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Abstract 
The aim of this paper is to present an exploration of the subjective experiences of precarious work for the 
increasing number of academics working under precarious conditions, and how they experience the 
relationship between precariousness and meaning of work. Data for the project is a number of qualitative 
interviews with participants recruited so as to cover the main groups of precarious academics in Denmark. 
Working within the critical theoretical tradition and applying Becker-Schmidts concept of ambivalence, the 
subjective experiences of the participants are analyzed in context of historical conflicts and changes of work 
on a societal level, understanding meaning in a critical sense as forms of immanent critique and thus as a 
transformative potential for a critique of the social organisation and purposes of labour in society, and it's 
current transformations. 
 

 
Introduction 
This paper aims to discuss the analysis of interviews i have done as part of my ongoing Ph.D. research project 
(working title: "Meaning in precarious academic work") at Roskilde University, Denmark. The purpose of the 
project is to investigate the subjective experience of precarious academic work, and the aim of the paper is to 
present and discuss part of my initial analysis from the qualitative interviews with a special focus on the 
transformative potential of the critical theoretical approach of the project. First the paper will present the 
frame, research questions and method of the project, then it will present results, and finally it will discuss the 
theory of Becker- Schmidt as a transformative approach. Thus the paper will on the one hand discuss the 
concept of ambivalence as an approach to understanding the experiences of the individuals as a consequence 
of the transformations of academic work towards precarisation (the Danish case), and on the other hand, and 
with special regard to the conference theme, the potential of her theory as transformative critical approach 
to work life studies. 
 
Frame 
My project takes as a starting point current transformations in the social organisation of labour towards what 
has been coined "precarisation" (Standing 2011; Castel 2009; Dörre, Kraemer and Speidel 2004; Castel and 
Dörre (eds.) 2009; Kalleberg 2009, 2014), and which may be understood as a part of a larger transformation 
of work (Sennett 1998, 2008; Beck 2002; Hvid 2006; Lund 2007). The concept of precarisation has been used 
to describe how apparently growing numbers of the workforce experience an increase in part time work and 
short time contracts, de-qualification and loss of social security, exclusion from bargaining etc., 
transformations which not only pertain to low-skilled labour, but also academic labour, in Denmark, as well as 
in Europe (Sander 2012; Brodersen et.al. 2016; Pedersen and Ribe 2013). The concept of precarisation has it's 
roots in french sociology in 1the 1980'es, whereafter it was taken up by amongst others Pierre Bourdieu and 
Ulrich Beck. The concept however gained prominence in the wake of publications by economist Guy Standing 
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beginnning in 2011 (Jacobsen and Petersen 2017; Fersch 2014; Standing 2011, 2014; Beck 2002; Sennett 1998, 
2008). Because the concept has thus been used with slightly different definitions over time, because of the 
complexity of Standings definition, and because of the contrictions of available data, there has been some 
dicussion of the extend of the problems of precarisation and whether problems are increasing. In the case of 
Denmark for instance Scheuer emphasises that there is a slight decrease in the numbers of temporary 
employees in Denmark (Scheuer 2011). Larsen on the other hand emphasises, that there is a increasing number 
of "outsiders" in the Danish labour market, however with substantial differences across of subgroups (Larsen 
2011). Regarding the academics as a group, there are some indications of growing precarisation, for instance 
growth within teaching and a relatively high proprotion within the newly educated (Rasmussen, Larsen and 
Andersen 2017; Ejlertsen 2016). 
 
This also fits with tendencies in other european countries (Sander 2012; Castel 2009; Dörre, Kraemer and 
Speidel 2004; Fersch 2014; Rasmussen et al. 2016; Andersen, Larsen and Rasmussen 2017)). Looking at the 
academics as a group there seems to be relatively large diffeerences within. Ribe and Pedersen thus assesses 
the Danish "academic precariat" using Standings definition, and arrives at 23% of the academics in Denmark 
as precarious. In all they define four groups of academics, two of which are precarious, the group of the 
organised precariat, and the group the unorganised precrariat respectively (Pedersen and Ribe 2013). When 
looking at the composition, Pedersen and Ribe note three groups which predominate. There are thus relatively 
high proportions of academics educated within the humanities, natural sciences and "soft" social sciences 
(Pedersen and Ribe 2013). They also note, that the academic precariat both comprises young and older 
academics, and that precarisation thus is not necessarily a life course phenomenon (Pedersen and Ribe 2013). 
I have used this assesment as the basis for the selection of the participants. 
 
In the paper i use the term "precarious" and "precarity" instead of "precariat". This is because the article 
seeks to research into specific work conditions as precarious, or precariousness as a subjective experience, 
rather than question whether a precariat as a class is in formation, as described by Standing (Standing 2011; 
Castel 2009). 
 
Meaning in work and the experience of precarity 
Standing describes how precarisation has not only economic and social, but also subjective consequences. Thus 
according to Standing, precarity, as the instrumental and flexible character of precarious works undermines the 
professionalism which stems form a community of standards, is featured by the lack of a work based or 
professional identity, ethical principles and mutual respect. Precarious workers are thus, according to Standing, 
working in "careerless jobs" without "traditions of social memory", and without "a feeling they belong to a to 
an occupational community steeped in stable practises, codes of ethics and norms of behaviour, reciprocity and 
fraternity" (Standing 2011: 12) They are thus not part of a "solidaristic labour community", which has as a 
consequence the feeling of a "sense of alienation and instrumentality" (Standing 2001: 12, 23). It is these 
subjective consequences of precarity, that the project aims to research further into. To understand this feeling 
of alienation and instrumentality, the project applies the concept of meaning in work, in what Kamp the critical 
sense (Kamp 2012). The project thus works within the critical theoretical tradition and it's understanding of 
work (as it is originally understood by Marx, and later developed by Negt (Negt 1985, 2001), analysing the 
material by applying the concept of ambivalence from Becker- Schmidt. 
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Research questions 
This paper aims to explore: How do academics working under precarious conditions experience precarious work 
as possibility and barrier for finding meaning in work, and what forms does this meaning take? And in what 
ways and to what extend are these experiences and forms of meaning relevant as a possible transformative 
critical potential? 
 
Data 
Data for the project is a number of qualitative interviews with participants chosen so as to cover the main 
subgroups of precarious academics in Denmark (compare Pedersen and Ribe 2013). The participants were 
recruited partially through network, and partly through "snowballing" recruitment from participant to 
participant. 
 
Methods 
The project adapts Kohlbergs "maeutic" interview approach as a hermeneutic method for investigating 
meaning of work as a subjective experience, and as developed in context of Habermas' "rational 
reconstruction" (Pedersen 2007; Garz 2000, 2009; Eriksen and Weigaard 2003; Outhwaite 1997; 
Habermas 1968, 1976, 1983, 1998; Kohlberg 1994; Kohlberg and Kaufmann 1994). 
 
Becker-Schmidt’s concept of ambivalence 
The project applies Becker-Schmidt as a central concept for understanding the subjective experiences of the 
participants. Becker-Schmidt (1982), belonging to the Frankfurt tradition (Umrath 2010), describes how 
women working as piece work labourers experience work as not only a means of income (intrumentally), or 
as a source of personal gratification (identification), but as both, i.e. ambivalent (Becker-Schmidt 1982). 
Becker-Schmidt thus describes how women workers in the textile industry, which she uses as and example, on 
the one hand strongly critizise intolerable working conditions, but on the other hand and at the same time 
positively value both the concrete work as industrial labourers as well as the cooperative demands of a 
demanding work place (Becker-Schmidt 1982). Instead of ignoring or deploring this apparent contradiction in 
the interviews regarding work experiences as a methodical failure, these ambivalent experiences according to 
Becker-Schmidt must be understood immanent, as an expression of the contradictions of work life itself. 
According to Becker-Schmidt it is thus necessary for research to avoid methodical biases that result in one 
sided research and also definitional dichotomies between for instance "identification" vs. "instrumentally-
indifferent" orientations towards work, as these may become a hindrance for understanding ambivalences 
and emotional contradictions in the concrete subjective experiences. These are instead at one hand to be 
understood in context of societal conflicts, as a subjective correlate of the objective categories. On the other 
hand they are however also as more complex than just a mirroring of the objective position of the workers 
within production, because of the importance of internal conflicts within each of the spheres of family and 
production, and because of the importance of socialisation, individual biography and experiences, which are 
differentiated in different levels of the psyche (Becker-Schmidt 1982). Specifically with regards to gender, 
Becker-Schmidt's approach in this way, in context of my study, opens a way of understanding specific gendered 
experiences of precarisation, for instance regarding balancing work and (life phase specific) family demands. 
Finally Becker-Schmidts concept of ambivalence makes it possible to understand the seemingly inconsistent 
experiences as possible points of resistance. Thus ambivalence should be understood as substantial conflicts 
which are unsolved on a level of society, which logically leads to contradictory experiences, as work thus is 
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actually both a vehicle of self-actuation (or even emancipation), but also of exploitation. In the case of 
precarious academic work, the subject of my research, this for instance for the former part comes in the form 
of experienced greater independence from the confinements and compromises associated with a permanent 
position, and for the latter part in the obvious forms of exploitation of academic labour through part time and 
short term academic work (as described by for instance Standing (2011)).Thus accordinng to Becker-Schmidt 
in the ambivalent experience lies also immanent the hope of another kind of work which may act as a kernel 
for a social critique, and present areas of possible attack (1982). Methodically Becker-Schmidt presents the 
method of "changes in perspective", which I shall return to below. Thus for instance concrete experiences are 
assessed differently when assessed in the perspective of family life, or when assessed in the perspective of 
work (189). 
 
Findings 
The first aim of the article, with special relevance for the conference theme, is to present my findings 
regarding the subjective experiences of the transformation of academic labour towards precarisation i the 
case of Denmark. My initial analysis shows different experiences of the relationship between precarious 
working condition and finding meaning in work, which I organize around three interconnected dimensions, in 
which the participants experience possibilities and identity or conflict and ambivalence. The first dimension 
regards their understanding of the scope of the utility of the profession (for instance a narrow "tool" utility 
understanding vs. a broader "societal good as ends" utility understanding). The second regards the specificity 
of the perceived object of the profession (meaning in applying general analytical competences vs. a narrower 
meaning in working with a specific object). The last dimension regards whether they present what i term a 
develepment- or continuity-oriented understanding of changes in their profession and work situation. Below 
I will present examples of differences within all three dimensions. 
 
The first dimension regards their understanding of the scope of the utility of the profession, here the 
participants differ according to whetther they present for instance a narrow "tool" utility understanding 
or a broader "societal good" utility understanding of work. As an example of a "societal good" 
understanding of work one participant thus presents his understanding of professional meaning as follows: 
 

"I think one should at all times understand ones professionalism in relationship to utility, and not in 
relationship to what interests me, because then it is just vanity... A profesional ethic should be tied up 
on society, i think. It has to make sense on a societal level" 
(Male, social sciences, thirties, presently permanently employed) 

 
On the other hand, another participant presents a "tool" utiliy understanding of her work; 

[profession] "...refers to me... ...to the practical side [of the profession], the tools and the toolbox 
that I think [the profession] offers... ...and that I think this is almost too good for others not to 
experience how good it can be to achieve the goals one wants to" and "it is not the [professional] 
criticism, the academic part of it..." "...and there i think the [academic subject/profession] is a bit 
different from other subjects...." 
(Female, humanities, thirties, presently selfemployed) 

 
A "societal good" utility understanding can thus both be a source of meaning, as well as ambivalence, in 
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those cases where there may be a conflict between the understanding of the societal good with the 
individual, and the tasks at hand. The narrower "tool" utility understanding at the other hand faclitates a 
compartmentalized professional room, where the professional tools may be put to many different uses, and 
thus function as the bases for for a relatively succesful selfemployed work situation. 

 
The second dimension in which the participants differ regards the specificity of the perceived object of 

the profession. In this dimension the participants differ according to whether they understand meaning as 
attached to exercising general analytical competences or whether they attach it to a narrower 
understanding of working with a specific object. Here one respondent present the former understanding, 
where she draws similarites between the rather different tasks of teaching and administrating: 

 
"... I think it is a professionalism in another way, maybe. Because, as a teacher there you also have 
to be able to assess and select some things which are beneficial for your... 
...students while at the same time you need to see it in a larger perspective, that it makes sense for 
the rest that they happen to... It is not quite the same, but it is still not completely different" 
(Female, humanities, thirties, presently permanently employed) 

 
On the other hand other respondents refer to more specific understandings of the object of their 
profession, as a part of experiencing not being able to work wtihin their professional field, or (always) 
being deferred to work on the fringes of their field: 

 
"[I] was professionally not very happy with it... Because even if it was exciting to work with these 
people... Then it was not very professionally exciting to me, and did not have too much to do with 
my professional identity, i thought, so i quit the job..." 
(Male, humanities, thirties, presently unemployed) 

 
The former participant has had relatively diverse carreer, with many, and very different, jobs, but her 
broad understanding of the subject of her profession has allowed her to pursue very different options, 
where she has experienced relatively little unemployment, and still emphasize the professional meaning 
she has experienced. On the other hand, the other participant has had a number of jobs, and even though 
he has most often had temporary employment, he has still had the experience of permanently needing to 
compromise and accept work on the fringes of his professional field of work. Precarious work has for the 
former been a source of new challenges, and for the latter been a string of jobs on the fringe of his 
professional field. 

 
In the third dimension, the participants differ in whether they present what i term a develepment- or 
continuity-oriented understanding of changes in their profession and work situation. Again these frames of 
reference are important for the experience of precarious work as an opportunity or as a barrier for creating 
and experiencing meaning in work. And again they may be at work alone, or compensate one another. For 
instance, a participant may experience a change in the field of work as a strain on the professional identity 
and the relationship with colleagues, and as a stressful transition involving high stakes in terms of social 
status and personal identity: 
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"I know this from my self: It is not a decision one makes from one day to another... ... It is a coincidence 
of different things... ... it can be both professionally and economically and socially very hard..." And 
further pertaining to herself and others: "You go to University because you have a professionalism 
that you seek to fortify, and you work hard for it.. ...and then it is, that many of us tend to hold on to 
it..." 
(Female, humanities, fifties, presently unemployed) 

 
On the other hand other participants have a more development oriented understanding of changes in their 
profession and work situation: 

 
"...nowadays I am not afraid to quit..." "...if i miss a feeling of feeling like doing my work, then i 
do not do my work properly... ...then something else has to happen..." 
(Female, humanities, thirties, presently permanently employed) 

 
Where the former participant has an experience of changes in work as a stressful renegotiation of her 
identity, the latter sees it as an opportunity for exploring new and more meaningful work situations. 

 
When recounting the above examples, meant to illustrate the ways differences along the three dimensions 
of the exerperience of the relationship between precarious academic work and meaning in work, it is 
important to point out how this relationship is complex: Thus for instance a continuity oriented 
understanding of changes in the work situation does not necessarily lead to an experience of precarious work 
as a barrier for creating and experiencing meaning in work. For instance indeed some participants with a 
contiunuity oriented understanding of changes in work see precarious work as a barrier, as their precarious 
situation may force them to take work not meaningful to them. But actually the same understanding lead 
other participants to see precarious work as an opportunity, because part time temporary contracts actually 
allows them to stay within a professional work area where there is no option or chance for them to achieve 
permanent employment on normal terms, and thus precarious work becomes an opportunity for 
experiencing meaning in work in a conitnuous way. But this being said, there seems to be a tendency between 
the participants placement along the three dimensions and their experience of precarious work. A tool-
oriented understanding of the scope of the utility of the profession, everything else being equal, allows for 
more flexibility for creating and experiencing meaning in work when choosing between a limited set of job 
options and economic constraints at any given time, than a specifically ideologically invested "societal good" 
understanding. And likewise a general rather than specific understanding of the object, and a development- 
rather than a continuity oriented understanding of changes in the work situation. And thus the clearest 
"grinners" amongst the participants tend towards the former understandings along the three dimensions. 
For these participants, precarious work predominantly comes across as a way for creating and experiencing 
meaning in work, that otherwise would have been harder or impossible to achieve, and thus instantiate 
something close to succesful "knowledge workers", or quite a lot closer than the "groaners'" experiences 
(Drucker 1993). 

 
Becker-Schmidt as a transformative approach 
The second aim of the paper, with special relevance for the conference theme, is to discuss the transformative 
potential in these experiences when interpreted within Becker-Schmidts framework. Becker-Schmidt works 
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within the tradition of critical theory, and the transformative potential can thus obviously be understood as 
the critical potential of the above presented experiences of precarity (Umrath 2010; Nielsen 2015). Within 
critical theory, critique is understood as immanent, and the critical purpose of critical theory is one of 
sharpening the dialogue between these immanent critical potentials, and the avaliable transformative 
potential in society (Nielsen 2015; Antonio 1981). In the present context, this then becomes a question of 
analysing ambivalences in the experience of work between instrumental and indentifying orientations as 
"subjective correlates" to conflicts on the level of society, and from there excavate immanent hopes of 
another kind of work, as a possible kernel for social critique (Becker-Schmidt 1982). In the context of 
Standings theory this might obviously be for instance in the shape of industrial/political identifications "für 
sich" and associated critical concepts, but they might also be completely different visions of another society. 
Becker-Schmidt advocates the method of "change of perspective" as a way of identifying those ambivalence 
in work. When identifying ambivalence in the interviews, many do indeed crystallize around obvious 
perspective changes in the conversations. Taking as an illustrative example the maybe least obviously 
ambivalent interview, a participant working independently, and very much a "grinner" (in Standings terms), 
the participant does indeed present ambivalent understandings, in the crux between family life constrictions 
and work life meaning: 
 

"I think my professional field has so many important things, that others should now, because it is so 
imprtant..." "...but that means that there is lot of that with which i work with now that has not too 
much to do with my [professional subject], because i also need to live, you know...." 
(Female, humanities, thirties, presently self employed) 

 
And later reflecting upon possible changes from her presently economically flexible private 
situation: 

 
"...and it can quite easily change if my situation changes, if a permanent income becomes more 
important than your own..." 
(Female, humanities, thirties, presently self employed) 

 
The critical, or in the terms of the conference theme, transformative, potential of Becker- Schmidtshmidts 
original text (1982) is the straight-forward point, that studies of the subjective experiences of work should 
not commit theoretical or methodical simplifications of insisting on assigning the concrete experiences of 
work as being either identified or instrumental, as they are really always ambivalent. Just as female industry 
labourers do, precarious academics have a basically ambivalent experience of work, however this may be 
even more permanently acute, in the cases where jobs are short and far part i terms of subject. And if any 
"sharpening" of the dialogue between these immanent critical potentials, and the avaliable transformative 
potential, is to lead to any future "solidaristic labour community" (or even a precariat as a "class für sich"), 
then it would need to adress not only instrumental or identifying orientations, but encompass the whole 
array of ambivalent experiences of precarious work. 
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