The normalization of flexible female labour in the information economy

Abstract

For the professional middle class in information industries, “working from home” is an increasingly common feature of the employment landscape, resulting from the affordability and portability of information and communication technologies (ICTs). The phrase invokes a sense of freedom from the banality of the traditional office, offering flexibility in both working hours and location when other commitments prevail. In recent debates in Australian politics, working from home is also offered as an empowered choice for women who seek to combine paid work and childcare duties, thereby consecrating a preferable version of (post)feminist subjectivity suited to neoliberal economics and ideologies. This paper shows how these subjectivities have been represented in recent ICT advertising for two purposes. Firstly, to highlight the role of mainstream media in normalizing preferred uses of new media technology for work purposes, and secondly, to note how this process contributes to wider discourses limiting the aspirations of middle-class feminist politics to an individual level. In doing so, the paper seeks to question the ethical horizon of new media advertising as well as the feminist and labour politics upon which its appeal relies. 
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Introduction

This paper offers some initial speculations on the ethical challenges facing both feminist and labour politics in the so-called “new economy” – particularly what is known as the “ICE” sector of the information, communication and education industries.
 It forms part of the theoretical and critical background for a larger project studying the impact of information and communication technologies on work and home life, specifically their role in breaking down the distinction between so-called “public” and “private” sphere personae.
 The paper arises from my suspicion that the widespread use of the term “flexibility” in discourses pertaining to workplace culture may be serving to efface the gains of identity politics movements—especially those of gender, race and disability—and hence the chance for much genuine recognition of difference within the public sphere in general, and the workplace in particular. While here I will limit my discussion to female workers as they are represented in mainstream advertising, part of my purpose is to build a foundation to pursue these wider issues in greater depth in later work. 

Scholars in the media and cultural studies tradition from which I write have regularly looked for evidence of changing social attitudes towards gender roles by focusing on the texts and objects of leisured consumption or in the actual leisure practices of “ordinary” people. This work has been important for demonstrating that consumption itself is hardly a “leisured” practice, that it involves competencies and engaged attention. Indeed, it has shown that the very word “consumption” misrepresents the ways in which texts are used (eg. Janice Radway, 1986; Matt Hills, 2002). As leisure pursuits begin to change however, and as leisure time seems to be coming under threat in many advanced capitalist economies, such approaches need reconsideration. As Alan Liu convincingly argues, “the culture of production will become increasingly important as the number of hours spent working as opposed to consuming or ‘leisuring’ continues to climb” (2004, p. 417). This increase in working hours in many countries
 changes how and whether we experience leisure in quite the ways that may have been the case, if it is assumed that the Fordist era was the moment when the alleged work/leisure divide emerged (Brigitte Young 2001; Liu 2004). My project seeks to follow Liu’s example in inaugurating new forms of analysis appropriate to this shift, that is, a cultural studies perspective that can be applied to work cultures. As he argues, “Production-side cultural studies… now have the opportunity to apply the lessons of consumption criticism to the realm of production itself” (Liu 2004, p. 417). 

Of course, as many feminists have shown, any distinction between work and leisured consumption has always been dubious for women given that “leisure” usually encompasses a number of activities taking place within the home. For women, the home has so often been the very site of their labour, whether as home “makers” or in the case of the working woman’s “second shift” (Arlie Russell Hochschild 1997; 2003). It is just this history of home-centred labour and its attendant scholarship that tends to go missing in debates about “flexible” workplace arrangements, whether in newspaper coverage, HR and management literature or at the level of government. Few policy-makers, let alone feminists, currently seem interested in interrogating the requirement for women’s flexible workplace arrangements in particular, instead taking it as given that women will retain the historically and culturally ascribed role of carer—if not by choice, then by default. This is one reason I am interested in studying the impact of “working from home” through ICTs. If the possibility of telework leads more men to maintain a home office,
 for the first time since the Fordist era men’s location in the domestic sphere troubles the gendered separation of public/private labour participation. Of course, such a hypothesis  presupposes—and given that it is government policy and advertising discourses I address here then I must—that the consumer lifestyle of the heterosexual middle-class nuclear family unit is the driving force behind the apparent need for flexible work in the first place.

In Australia, the debate over women’s right to work in combination with motherhood has tended to pivot on the notion of choice. The Liberal Party Prime Minister of the past 10 years, John Howard, showed personal approval for the “preference theory” of sociologist Catherine Hakim, which paints women as diplaying either “work-oriented”, “adaptive” or “home centred” tendencies (Hakim 2000; see Alison Morehead 2005 for an excellent discussion of the Australian context). Government’s role is therefore one of celebrating and facilitating these choices rather than attempting to change either the workplace culture or the default domestic division of labour—thereby maintaining a rather limited range of options for women. 

Feminists are beginning to note this mutually beneficial relationship between reformist, or “equal opportunity” feminism and neoliberalism’s rhetorical appeal to individualism, especially when this manifests in the ubiquitous freedom, or burden, of “choice” (Joanne Baker 2006; Rosalind Gill 2007). As Tony Bennett and Elizabeth B. Silva write more generally: 

The circumstances in which individuals find themselves regarding their location in homes, communities and work are… being transformed through the development of increasingly flexible arrangements, personal wants, and ways of talking about these… In many situations today, there is no choice but to make a choice. (2004, p. 1)

In both government policy and popular culture the relationship between neoliberalism and feminism is affirmed through the hegemony of flexible labour as ideal. In the advertisements I’ll discuss shortly, women’s choice to work when and where they want is seen as an inherent good, a commonsense manifestation of feminism’s successful accomplishments in the public sphere of work. While positive representations of professional women are certainly to be welcomed, what concerns me about these images is that as they promote what appear to be generous and progressive workplace arrangements they also reinscribe women’s “natural” preference for flexible work. It is still taken as a given that women are the primary care-giver in family relationships. Their decision to work in the paid labour market follows as a secondary consideration to be factored around this responsibility when this is not the case for men. Rather than encouraging men to contribute to unpaid labour in the home (in the manner that some government bodies, such as Australia’s Human Rights and Equal Opportunity commission (2005) have actually advised ministers to do) popular representations of working women routinely ignore its existence, perhaps conscious that for those working in information jobs, housework and caring duties are increasingly being shuffled down the class hierarchy (Barbara Ehrenreich and Arlie Russell Hochschild 2003). In this situation, management discourse is called upon to assuage middle-class guilt for hiring “help” to maintain a busy and fulfilling work/life balance.
 In the rare instance of new media advertising I have found which shows a man at home caring for a child, mobile technology provides the crucial bridge for bringing families together. ICTs allow workers the chance to confirm their affective bonds to the home when paid work can no longer guarantee physical presence. Mediated intimacy becomes a concrete and aspirational demonstration of longing for home, whether or not physical presence is actually desired.

In terms of the labour politics emerging in this changing world of work, what remains consistent in each of the depictions I will analyse is the silent fate of the many women whose “manual” labour underpins the flexible options available to middle-class women engaged in “mental” labour (Andrew Ross 2004). The glamorous images of new media marketing conveniently efface the often dangerous work involved in assembling the software and hardware enabling the lifestyle—or as I will argue, workstyle—of the West. In celebrating the freedoms of working in the global information economy, then, it is the new relationships of dependence heralded by this same scenario that I wish to make prominent. Middle-class women’s “choice” to work when it is personally convenient may represent an improvement on their past limitations, but it a choice reliant upon the very different forms of flexible labour performed by women in other parts of the globe. 

Software for the creative class
In recent years the United States, the United Kingdom and Australia among other countries have shared a growing fascination with the creative sector of the “new economy” and, as part of this, the emerging forms of independent labour developing alongside it.
 Such creative labour has enjoyed a surfeit of attention because of its sense of excitement, relying as it does on an association with bohemian and romantic notions of the artisan (Richard Florida 2002) the unique qualities of the entrepreneur (Charles Leadbeater 2000) and the broader “creative milieux” generated by the concentration of creative workers in discrete locations (Charles Landry 2002; Andy Pratt 2000, 2002; Angela McRobbie 2002, 2005). Particularly in the journalistic as opposed to academic representations of this shift, autonomous creative labour is seen to indicate a future workplace that is “cool, creative and egalitarian” (Rosalind Gill 2002), although actual evidence shows this is hardly the case at present, especially for women (Lisa Pitts 2003; Tiziana Terranova 2000; Sylvia Walby 2000). Most writers agree, however, that the creative and cultural industries present unprecedented opportunities for enterprising, if typically young, talent.

Microsoft’s “We See” software campaign emerged at just the time that these ideas were gaining momentum and implementation in local business and government practice in Australia. Its depiction of fashion designer “Sophie” was also one of the first attempts on the part of a major software company to hook in to the female members of the much vaunted “creative class”. Its feature print advertisement portrayed a young woman (Sophie) waiting for a train, daydreaming of the day her fashion label would have a catwalk launch. Stylised sketches of Sophie’s models and an adoring audience appeared in the ad as white etchings populating the fluorescent landscape of the prosaic underground station, a literal projection of the young designer’s creative imagination. The underground location not only signified her urban status—part of the creative milieux Andy Pratt has dubbed “hot jobs in cool places”—it seemed hardly incidental that the subway stop had a French name (“Pte des Lilas” on the Brown line East of Paris) adding to the desired effect of metropolitan glamour and an association with haute couture. 

The ad’s protagonist and ideal viewer seemed uncannily emblematic of the young fashion designers that have been the ongoing focus for Angela McRobbie’s research in the UK, particularly in London (1998; 2002; 2005), at a similar time. As McRobbie writes, these women’s careers follow pathways that “are unlike those of traditional occupations”:

Personnel in the culture industries make their own way, they are always on the move, they have to get their names known, they are their own brands, they have to look after their own self-interest, they are ‘artistic individuals’, and they are frequently working for big companies, but on a freelance basis (2005, p. 190).

McRobbie’s work indicates that the economic might of international labels squeezes independent designers out of most of the real estate in “cool places”, forcing them to freelance for big companies. But Microsoft’s ad campaign intimates that they are also dependent on big companies for the tools of their labour—the software and hardware packages that facilitate the work of these entrepreneurs. 

As if to reiterate the point, a fashion designer also appeared in advertising for Microsoft’s Mac-compatible version of Office 2004. This time, the female “creative” was shown to be pursuing her dream job with the assistance of a hardware and software package more fitting her personality, that is, by working on a then new iMac G4. In the ad, the Mac distinguishes her from the typical office worker, presumably because Microsoft and PCs more generally have always been the enforced choice of the “suits”. The campaign slogan, “Get in touch with your inner suit”, was complemented in the graphic by the inclusion of a tiny doll-like version of the female worker, decked out in conservative corporate attire and sitting idly on her sticky tape. This imaginary friend is another projection of the worker’s relentlessly “creative” mind, a muse to keep her company during the no doubt long hours spent in the whitewashed converted warehouse-cum-office of the ad’s loft lifestyle. 

That the Mac user’s ethnicity was Asian seemed hardly incidental in this campaign’s attempt to signify cutting-edge, empowered, “creative” work, and it is important to situate the Asian designer in a wider history of Mac vs. PC advertising reliant on gender, racial and ethnic stereotypes. Whatever might be assumed of the software advertisers’ motives, on its own the representation is evidence to support McRobbie’s observation that there are significant sections of the working population 

for whom work has become an important source for self-actualization, even freedom and independence. This includes women for whom work is an escape from traditional marriage and domesticity, young people for whom it is increasingly important as a mark of cultural identity, and ethnic minorities for whom it marks the dream of upward mobility and a possible escape from denigration (2002, p. 518).

But what this leads to, in McRobbie’s view, is a situation in which the “young woman fashion designer working 18 hour days and doing her own sewing to complete an order, “loving” her work but self-exploiting herself… only has herself to blame if things go wrong. After all she opted for this kind of unstable career choice” (2002, p. 521). Shifting the “risk” of business enterprise to the independent, autonomous worker (Ulrich Beck 1992; Beck and Elisabeth Beck-Gernsheim 2002), McRobbie claims the government policies underpinning creative labour absolve responsibility for the welfare and entitlements of an earlier era of industrial rights. What I also want to suggest later in this paper is that no amount of empowerment of middle-class, educated Asian women in the “global cities” of the West can detract from the reality of so many other less educated Asian women at the assembly end of technology jobs in places far removed from media representation. Attractive depictions of successful individuals reflects—indeed magnifies—the lack of any necessary solidarity based on ethnicity, nationality or industry in knowledge economies.

Cosmopolitan Consultancy: Workstyles of the frequent flyer

In other advertising images of this same period, particularly those depicting the mobile worker liberated by wireless technologies, ICT hardware is shown to be the friendly facilitator of a cosmopolitan lifestyle of “frequent flyers” engaging in rewarding labour in chic locations. Vodafone’s “Now” campaign has been a prime example of this trend, with one of its major print advertisements featuring a contemplative young woman taking notes in an airport departure lounge while sitting next to her streamlined carry-on luggage. The tagline urged: “Check out your email after you check in”, and the male equivalents for the same wireless card campaign were set by a pool, and in a hotel lobby. Women have clearly reached a similar level in the company hierarchy to enable travel away from the office in these images; have attained the equal “privilege” of flexible work. Here the service provider guarantees the peace of mind of a non-stop connection accessible wherever one may roam. Indeed, the ISP acts as an expression of identity, just like any other brand choice. It is in this sense that the theories of “leisured” consumption I referred to earlier can be applied to make sense of the ways that identity is increasingly being fashioned by consumption through and at work, as part of a broader “workstyle”. This marks a significant shift from the idea that work is what drives “leisured” consumption, or that our identity is established via consumption practices outside of work hours. The flexible labourer of private enterprise is part of a wider lifestyle of café culture, coast-to-coast consultancy and the pre-eminence of the client, one which threatens the very possibility of uninterrupted leisure. We are only now beginning to contemplate the effects of this non-stop contactability on traditional versions of labour politics (Gregg 2007a).

As Australia’s biggest telecommunications service provider, Telstra Corporation has been at the forefront of efforts to normalise this frequent flyer lifestyle and the kinds of technology use required to facilitate it. Over recent years Telstra’s ad campaigns have gradually enshrined the laptop and mobile phone as compulsory companions of the successful businesswoman finally realising her dream of equality in the workplace, asserting her independence through challenging, well compensated work. A memorable early campaign featured an attractive blonde in a business suit checking email in the back of a taxi between meetings, the tagline reading: “Get straight back to clients from the back of a cab with Telstra Flexible Working”. Of course, ergonomics experts and workplace health and safety officers would be the first to warn that a “straight back” is the last thing a laptop and mobile office ensure! Nonetheless the omnipresent network is promoted in the ad as delivering “ultra-professional service” to Telstra’s clients. Other versions of this same campaign included a young (once again blonde) employee in a downtown coffee shop orchestrating a meeting with colleagues using her laptop. The slogan, “Telstra Flexible Networking. You Choose When and Where You Work” drew attention to the company’s Wireless PC Pack which gave clients the option of choosing “the most suitable workplace”—a choice which seems increasingly less likely to be an actual office.

Sony’s “No More Bounds” campaign took this capacity for flexibility to a further level by showing a Lego Man using his laptop on the side of a cliff (in Australia, beach imagery has been a consistent motif in laptop advertising from the outset, and also features in just about every broadsheet feature article on the future of work, see Gregg 2007a). In its other memorable portrayal, a real life female worker was shown holding a laptop wearing a bikini she had fashioned out of her traditional, presumably outmoded, pinstriped suit. Such an attack on clichéd corporate apparel can be read as another legacy of the dotcom era, what with its dress down and casual Friday experiments. In this instance, taking her scissors to the suit not only provides the convenient benefit of showing off more of the worker’s well-toned body for the audience gaze, her individuality is further established by the discrete Asian character tattoo we see gracing her panty line. Posing provocatively for the camera, computer balanced delicately in one hand, the other defiantly on hip, the choice of equipment, and the choice to “work where you want” fits the worker’s unique personality. The cutting-edge of creativity and autonomy is embodied in her stance, the unremarkable status of the tattoo only reiterating the “diversity” of the “new economy” workplace. 

If we can assume from these representations that the workplace is becoming more accepting of women—and of difference generally—than in earlier times, this is because the workplace being referred to in these images has different rules and regulations. In information jobs, technology provides the freedom to “work where you want, when you want”, but never whether you work. In light of previous (failed) visions of labour solidarity, the worker is asked to recognise and accept his or her mobility as the only form of freedom now possible or desirable. The freedom to work anywhere is the trade-off for constant contactability and the ever present possibility, if not the outright expectation, of work (although the psychological and affective difference between these latter may not vary so very greatly). In all of these examples, the dominant utopian image is no longer freedom from work but freedom to work, albeit at times and in locations that are personally convenient. And it is to this new “workstyle”—by which I mean a style of work and a stylisation of work—that Labor Parties and trade unions alike have yet to adjust. 

Working From Home

The advertisements I’ve mentioned so far suggest that those in charge of marketing for ICTs have paid close attention to feminist politics of the past few decades. The ideas of liberation and empowerment they articulate neatly fit the sentiments of equal opportunity without needing to address wider structural issues to do with access and hierarchy. In the trajectory of advertising trends I’m describing, one campaign marks the highpoint in efforts to sell the dream lifestyle of the working woman “having it all”. Toshiba’s laptop campaign of 2005 comprised a well dressed (again blonde) pregnant woman sitting in an open-plan dining room while talking on the phone and gazing at her laptop. The ad’s slogan, “Because she’s having a baby, not a lobotomy” indicated that there is no longer any prestige in staying home or not working just because you’re pregnant or have children to look after. In accordance with mainstream feminist ideals, prestige now comes from being able to maintain one’s career credentials without seeing biological capacities as any hindrance. Moreover, the woman’s effortless beauty and immaculately clean house testify that she can happily combine private and public-sphere demands. 

As David Wells has argued, women’s participation in the market now supersedes the once socially and financially sanctioned value of staying at home: “consumerism, although a key element in the successful establishment of the homemaker ideal, ultimately undermines it and becomes a motivating force… for why middle and upper class women moved from homemakers to the work force in the twentieth century” (Wells 1998, p. 2). Wells pinpoints the consumerist drive behind middle-class women’s alleged “need” to enter the paid labour market, and it is the class dimension to his analysis that I want to engage with. It is certainly a middle-class audience that is presumed in the accompanying text for the Toshiba ad when it claims: 

Research shows that workplace flexibility, which truly enables work/family balance, is highly valued. Specifically, control over start and finish times in order to meet the new and growing demands of family life, and the availability, at least as an option, of permanent part-time employment.

With its punchy half-sentences of management-speak, the ad promotes permanent part-time employment as the extreme end-point for female workers’ aspirations. In doing so, it not only limits its address to those (middle-class) women who can afford not to work full-time, it also normalizes these women’s participation to certain kinds of work within the organisational structure—that is, work that can be limited to a few days a week; work that may not require the charisma or the complexity of face-to-face contact; work that is organisational and/or administrative and therefore (in “creative industries” in particular) typically thankless. In Toshiba’s ad, the exception is the woman as small business owner, the archetypal worker who values individual enterprise and seeks ultimate “control over start and finish times”. Perhaps coincidentally, it is small business owners that have been the favoured demographic for the governing Liberal Party in Australia over the past decade, and its economic policies similarly trumpet “working from home” as the convenient solution to women’s unequal burden of childcare (Peter Costello 2006). Popular culture and government therefore avoid any necessary consideration of the overriding structure of either the domestic or paid labour realms. 

Such positive depictions of flexible home/work arrangements prevail in Australia despite mounting literature from the US and European experience to question the very benefits being promoted (Leslie Haddon and Alan Lewis 1994; Leslie Haddon and Roger Silverstone 1994; Christena Nippert-Eng 1995; Louisa Hearn 2006). Writing from Finland, Riikka Kivimäki documents the difficulty of working from home with children present, while noting that it actually increases the likelihood of overtime because so many workers with home offices overcompensate in their work hours and intensity to avoid potential perceptions of unprofessionalism. “Although telework introduces more ways in which to be flexible in reconciling working life and family life, it can also cause problems,” she writes. “One of these threats is the assumption that it is possible to take care of small children and work at the same time. Another threat is the blurring of boundaries of work and free time. The concept of overtime is blurred when, instead of measuring working by the hours on the clock, it is measured by work periods during which a certain task is completed” (2004, p. 189). While flexible work arrangements allow greater autonomy and productivity for those who already have salaried office jobs, Kivimäki’s study shows it “is difficult to reconcile teleworking and a family with small children if work is done only at home”—which tends to be the case in the freelance work typical of the information industries (Gill 2002). Kivimäki concludes that: “What makes working at home possible is a well-functioning childcare system” (2004, p. 187), which may explain why, in Australia, working from home is so loudly touted as the precise means by which existing pressures on the childcare system can be solved. 

It’s therefore important to question both the extent and the rapidity of the shift to flexible, autonomous work practices to ask what kinds of flexibility are enjoyed by which kinds of workers, and whether the flexibility enjoyed by women in particular comes at the expense of any kind of empowerment or career progression on a wider, institutional level. The boosterism of “new economy” discourse combined with the libertarian ethos of new media theory have been powerful partners in heralding the utopian workplace of the future, but they have failed to offer coherent frameworks for how women might escape their currently constrained experience of “freely chosen” part time work and a segmented career path: 

the very notion of women’s availability for part-time work and their supposed ‘choice’ of it simply reinforces rather than challenges traditional assumptions about and practices of the gender division of labour in the family and society as a whole (Jane Jenson 2000, pp. 10-11). 

Moving Into Work: Neoliberal Equity Citizenship
Recent changes to welfare entitlements in Australia seem to have only added pressure to a childcare system already under strain. The previous Liberal government’s policies, promoted in its “Moving Into Work” campaign, provided a leading example of the neoliberal preference for “workfare” rather than “welfare” policies, and in their conception appear to have had a disproportionate effect on women. As Jane Jenson writes, from Europe: 

fewer and fewer citizens are ‘excused’ from labour market participation than were in the immediate post-war years. After 1945 not only did married men often receive tax benefits if they had a stay-at-home wife, but lone mothers were permitted to stay at home to care for their own children. These understandings of the contribution of full-time mothers to society have been overturned everywhere in the liberal welfare states. (2000, p. 8) 

Australia’s “Welfare to Work” policies were aimed at encouraging mothers, the long-term unemployed and people with disabilities into paid work. As my description already indicates, what is objectionable about these changes is the implication that having children is an aberration in normal working capacity, something to be treated with the same “special” consideration as having a disability (or simply holding the belief that paid work should not be the only acceptable contribution available within a democracy). In advertisements appearing in the business press, broadsheet newspapers and in-flight magazines at the time of these policies’ introduction, the term “flexible” takes on yet another connotation:

This year, the Australian Government is investing two billion dollars in services to help people currently on benefits move into the workforce. In order to tap into this vast and varied workforce, it pays to have a flexible approach. You’ll find people with a wealth of experience, skills and fresh attitudes. They may be parents re-entering the workforce, people with disabilities or those who haven’t worked for a while. You’ll meet people of all ages and backgrounds who want to work and are keen to contribute to your business. Look at this as an opportunity to solve your business’s staffing needs. It’s already worked for many companies. (Australian Government 2006)

In this case, the ad is addressed to employers rather than the employees who are the audience for the ICT ads from earlier. Information workers in the technology ads already benefit from flexible workplace arrangements, while in this latter instance the assumed reader is the manager who needs to broaden his outlook to hire a more “diverse” workforce. In this way the terms “flexible” and “diverse” become the generous repositories for any and all categories that aren’t white and male. The ad uses the term “flexible” to refer to a general attitude one might exercise towards the entire non-working population, erasing any circumstance, history or humanity behind people’s choice whether or not to work in the market economy. The campaign’s rhetoric collapses together all identities other than the white male career path, which is how it can be read as an implicit erasure of identity politics claims: the hegemonic perceived good—paid work—overrides any other possible political subjectivity.

As Barbara Ehrenreich found in her recent book Bait and Switch, for the purposes of gaining employment in white collar professions “a Gap of any kind, for any purpose—child raising, caring for an elderly parent, recovering from an illness, or even consulting—is unforgivable. If you haven’t spent every moment of your life making money for somebody else, you can forget about getting a job” (2006, p. 169). Brigitte Young’s research on European conditions concurs with Ehrenreich’s observations, arguing that work-related discourses render childrearing invisible, a matter for women’s “private” concern. There is a distinct irony that: 

Women have finally reached the long-awaited abstract equality with men! Not in terms of wages, but in terms of an abstract notion of individualism that is free at last from child care. Despite its private seclusion, the reproductive work during the Fordist period was at least socially recognized. Now with the flexibilization of the labour market, child rearing has, once again, become an economic and social externality, and the dialectical relations between market and nonmarket activities had disappeared from the neoliberal discourse of the global economy (2001, pp. 39-40).

The “Welfare to Work” campaign demonstrates that to be an adequate citizen women can no longer settle for motherhood alone but must also contribute their labour to the market economy. Drawing on the same language of flexibility that is the only repository for notions of freedom in the workplace, normal biological capacities render women susceptible to association with other “special interest” groups, even though such “special interests” in the Australian political landscape are themselves problematically imagined (Gregg 2007b).

Flexible futures

If the previous Australian Government’s ad campaigns left a lot to be desired (an election in the process of this article’s publication brought the Liberal era to an end), one of the most recent promotions for Telstra’s 3G Mobile network shows that there may be some positive changes ahead for women seeking greater choices in the effort to combine work and home life. The ad’s main graphic, a banal CBD vista in a generic world city, provides the hectic backdrop for the mobile phone user, who the reverse angle of the video-call reveals to be a businesswoman calling home. The rest of the phone screen is dominated by the image of a young child holding her teddy-bear with a male, most probably her father, in the background. The accompanying text claims: “Whether it’s friends or family, with videocalling you can always put a face to a voice. So now you’ll never feel too far away from home.” The key feature to note in this ad given the territory I’ve mapped in this article is that the father is now at home with the child: a reversal of the typically gendered divide between home and work. But the text also gestures towards something equally interesting, namely that the transitory lifestyle of information labour demands and encourages wider kinship networks than just the nuclear family unit. The ad offers discursive space for friends or family as the locus for affect and homesickness. Moreover, the tagline—“It’s great when a new city becomes a little more like home”—also suggests that the woman teleconferencing home is regularly in a new city on work-related travel. The woman’s “freedom” to work anywhere is again made palatable because she can remain “in touch” with the domestic sphere, although not literally. The mobile phone is the techno-fix that mediates the relationships increasingly common in information jobs, from the commuter marriage to remote parenting. 

Conclusion: Flexible, female and foreign

This latest effort to depict the mobile worker, alongside the range of representations of female workers I’ve shown, is evidence of advertisers’ willingness to cater to the variety of feminist ideals of empowerment and independence currently circulating in popular culture. What they all share, however, is a troubling disconnect between the forms of flexible labour sustaining the “work choices”
 and the comparatively privileged lifestyles of the West and the more pernicious flexibility demanded of those whose labour produces the tools of these “creative” or “information” jobs. I therefore want to conclude this brief study by paying overdue attention to the large numbers of immigrant women in Silicon Valley chip processing plants and the much larger numbers of women working in factories closer to my shores who continue to be employed without any of the (albeit diminishing) protections we enjoy in our workplaces.
  As Karen Hossfeld (1998) has documented, these women are hired for being “small, foreign and female”. When they aren’t indentured to the strict schedules of computer assembly lines, their experience of “working from home” is to produce the labels we creatives wear in performing our cool fashion credentials via an increasingly aestheticised information workstyle. To meet the demanding orders for the international brand names servicing the West, these women often enlist the help of children and other extended family members in what amount to home sweatshops. This truly puts a new spin on debates over working from home with child care responsibilities.  

The manual labour outsourced to the developing world and the mental labour of the West are fundamentally and ethically linked in the information economy. As Young notes, “a new gender-specific social division is emerging between those (mostly male, but including some females) who frequent the hypermobile ‘money society’ and those (mostly female and unskilled, including males) who remain bound to the national ‘work territory’” (2001, pp. 37-8).
 Young goes on to acknowledge the situation is complicated by the fact that “the feminist expansion of the concept of ‘work’ to include the nonmonetized sector of the reproductive sphere” retains “the conventional idea of two complementary spheres”:

To the degree that the male breadwinner role is pushed more and more into the background, women are forced to earn their livings in a combination of the private and the public spheres. Increasingly large numbers work on-call in paid tele- and home-based activities in their homes (private sphere), are found in sweatshops (neither private nor public), or with their babies on their backs in the ‘global factories’ (mixture of production and reproduction). Among other things, this means that the concept of a regular, statistically defined worktime utilized in the formal economy is no longer adequate to define the new forms of the ‘feminization of work’ (2001, p. 39).

This difficult scenario is an achingly familiar one for feminists who have been successful pursuing the ideals of freedom and flexibility within their own cultural context but have struggled to acknowledge that to colonised others, these ideals can themselves be seen as legacies of Western thinking. Today, it is the ongoing benefits of cultural and economic imperialism that need to recognised as providing the opportunity for information workers to choose when and where we work.

The question McRobbie continues to ask, quite rightly, is how can the individualisation of our working lives “as a sociological fait accompli, become more associative, how can it be politicised?” (2005, p. 196) One way of doing this I have offered is to better understand how new media advertising cannily exploits popular Western feminist ideals to sell ever more numerous products to workers in information and financially rich societies. Not only does this process prolong a misguided perception of glamour in the realm of information work, limiting the ambition of feminist politics to that of the equal opportunity to be exploited, at the same time it narrows the ethical horizon of labour politics—feminist or otherwise—to the individualism of personal choice. The flexible worker aesthetic glamorised in ICT hardware and software advertising, coupled with the ongoing popularity of flexibility rhetoric in government and recruitment discourses, offers a useful prism for thinking about the limitations of a middle class feminist position appropriately adjusted to suit the global economic context in which we are all asked, ever more threateningly, to work. If middle-class women in information jobs are regularly shown to have the freedom to choose when and where they work, those of us benefiting from this frequent flyer lifestyle must remember that this choice is always dependent on the labour of many other women who remain in inflexible, often dangerous manual jobs, far removed from the polished advertising imagery of new media hype. It is this international division of labour amongst and between women which must provide the end-point for any emergent feminist politics around “new economy” workplaces.

The problem we are facing in neoliberal cultures is that liberty of the individual is too often coming at the expense of the other two revolutionary ideals—equality and solidarity—which must now be understood at a global level (Jenson 2000). But when this wider perspective is desired and envisaged by feminist scholars, it is clear that there are several things we do share across the divisions of mental and manual labour. The growing amount of overwork, the diminishing degree of accountability of corporations and the enforced redundancy of new media technologies links men and women of all kinds in all countries of the world. In a capitalist economy that works more people in more places harder than ever before, it is never the imagined fate of some distant other on whose behalf feminists must speak. Rather, it is as an equal witness to a commonly imposed experience—of limited freedoms packaged within a predefined set of choices.  

Endnotes


� The paper extends a number of concerns raised in Micky Lee’s recent article published in Feminist Media Studies, ‘What’s Missing in Feminist Research in New Information and Communication Technologies?’ in which she asks for strategies to develop “consciousness of the global economy as the context for the information society” (2006, p. 196).


� Australian Research Council Postdoctoral Research Fellowship DP0770241 “Working From Home: New Media Technology, Workplace Culture and the Changing Nature of Domesticity”. This study follows the technology use of 30 white collar workers in key organisations across Brisbane, Australia from 2007-9.


� Australians, for instance, now work the most amount of overtime of any country in the OECD, as recent research suggests (Brigid van Wanrooy, John Buchanan and Iain Campbell 2008).


� Evidence so far suggests that this may not be likely because of the detrimental impact on workplace camaraderie of being “out of the loop”—whether in terms of maintaining a productive group dynamic or keeping up with office gossip (itself an acknowledgement of the significance of emotion and relationships within the workplace that my research seeks to investigate). 


� Framed in the vocabulary of “work/life balance”, feminist debates about the politics of labour struggle to provide a voice for large numbers of adult women in non-normative living arrangements, which in conservative neoliberal cultures like Australia could be said to encompass: sole parents; those who are divorced or separated; people living in same-sex relationships or identify as queer (even if they prefer not to); those that happen to be single or choose to be; and anyone pursuing non-sexual or even quasi-sexual kinship relations in share-houses (in no small part because of the escalating cost of real-estate in inner-cities, which are, after all, the location for most “creative” jobs in the information economy). While I cannot discuss this further here, my work is also interested in questioning the apparent circumstance in which there is rarely any socially-sanctioned rationale for “flexible” work practices other than meeting the commitments of a “traditional” procreating, multi-generational family model, although in some countries this could be changing (BBC News, 2007).  


� As was the case in Professor Linda Duxbury’s keynote address to the Queensland Government’s ‘Work, Life Balance: Challenges and Solutions’ Conference held in Brisbane, 20th November 2006.


� For an account that is somewhat more distanced from the boosterism of much business commentary, see Doug Henwood (2003). A more recent and local overview which incorporates international trends in creative industries policy is Stuart Cunningham (2006).


� “Work Choices” was the name of another major piece of legislation introduced by the Howard Liberal government in Australia which also came into force in 2006. Its aim was to encourage workers to negotiate individual contracts (known as Australian Workplace Agreements, or AWAs) with their employer and therefore diminish the need for trade union based bargaining and protection in the workplace. It was this legislation that was considered a defining factor in the Government’s electoral defeat in late 2007.


� Glenna Matthews (2003) and Andrew Ross (2004) offer extensive details of these conditions.


� Young notes: “These changes do not imply only negative consequences for women. They also have the potential of weakening and dissolving local, patriarchal cultures and systems of male domination” (2001, pp. 37-8). These issues are discussed in further detail in Matthews (2003). 
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