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Abstract: Occupational classifications mix epistemic and social notions of class in interesting ways that show not 
only the descriptive but also the prescriptive uses of documentality. In this paper, I would like to discuss how occu-
pational classes have shifted from being a priori to being a posteriori documentary devices for both describing and 
prescribing labor. Post-coordinate indexing and algorithmic documentary systems must be viewed within post-
Fordist constructions of identity and capitalism’s construction of social sense by the wage if we are to have a better 

understanding of digital labor. In post-Fordist environments, documentation and its information technologies are not simply descriptive tools 
but are at the center of struggles of capital’s prescription and direction of labor. Just like earlier documentary devices but even more prescrip-
tively and socially internalized, information technology is not just a tool for users but rather is a device in the construction of such users and 
what they use (and are used by) at the level of their very being.  
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1.0  Occupational classification genres and their  
discontents 

 
Perhaps it would be best to start by enumerating several dif-
ferent forms or genres that occupational classes have taken 
in modernity: genealogical (a person’s occupation is what 
their parents’ were and what their family is known for—this 
has largely disappeared); fixed structural (occupational class 
identity is that of an identity within a table of differences—
the structure given to occupations on census forms); dy-
namically structural (occupations are part of social classes, 
which are the result of ownership and one’s place in the 
economy of production); and transient (those who are not 
identified as having a dominant occupational title, but in-
stead do part-time, low-waged, or non-waged work, which 
does not neatly fit within formal occupational classes or fits 
within such by supplementary manners). 

I will not discuss genealogical occupational classes, but 
rather I will start with what I am calling “fixed structural” 
classes, since this is the beginning of accounting for labor 

occupations within a wage system. We are concerned not 
just with distinctly different classes of occupations, but also 
occupations themselves as a class. Both of these notions have 
conceptual and practical problems in census forms. 

For example, as Michael Katz (1972) argued, the socio-
logical study of occupational classes is the study of two dif-
ferent phenomena: class structure and individual social mo-
bility. While census and other tabular forms address the for-
mer, they do a poor job of addressing the latter. As we will 
discuss, class mobility, multiple occupational roles, and 
other such existential factors are poorly represented by 
means of a priori classes.  

The conceptual and practical difficulties of describing 
labor markets by distinct, a priori, occupational classes and 
tabular data seems to have become apparent since their be-
ginnings in modern census gathering. For example, instruc-
tions to U.S. census marshals for the 1820 census acknowl-
edged that it may be difficult to classify persons only by the 
categories of agriculture, commerce, or manufacturing, but 
that marshals must do their best to do so (“The discrimina- 
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tion between persons engaged in agriculture, commerce, 
and manufactures, will not be without its difficulties” (U.S. 
Census, 1820)). Similarly, the 1850 U.S. census recorded oc-
cupational data at sites of transient work, such as ports and 
ships, where workers could themselves be transient, but 
again urging that marshals only report one role as being a 
person’s chief occupation. And while exactness in imposing 
one chief occupational class upon a laborer was always de-
manded of these marshals, as the census evolved the descrip-
tions also had to become more specific or particular as well. 
Instead of being simply a factory hand, a worker had to be 
described by what factory he or she was a hand in. Instead 
of “jeweler” for one who makes watches, the laborer had to 
be described as a watch maker or watch chain maker. Also, 
other attributes of life recorded in census forms, such as 
medical, came to impinge upon the purity of the category 
of “occupation.” So, for example, in the 1850 census, there 
is Heading 13, which includes “Deaf and dumb, blind, in-
sane, or idiotic” for slaves, bringing together physical and 
mental illnesses and slavery (U.S. Census 1850). As we see, 
occupational classes not only have problematic divisions be-
tween occupations, but also the very class of an “occupa-
tional class” is problematic. 

What I call above “dynamically structural” accounts, 
such Karl Marx’s theory of social classes, attempt to account 
for occupational classes through social classes that are orga-
nized within a dominant political economy (for Marx, capi-
talism). Occupational classes are important within an eco-
nomically determined politics, because they describe the 
current and possibly future specific means of production 
and ownership. Occupations in modern political economies 
are not generally part of a “God-given” social order, but ra-
ther they describe and predict the social order in the present 
and to come through documentary, evidential, means. 
What the empiricism of such forms in modernity may mask, 
however, is the logic that they serve. For example, modern 
occupational classifications not only describe but predict 
and also prescribe the classes of labor within capitalism, that 
is, the classes of what are considered to be wage determined 
work. While other, non-waged, occupations might be in-
cluded, these are supplementary categories, whose epis-
temic as well as practical value for accounting for waged oc-
cupations is largely covered up in any one particular census, 
requiring historical comparison and historical contexts for 
viewing differences between labor and work in census activ-
ities. 
 
2.0 Women’s labor as an example of the instability of 

“occupational class” 
 
Historically, women’s labor has been difficult to categorize 
in modern censuses in many countries (Katz 1972; Jones 
1987). It has also been inadequately accounted for in even 

classical works of political economy, such as Marx’s writings 
(Fortunati 1981; 1995).  

During modernity, the presence of a wage has played a 
very important role in determining if work is labor or not, 
and thus, more solidly an occupation rather than not (As we 
have seen, however, this norm has been violated in the case 
of slavery and, as we will soon discuss, with household la-
bor). As Jones (1987) has explained, as was the case with Dr. 
William Farr’s (best known for his work on epidemiological 
statistics) appendix contribution to the United Kingdom’s 
census of 1861, society is generally viewed in capitalist econ-
omies as being divided into two broad classes, those who 
produce and those who are unproductive. The difference is 
not due to work, per se, but rather due to labor and produc-
tion being understood by the worker’s “exchange value” 
(Jones 1987, 61) of their work for a wage. “Occupations” 
thus most properly appear with waged labor, rather than 
with non-waged work, and they appear mostly with waged 
work within conditions of stability and continuity in tasks 
performed, and not precarity, part-time, or piecework.  

Even when non-waged occupations appear in censuses, 
the wage plays a role in dividing categories for the same per-
formed work. For example, the absence or presence of the 
wage creates the distinction between housewife and house-
keeper in earlier censuses, even when the two categories in-
volve the same work. Historically, women’s wages more of-
ten than men’s wages have been indirect (e.g., through a 
husband’s paid labor, for example), and/or earned part-time 
and/or by piecework, home-based, labor. The labor of 
women is even more difficult to account for if we include 
wages deferred until another generation, such as in the case 
of raising children who then earn a wage as teenagers or 
adults and take care of the parents and others, or the role of 
a woman as caregiver to elderly relatives. In early industrial 
periods, women are also often the “managers” of genera-
tions of present (not just future) at-home workers in the 
family, such as their children and their retired or “retired” 
parents, who may do piecework. Each of these cases chal-
lenge the notion of a woman having a single occupation or 
even an occupation at all. The accounting difficulties have 
to do with the multiple sites of labor for some women, how 
work and labor (i.e., waged work) are sometimes inter-
twined at the same sites and times, intertwined with multi-
ple labor and work duties and roles, and by the presence of 
direct and indirect wages. Also, of paramount importance 
as I will soon examine, are women’s necessary and tradi-
tional roles in biological, cultural, and social reproduction. 

Women’s labor is important to examine not only in its 
own right, but because it points to the un- or poorly ac-
counted for work that lies outside of—but also in capitalism 
is central to—maintaining not only the fact, but the cate-
gory of, occupational waged labor and the wage and its’ so-
cial divisions, as well. If we do not account for non-waged 
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or partly waged work and the indirect wage, we will then 
have a very poor account of labor and of occupational activ-
ities and thus occupational classes. As I will argue, both the-
oretically and practically “occupational class” depends upon 
these transient epistemic and social classes of labor, even if 
it does so by exclusion or by their marginality within occu-
pational classifications. 

In terms of worksites, farm life provides a good example 
of the difficulties of classifying women’s work according to 
traditional occupational labor classifications. The role of 
what was called “the farmer’s wife” is difficult to classify. Is 
the job that of only being the wife of the farmer? Is this a 
professional occupation? Is it to include the work of child 
raising, the work of their education, the work of getting her 
husband up, the work of milking the cows and tending the 
hens and keeping account of finances? In addition, at the 
farm there is no going off to work, for work is largely done 
at home. The lines between waged and unwaged work blur 
here considerably, but without this work, there would be no 
wage possible, and so, no income for the family. 

As I have mentioned, home piecework, too, is prevalent 
at the beginning of industrial periods and was often done 
and managed by women and their extended family or fami-
lies (children and the elderly) (As we will later discuss, it has 
returned in the mode of digital labor). In early industrial pe-
riods, this work provided parts and provisions for factory 
centers and allowed women to tend to children at home.  

Leopoldina Fortunati’s now classic book, The Arcane of 
Reproduction (L’arcano della riproduzione 1981), investi-
gated the problem or “mystery” (l’arcano) of women’s labor 
within the traditional male dominated wage in families in 
Italy at the time of its publication and earlier. Fortunati’s 
book, as other like works from feminist workerism, still has 
great value in so far as its central themes of non-waged “do-
mestic work,” “housework,” and “reproduction” (which in-
cludes the raising of children, their education, and in sum 
all their biological, cultural, and social reproduction, as well 
as the maintenance of the family unit) remain as relevant, if 
not more relevant, today.  

Fortunati’s book followed Selma James’ vanguard Wages 
for Housework campaign in the US and Canada, now taken 
to the Veneto region of Italy during the 1970s, which cen-
trally inserted women’s unwaged “domestic” work into the 
previous male dominated struggles of Italian labor (such as 
Potere Operaio), rather than simply advocating for the aban-
donment of the home as a site for women’s labor struggles 
in the mode of much second wave feminism during this 
time (James in 1972 coauthored with the Italian feminist 
Mariarosa Dalla Costa, The Power of Women and the Sub-
version of the Community), which was later seen as a found-
ing text for the movement). The Wages for Housework cam-
paign in Italy shared with emerging Italian autonomist 
struggles is a critique of contemporary society as being a so- 

cial factory for capitalism. It extended Marx’s analysis of po-
litical economy and social classes in the direction of the fam-
ily and affective labor. As Steve Wright puts it (2020), writ-
ing about The Power of Women and the Subversion of Com-
munity, “If in Operai e capitale, [Italian workerist theorist 
Mario] Tronti had put labour at the centre of the capitalist 
universe, Dalla Costa dethroned labour in turn in favour of 
‘the housewife.’ By doing so, she lent substance to a new di-
mension of class composition analysis, addressing the labor 
of the unwaged.” This latter point is at the heart of our anal-
ysis of occupational classes. 

There are several germane points that we can extrapolate 
from Italian feminist workerism in regard to women’s work 
and occupational classes. First, Fortunati’s (1981) book not 
only discusses women’s reproductive work (“domestic la-
bor”) as mediated by men’s wage, but it also discusses 
women working for a wage alongside of this, and in part-
time and non-waged work in the home and elsewhere, as 
well. Traditional accounts of occupational class can fail to 
account for this work/labor and additional work/labors of 
individual women. But second, they not only hide the addi-
tional labor of individual women but obscure the role of 
women within the normative logic and discourse of waged 
“productive” labor and non-waged reproductive labor, and, 
in this, they also dissolve the power of women as a class. 
Third, “women’s labor” and “women’s work” is a heuristic 
for not necessarily sexualized, but certainly gendered, class 
assignment, which is based on scales of pay (or the lack of 
pay), and not only the economic but the social values at-
tached to these scales (For example, women from the upper 
classes can hire other women to do their work, and con-
versely, men can be traditionally low paid “care profession-
als,” thus allowing women to be part of the patriarchy and 
men to be part of an exploited class of “women’s work” or 
labor). Fourth, we see from this that what occupational clas-
ses presume are not only sexualized but gendered relations 
of wage labor to low and unpaid work, and this results in 
series of divisions and hierarchies even among these classes.  

“Occupation,” as itself not only being a logical, but a so-
cial class, depends not just in theory, but in practice, upon 
the non-waged work of biological-social-cultural reproduc-
tion. For this reason, “women’s labor” and “women’s work” 
has always proved problematic in, and for, occupational ac-
counting. 

The point here is not just to theoretically contest “occu-
pation” as a category that has excluded women. The bigger 
issue is that of the exclusion of reproduction as the central 
issue of production more generally, and thus that of engag-
ing in a critique of value toward reclaiming the centrality of 
these non or low paid work activities of reproduction 
within the productive maintenance and well-being of both 
human society and nature. A concern with “women’s 
work” in reproduction is not just a marginal or supplemen- 
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tary concern for production but the central concern of all 
life, of all production. Mariarosa Dalla Costa pointed out 
the relation of the Italian feminist struggles to this larger pic-
ture in an interview with Louise Toupin in 2013 (Toupin 
2018, 222): 
 

We discovered the home beside the factory. We discov-
ered that the class was formed not only of waged 
workers but also of non-waged workers. 

 
Today, taking this into account is fundamental to un-
derstanding the ‘capitalist command,’ which from the 
world of production, is deployed in forms that are 
ever more ‘strangling’ and lethal in the world of repro-
duction. It is also fundamental to understanding the 
relationship between the formal and the informal 
economy, the relationship between the monetary and 
non-monetary economy, and the relationship be-
tween the first world and the third world (to use a 
conventional shorthand). Also, to understand the 
struggles that, arising from the world of global repro-
duction, tend to break this command, and to affirm 
other criteria in the relationship with production, 
with nature, and with life. 

 
3.0 Transient occupations 
 
“Women’s labor” shows us several elements of what I will 
call the epistemic-social class of “transient” labor, which 
challenge both fixed and dynamic structural accounts of oc-
cupational classes. As I have suggested above, it is the appro-
priation and ex-appropriation of work to and from waged 
labor that underlies the traditional notion of occupation. 
Classes of occupation and the class of occupation itself de-
pends on the concept and fact of the wage as a distinguish-
ing mark between valued and under or unvalued work. 
Transient labor is labor whose very description poses a prob-
lem to setting occupational class boundaries. 

I borrow the notion of “transient occupations” from the 
French philosopher, Chantal Jaquet (2014), who has dis-
cussed economic “transclasses” in terms of social “non-re-
production,” in the sense of traditional social classes not be-
ing reproduced through individuals’ movements between 
them. Jaquet refers to migrants and people changing class 
structures, but I here expand her notion of the “transclass” 
to work that transcends not just social classes and their re-
production but epistemic notions of occupational classes. It 
is not only the a priori nature but the conceptual and social 
boundedness of traditional notions of occupational class 
that need to be critically examined through the concept of 
transclass.  

Further, in my account here, social reproduction de-
pends upon the transclasses as the surplus value that under- 

lies and allows for occupational values. As I will show in this 
section, today this very surplus value has now been (un-
der)valorized as being at the heart of the “new economy.” As 
I will argue, this flexibility in capital-labor relationships is 
embedded in the very documentary forms of occupational 
classes in capitalism. The flexibility is both shown and pre-
scribed through mediating human resource information 
technologies, which advertise and hire through skill and 
task-based descriptions rather than through traditional oc-
cupational ontologies. Such descriptive keywords are in-
dexed to the highly temporal and piecework needs of corpo-
rations and changing marketplaces of post-Fordism. Such a 
“post-coordinate” shift in occupational nomenclature is 
not only descriptive but prescriptive for labor and lies at the 
heart of the post-Fordist, digital, labor revolution, which is 
best characterized by temporary and precarious labor and its 
wage. 

One speaks of the “precariously” employed or “part-
time” and “adjunct” labor, which today can take the form 
of a digitally mediated, piecework “gig economy.” Such la-
bor is constituted by the needs of workers to contort not 
only their lives but also their identities in two manners: first, 
skills demonstration and occupational identity, and second, 
flexibility in terms of availability and the amount and con-
ditions (e.g., benefits, hours, etc.) of a wage that they are be-
ing paid.  

As to this first, in her book Down and Out in the New 
Economy, Ilana Gershon (2017) has discussed precarious la-
bor in the new (digitally mediated) economy, in terms of the 
need for prospective employees to form self-identity labels 
in order to get past application algorithms and fit within the 
individual corporate human resource unit’s advertised 
needs. If occupational classifications once appropriated in-
dividuals into classes of occupations, now the demand is for 
individuals to match their skills and experience with busi-
ness specific keywords; the individual must construct them-
selves as keyword level documents of labor capacity. Occu-
pational classes, just like so much of knowledge organiza-
tion today, now take the form of keyword indexing and 
graph algorithms.  

It may be difficult for individuals to match themselves to 
the keywords of a new employer or new cultural system. In 
a Lacanian manner, one needs to know the symbolic order 
of the other to which one is trying to fit within in order to 
speak their language and express one’s self. And if there is 
no way of knowing this, then all one is left with is trial and 
error or asking someone who might know. Like with all in-
formation systems, one is defined as a having a relevant need 
(e.g., a job qualification) based on what is available and 
“makes sense” in the information system (Day 2014). What-
ever else one is trained in or has occupational experience 
with, today one must first of all be an “information profes-
sional” in order to get a job. Gershon (2017, 78-79) writes 
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in her anthropological study of digitally-mediated job 
searching and hiring: 
 

Career transitions were not the only moments in which 
people had trouble representing themselves effectively 
in resumes or LinkedIn profiles. People also had diffi-
cult moving between countries. Some of the problems 
revolved around credentials—regardless of your medi-
cal training overseas, in order to be a doctor in the 
United States, you had to take the US Medical Licens-
ing Examination and, depending on the state and your 
specialty, be a resident for at least three years. Yet the 
problem is not just one of credentials but also one of 
classification. Audrey explained to me that she has just 
moved back to California after working in South Korea 
for a number of years for a Korean company. Since 
moving back to the United States, she had trouble ex-
plaining her job effectively on her resume. The range of 
her job duties doesn’t match the range ascribed to any 
single job in the American companies …. For both Su-
san and Peter, the problem was one of classification—
companies or different professions classified the tasks 
belonging to a job position differently enough that one 
couldn’t make effective comparisons.  

 
The digital laborer in the new economy must not only adapt 
to information systems, but many must adapt to their own 
status as temporary or part-time workers in a digitally medi-
ated workplace. The digitally mediated gig economy, like 
previous piecework economies, is largely unregulated by la-
bor laws or collective bargaining. Like with previous piece-
work, one must be “flexible” to the needs of capital; the la-
borer must not only construct piece objects, but the laborer 
must also construct his or herself as a piece-subject, and this 
means being in a transitional occupational class even if this 
is a class that is identified within occupational ontologies. 
Identity must be sold as mobile assemblages of wanted ca-
pacities corresponding to system recognized keywords and 
graph relationships, which then can be recomposed in dif-
ferent and changing market conditions. 

The old piecework economy, once a supplement to in-
dustrial centers has now, in digitally mediated form, been 
conveniently rebranded with the hip name of the “gig” 
economy. Mary Gray and her co-authors (Gray et. al. 2016) 
and Yin and Gray (2016) have discussed the “unofficial” 
online social support networks that workers have built in 
order to support their supposedly individual work mode. 
Gray et. al. have argued that “workers collaborate to address 
unmet social and technological needs posed by the 
crowdsourcing platform.” And Yin and Gray have sug-
gested that well connected workers on Mechanical Turk 
may be able to find more lucrative work sooner than poorly 
connected workers.  

The observation that workers use social networks among 
peers to gain advantage over other peers in the marketplace, 
echoing the way that domestic labor pieceworkers net-
worked in early industrial eras (except now on a vastly ex-
panded geographical scales thanks to the internet), also sug-
gests the unmet economic needs that pit workers against 
one another in such economies. These unmet economic 
needs are those that result from a labor market that has been 
created by the evaporation of standard, full-time, occupa-
tional jobs, and also by a lack of labor regulation covering 
this new piecework economy. Hara et. al. (2018), for exam-
ple, have calculated that the average Amazon Mechanical 
Turk worker is paid approximately two dollars an hour, 
once one calculates “time spent searching for tasks, working 
on tasks that are rejected, and working on tasks that are ul-
timately not submitted.” Such a worker socializes not to re-
sist the unregulated market place but rather to compete in 
it just as people in industrial piecework economies used 
communicative networks and other social capital to com-
pete with one another. It needs to be stressed that such so-
cialization is not that of the deployment of workers’ social 
capital in resistance to exploitation but workers’ socializa-
tion in support of their mutual exploitation. Viewed collec-
tively, this can drive the wage even lower not only because of 
the competition of workers with one another but because 
of the time necessary to socialize toward competing, as the 
wage must be calculated, as Hara (2017) suggests, by the 
overall costs of time and effort spent gaining, as well as do-
ing, work. 

In addition to studying the experiential accounts of indi-
vidual workers, it is necessary to view digital labor as struc-
tural issue, including in terms of occupations. Accounting 
for occupational labor is no more simply empirical than it is 
simply descriptive. Occupational classes and work descrip-
tions are robustly ideological and prescriptive and result in 
important practical outcomes, such as career choices, em-
ployment, and wages. 
 
4.0 Conclusion 
 
Like in most areas of the post-Fordist revolution introduced 
by information technologies, where workers have moved 
out of assigned positions in an assembly line only to be co-
opted as managed “team players” and “entrepreneurs,” the 
form of occupational descriptors has shifted from that of 
being universal a priori classes that capture workers collec-
tively to being particular names to which particular workers 
attempt to correspond in terms of their a posteriori experi-
ence and skills. Information technology has become embed-
ded in not only worker identification, but self-identifica-
tion, through real-time networks that also connect different 
labor and machine processes. Potential workers and current 
workers must identify themselves as nodes in changing net- 
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works rather than cogs in standardized factories. The digi-
tally mediated social factory is one of algorithmic nominali-
zation where “innovation” applies not just to object pro-
duction but subject production. 

What we see in the “new economy” is the appropriation 
of work through documentary mediation of a certain type: 
one based on the demand that individual social sensibilities 
be shaped to needed tasks within shifting systems of pro-
duction. Newer documentation systems function by index-
ing and ranking social sensibility through analytic graphs, 
social graphs, and predictive learning graphs (Thomas 
2018). The overall social sensibility of digital labor is precar-
ity, celebrated by capital as freedom of employment oppor-
tunity on the one hand and corporate flexibility on the 
other. Post-coordinate information technologies do not just 
bridge these two sides, but they create their possibilities in 
terms of the “new economy.” 

Occupational classes are being reshaped by information 
technologies as inclusive of more and more precarious and 
supplementary social classes. Professions have been trans-
formed into sites for piecework, inside and outside the 
home, while the site and time of work has greatly expanded.  
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