York State prison wages range from $0.10 to $0.33 per hour for most 
jobs, while industry jobs in Corcraft factories pay, on average, $0.62 per hour. For 
state and federal prison wage rates, see Prison Policy Initiative, “State and Federal 
Prison Wage Policies and Sourcing Information,” www.prisonpolicy.org/reports 
/wage_policies.html (November 17, 2018). For more on Corcraft prison industries, 
see “About Corcraft,” Corcraft Products, www.corcraft.org/webapp/wcs/stores
/servlet/WhoWeAreView (November 17, 2018).

3. The use of italics in quotations indicates informants’ own emphases.
4. Evelyn Nakano Glenn, Unequal Freedom: How Race and Gender Shaped 

American Citizenship and Labor (Cambridge: Harvard University Press, 2002); 
Linda Kerber, No Constitutional Right to Be Ladies: Women and the Obligations 
of Citizenship (New York: Hill and Wang, 1998); T. H. Marshall, Class, Citizen-
ship and Social Development (New York: Doubleday, 1964 [1949]); Judith Shk-
lar, American Citizenship: The Quest for Inclusion (Cambridge: Harvard Uni-
versity Press, 1991); Max Weber, The Protestant Work Ethic and the Spirit of 
Capitalism (New York: Scribner’s, 1958); Kathi Weeks, The Problem with Work: 
Feminism, Marxism, Antiwork Politics, and Postwork Imaginaries (Durham: 
Duke University Press, 2011).

Notes
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This bibliography represents only a selection of the scholarship and sources I 
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