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Abstract 

This PhD is a critical analysis of work and precarity in Auckland, Aotearoa New Zealand. 

It investigates the structural constraints and everyday struggles of vulnerable precarious 

workers who work within insecure modes of employment such as part-time, casual, sub-

contractual and temporary agency work. Working in unprotected precarious jobs results 

in precarity, a broader concern that prevents workers from both anticipating the future 

and living well in the present. It signifies a socio-economic condition and a process that 

systematically subjects increasing numbers of people to uncertainty and social 

vulnerability. As an intentional consequence of anti-worker employment policies, 

workers struggle to get by in an environment of precarious work and life, forcing them 

into submission and the acceptance of exploitation.  

Because women, Indigenous peoples and non-Western migrants are disproportionately 

represented in precarious work, the thesis critically analyses precarity in the longue durée, 

considering the historical connections between precarity and capitalism (the mode of 

accumulation) and between precarity and colonialism (the structure of dispossession). 

Theoretically, the thesis offers a holistic view on precarity, considering both the history of 

real-life precarity and the trajectory of precarity as a sociological concept. Drawing on 

ethnographic work based on 26 semi-structured interviews with precarious workers (21) 

and union representatives (5), together with analytic auto-ethnography, I analyse precarity 

beyond the relationship of paid work. I introduce the concept of precarious habitus, a 

particular set of social dispositions that signify everyday struggles of precarious workers 

and social harm issues associated with it. Influenced by Bourdieu (1990b; 1998b), I think 

about precarity in relation to deep structures and the crucial role of the state, as opposed 

to the whims of the ‘free market’. Precarity, therefore, is not understood as an individual 

condition, much less an economic necessity, but rather as an imposed relation – a mode of 

domination. This research reveals the making, the active process of precarious habitus, 

both at work and beyond that impacts upon the everyday life of individual workers, their 

families, and New Zealand society as such.  
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Chapter 1: Introduction 

The Problem 

I don’t like this industry [hospitality] because it doesn’t guarantee any hours. 

The family cannot survive with that kind of income, especially nowadays 

when all the prices went up. We have to pay a rent, feed the kids. If you 

work in a hotel as a housekeeper, you struggle a lot. (Fale, room attendant 

in a hotel) 

[The] precarious situation disables solidarity or the sense of community. 

Everybody has to survive, there is no solidarity anymore because the 

precarious situation doesn’t cultivate that. Solidarity that we see is 

superficial because it is not supported by institutions and by the culture, but 

what the system does support is the feeling of anxiety, the feeling of 

uncertainty. (Jackson, migrant contract worker) 

Fale and Jackson are workers from Auckland, New Zealand whose lives are characterised 

by the systematic condition of uncertainty and insecurity. They do not know what days 

they will work next week, how much money is going to come into their bank account as 

their wages or how long their employment will last. As well as irregular working hours 

and fluctuating wages, Fale and Jackson lack various forms of social security and 

protection in employment such as paid annual leave or job continuity. Consequently, they 

do not know if they will be able to provide enough money for themselves or their 

families, to cover rent, much less to have a decent life. Fale and Jackson are two out of 

millions of workers that academics, critical intellectuals, union workers and activists 

around the world identify as precarious workers (Bourdieu, 1963; 1998a; Neilson and 

Rossiter, 2005; Anderson, 2010; Vosko, 2010; Quinlan, 2012; Armano et al., 2017).1 

According to the New Zealand Council of Trade Unions (NZCTU) (2013, p. 2), one in 

three workers in Aotearoa New Zealand is precarious. Precarious work is “is waged work 

exhibiting several dimensions of precariousness” (Campbell and Price, 2016, p. 2), 

particularly in relation to the substance of the job – being low-paid, insecure and 

                                                 
1 The adjective precarious (uncertain, dangerously likely to fall or collapse) and the noun precariousness 

emerge from the Latin adjective precarius, meaning obtained by entreaty (OED). The term precarity comes 

from the French précarité that etymologically derives from the same Latin adjective. Synonyms for 

precarious include insecure, unreliable, hazardous and unpredictable. 
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unprotected – that disadvantage workers and put them into a vulnerable position (ILO, 

2016, p. 18). It signifies 

any job that denies workers the stability they need for a good life and 

reduces their ability to control their own work situation, with damaging 

consequences for them, their families and their communities. It is work 

where the variable and changing nature of a job suits the employer but not 

the worker. It is work where the burden of adjustment falls on the worker, 

and the inequality of power in the employment or contractual relationship 

disadvantages the person doing the work (NZCTU, 2013, p. 3). 

Such forms of work include: casual, part-time, dependent self-employed (sub-contractual) 

and temporary full-time jobs. Casual employees are workers employed on an “as-and-

when-required basis” (Ibid., 2013, p. 52) and are characterised by the lack of a regular 

work pattern and no guarantee of work. The significant numbers of self-employed sub-

contractors or dependent contractors signify another layer of vulnerable workers; they 

are “subject to exploitation in circumstances where all or most of the work is through 

contracting to a single large company which can dictate terms” (Ibid., p. 19). Temporary 

agency workers or temps are employed by one company to perform work for another, 

which usually means that they do not have an official employment relationship with the 

company that owns and controls the workplace (Ibid., p. 55). The significant numbers of 

part-time workers are also precarious, particularly in relation to fluctuating hours and lack 

of opportunity to gain skills.  

All these modes of precarious employment are characterised by at least one of the 

following forms of insecurity: lack of employment security (protection against 

redundancies), income security (adequate and stable income), work security (protection 

against accidents at work and limits on working time) and representative security (union 

protection) (Tucker, 2003; Standing, 2011, p. 10). Precarious work includes various forms 

of labour exploitation, including seasonal work, one-day labour, zero-hour contract, 

informal and illegal work (Bartley and Roberts, 2006, pp. 41-43; Kalleberg, 2009; p. 15; 

Schweder et al., 2015, p. 24). Many full-time workers who work on permanent contracts 

are also precarious, particularly those who are subject to organisational change that 

results in redundancies and increased job insecurity among those who remain in the 

company (Quinlan et al., 2001a, p. 337). Hence, when one’s employment demonstrates 

multiple dimensions of precariousness researchers identify that as precarious work 

(Vosko, 2010, p. 2). While persons may be engaged in precarious work in certain points 
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of their lives, studies identify precarious workers at the point when precarious work 

signifies the main and most often the only way to get by, “dispersing insecurity through 

the lives of workers” (Campbell and Price, 2016, p. 2). 

Fale is woman in her fifties who emigrated to New Zealand from Pacific islands more 

than thirty years ago to look for a better life. She used to have a permanent full-time job 

in a factory. However, because of restructuring and outsourcing manufacturing sector 

abroad, many workers, including Fale, lost their jobs. For last eight years, she has been a 

room attendant on a part-time contract in a hotel in Central Auckland. She was never 

given full-time hours and her hourly rate has been minimum or slightly above. Jackson is 

in his late thirties. He is a highly-educated immigrant whose job applications in his field 

of expertise have been continuously rejected; to survive, he has been working various 

temporary jobs. Being a non-Western migrant, Jackson’s qualifications and work 

experience have been questioned on many occasions.  

Although Fale and Jackson are persons from different generations and life-histories, also 

with different employment situations, educational credentials and experiences at work, 

they share the critical existential and ontological condition of precarity – working and 

living in conditions of systematic insecurity, uncertainty and socio-economic 

vulnerability (Rodgers and Rodgers, 1989, p. 5; Bourdieu, 1998b, p. 82; Waite, 2009, p. 

416). This suggests that it is not only their work that is precarious but also their lives and 

well-being, including the well-being of their families. Thus, signifying a central research 

problem, precarity encompasses not only a person’s employment or work situation but a 

broader existential state that includes the questions of housing, debt, social welfare, 

political activity and interpersonal relationships (Neilson and Rossiter, 2005, p. 52; 

Arnold and Bongiovi, 2013, p. 299; Casas-Cortés, 2014, p. 212).  

As a migrant from Slovenia living in New Zealand, I have sojourned in a social world of 

precarious work and life. I have experienced different layers of precarity: from being a 

student with uncertain future in my home country that was heavily impacted by the 

Global Financial Crisis (2008-2013), to being an international student and migrant worker 

without social protection, working two jobs in Auckland – one casual and one temporary 

part-time job with gaps in employment – while writing a fieldwork diary about lived 

experiences of precarity. Being torn between two worlds, academia and low-paid 
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precarious jobs, I have learnt, both through listening to other people’s struggles and my 

own experiences, how precarious workers get by and what their everyday struggles are. 

While my co-workers and I were lifting boxes of beer and frozen food and stocking them 

into chillers, we sometimes talked about work and everyday struggles. Most of them had 

to have two, some even three jobs to reach forty hours a week. They all struggled to 

provide enough money for rent and things for their children, partners or themselves. What 

we all had in common was our struggle to pay expensive rents – Auckland has had some 

of the most unaffordable housing in the world (Howden-Chapman, 2015) – but many of 

us also shared other issues and practices such as budgeting, craving to have regular hours, 

not having enough money to afford a holiday (or the opportunity to get one), and the 

ability to have more control over our lives. We were all employed through individual 

contracts and there was no trace of union activity. The common denominator was that our 

lives were precarious or characterised by existential distress, living in the constant anxiety 

of the present and future, working extra hours, and the feeling of being a cost rather than 

a fundamental part of the economy. One of my co-workers, for example, struggled to buy 

a food. To have enough money to pay rent he often had to sacrifice basic things. He did 

not want to end like dozens of workers in Auckland who have had to live in their cars 

because they cannot afford to pay rent (Bazley, 2016). The other co-worker had to work 

three jobs to provide enough for her family. Every job wanted her to be available 

anytime. Losing and changing jobs has been very common and frequent, especially 

because of employers’ demands to be flexible but always available exclusively to them.  

Thinking about my co-workers and listening my partner talking about how she and her 

co-workers have been exploited in a hotel where they worked irregular shifts for less than 

a minimum wage, I became increasingly drawn to interview other precarious workers. I 

noticed that in studying the life worlds of precarious workers – and being a precarious 

worker myself – I was developing an insider account of precarity, and that this insider 

account might be a useful scholarly contribution to the theorisation of precarity. 

Encouraged by my co-workers who felt that their voices have not been heard, this 

research came into being.  

This thesis presents an (auto)ethnographic study of precarious workers living and 

working in Auckland, New Zealand. It is research about precarity, about the systematic 

condition of everyday work and life that results from insecure, precarious employment. 
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Besides auto-ethnography and “observant participation” (Wacquant, 2011, p. 87), the 

research primarily draws from twenty-six semi-structured interviews: twenty-one with 

precarious workers who work in various industries such as hospitality, retail and fast-

food, and five with union representatives who have been advocating vulnerable 

precarious workers across Auckland. The main research question is how does precarious 

employment impact workers and their everyday lives? How do workers get by day-to-

day, what do they think and feel about the work they do, how they live, what are their 

struggles and what are their aspirations?  

An investigation of everyday struggles among precarious workers in Auckland reveals the 

active process of precarity with its critical existential and ontological implications: on the 

one hand, the research confirms a broader concern with precariousness of work and life 

that prevents workers from anticipating the future and living well in the present 

(Bourdieu, 1998a, p. 99; Anderson, 2010, p. 304). On the other hand, based on workers’ 

centred responses about the structural constraints of precarious work, the study points to 

the internalisation of particular social dispositions among workers, along with accepting 

precarious work and life as something normal and inevitable. Although precarious work 

is experienced differently, particularly in relation to the person’s social location and 

social context such as gender, race, ethnicity, citizenship status, age, education and 

occupation (Vosko, 2010, p. 2; Arnold and Bongiovi, 2013, p. 290), narratives of lived 

precarity demonstrate a presence of particular habitus among precarious workers.  

According to Pierre Bourdieu (1990a), habitus signifies “the durable and transposable 

systems of schemata of perception, appreciation, and action that result from the institution 

of the social in the body” (pp. 26-27). In relation to lived precarity, it applies to the 

interplay between forces of social structures and person’s responses to constraints of 

precarious work, signifying shared everyday struggles and perceptions. For example, in 

the face of various experiences, Fale, Jackson and my co-workers have shared certain 

responses and activities in relation to precarity, along with accepting it as something 

inevitable and taken for granted. Because of the state’s legitimisation of precarious work 

(via employment acts) and continual promotion of precarious modes of employment 

predicated on supposed benefits of a person’s flexibility and entrepreneurial spirit 

(Boltanski and Chiapello, 2005), precarity signifies a problem that includes not only 

deteriorated workers’ rights, insecure employment and experiences on a particular 
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workplace but the making of a broader existential condition – an overture to despair and 

conformism – where socio-economic vulnerability and the possibilities or imaginaries of 

non-precarious life critically impact on person’s choices, activities and perceptions. Thus, 

the problem of precarity critically relates to the questions of personal dignity, sovereignty, 

collective solidarity and the public good (Tarì and Vanni, 2005; Davies, 2016, p. 122). 

As we illustrate in this thesis, precariousness of employment enables hyper-flexibility at 

the workplace where employers have the power to directly or indirectly threaten workers 

with decreasing numbers of hours or dismissal from employment. When entering the 

labour market, workers are expected to be flexible (to be available to work anytime), 

adjustable, to be ready to work on themselves and to blame themselves in the case of 

dismissal (Salecl, 2010). This individuation forces workers into accepting certain types of 

behaviour in order to sense or feel the game, particularly as a strategy to keep the job or to 

strive for a better individual position and possible non-precarious life in the future 

(Bourdieu, 1990a, p. 66; Southwood, 2017, p. 70). Hence, because of the ongoing process 

where more and more jobs are becoming precarious, even those that have been 

represented as ‘good jobs’, Bourdieu (1998b, p. 84) argues that when precarious work, 

and precarity as a condition emerging from it, 

affects a very high proportion of the population - manual workers, clerical 

workers in commerce and industry, but also journalists, teachers and 

students, work becomes a rare commodity, desirable at any price, which puts 

employees at the mercy of employers, who exploit and abuse the power this 

gives them. Competition for work tends to generate a struggle of all against 

all, which destroys all the values of solidarity and humanity. 

Or, highlighting Jackson’s words from the opening again: “Everybody has to survive, 

there is no solidarity anymore because the precarious situation doesn’t cultivate that /…/ 

what the system does support is the feeling of anxiety, the feeling of uncertainty”. 

Precarity, Bourdieu (1998b, p. 85) continues, signifies a “mode of domination of a new 

kind, based on the creation of a generalized and permanent state of insecurity aimed at 

forcing workers into submission, into the acceptance of exploitation”. Within these 

conditions, workers become very vulnerable to social harms and practices of exploitation 

which represents the main concern that emerges from this ethnographic research. For 

precarious workers, precarity does not result only in increased pressure, anxieties and 

existential distress, but also in weakened social relationships, a lack of participation in 
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society, systematic deprivation of social protection, the colonisation of everyday life and 

the absence of long-term and steady engagements. Or, in Bourdieu’s words, precarity 

“profoundly affects the person who suffers it: by making the whole future uncertain, it 

prevents all rational anticipation and, in particular, the basic belief and hope in the future 

that one needs in order to rebel, especially collectively, against present conditions, even 

the most intolerable” (Ibid., p. 82). 

This thesis, therefore, critically analyses the process of the making of precarious habitus. 

We look at how the structural constraints of precarious work such as the power imbalance 

between employer and employee, the blending of work and life, and various management 

strategies impact upon workers and their social dispositions. A concern that arises from 

this issue is twofold: first, precarity results in a vulnerable socio-economic condition 

among workers whose everyday work and life are characterised by various social harms. 

They face issues such as poverty (due to low-paid and irregular work), physical or mental 

overload that emerges from increased work intensity, pressures of self-improvement, job-

related stress, work under pressure, occupational violence, worsening occupational health 

and safety standards, and destroyed work-life balance (see also Quinlan et al., 2001a, pp. 

345-348). And second, the making of precarious habitus signifies a trajectory of a 

particular mode of domination, characterised by multiple deregulations and degradations 

of workers. In the quest to analyse both the structural and everyday operations of 

precarity as a mode of domination and social control, the thesis tries to grasp the complex 

relationships and outcomes of precarity that critically impact upon the well-being of 

workers and beyond.    

Thus, although primarily an academic work, the research often echoes a ‘scream’ of 

workers who call for better working conditions, existential security and work-life balance. 

Fear, anxiety, pressure and despair are emotions that many precarious workers share in 

contemporary New Zealand and beyond (NZCTU, 2013; McKee et al., 2017). Caught in 

the uncertainty of the present and anxious about the future, precarious reality significantly 

impacts upon the everyday life of not only individual workers, but also on their families, 

communities and society as such. This thesis is about workers who struggle, not knowing 

if they will have enough to get by or live a life where creativity and community 

participation, rather than mere survival, characterise their life-histories. 
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Situating the research 

The rich are getting richer and they are pushing people into the ground. Look 

at your life, they are taking it from you with a smile. (Lucky, precarious 

worker from West Auckland, lives in poverty) 

The research of lived precarity in Auckland is situated in the era of a global capitalist 

economy or, more correctly, the chrematistics2 and its consequences of increased social 

inequalities and social harms associated with it (Wilkinson and Pickett, 2010). Struggling 

to pay the bills, providing enough for food and clothing, having some savings in case of 

medical emergencies, and, especially, struggling to have enough provisions and time for 

children or other members of the household, is an everyday reality for many workers in 

Aotearoa New Zealand (NZCTU, 2013; Groot et al. 2017). New Zealand Ministry of 

Business, Innovation and Employment estimates that around 85,000 workers – in a 

country of 4,3 million people and the workforce of 2,2 million – work for the minimum 

wage and that 573,100 people or more than a quarter of all workers work for less than the 

living wage (NZCTU, 2013, p. 11). Also, more than 40% of children struggling with 

poverty live in households where at least one adult is self-employed or employed on a 

full-time basis (Ibid.). UNICEF New Zealand (2017) reports that 290,000 or 27% per cent 

of all children in the country live in poverty. 135,000 of them are living in severe material 

hardship. This estimation parallels with the ‘Under Pressure Report’ (NZCTU, 2013, p. 2) 

that calculates that at least 30% or 635,000 workers in New Zealand are precarious 

workers who work and live under the condition of precarity. Both percentages – 27% of 

children living in poverty and at least 30% of workers being precarious – are very similar. 

Studies on employment relations, occupational health and safety, and the sociology of 

work, undertaken in past three decades, suggest an increasing deterioration of workers’ 

                                                 
2 The Greek philosopher Aristotle made a clear distinction between the economy (oikonomia / οἰκονομία) 

and chrematistics (χρηματιστική). Chrematistics – meaning ‘the art of getting rich’ and ‘the practice of 

acquiring exchange goods’ – is defined as a subdivision of political economy that signifies the manipulation 

of property and wealth in order to maximise short-term exchange value to the owner. Oikonomia or the 

economy, by contrast, means ‘the art of housekeeping’ or the ‘management of a household’ to increase its 

use value to all members of the household over a long period of time (Daly and Cobb, 1994, p. 56; 

Aristotle, 2013). The fact that one billion children worldwide live in poverty (Grzan, 2017) and that four 

billion people are left without social protection (ILO, 2017) indicate the chrematistic nature of the capitalist 

world-system.  
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rights and social security in countries like New Zealand (ILO, 2015; 2016; Quinlan et al., 

2001a; Rasmussen and Lamm, 2005; Sargeant and Giovannone, 2011). Considering 

changes in the labour market in past three decades, researchers connect precarious work 

and precarity with a current dominant ideology and practice of neoliberalism,3 

particularly in contrast between the neoliberal imposition of labour flexibility and 

standard employment relationships (SER). Historically, SER were obtained after a 

consistent struggle of labour movements to improve work conditions, occupational health 

and safety, and abolish various forms of exploitation (from hazardous child labour to 

unregulated exploitation of natural resources). However, structural labour reforms in the 

1980s and 1990s, fuelled by neoliberal think-tanks (Harvey, 2005, pp. 22, 40, 44) and 

implemented by governments, reserve banks and international economic institutions, 

substituted permanent full-time and union-protected collective employment contracts by a 

variety of non-standard, fixed-term, part-time, casual and agency agreements (Barbier, 

2004, p. 6; Casas-Cortés, 2014, p. 207). For workers in New Zealand or any other country 

where generations of workers achieved labour rights and a fairer distribution of wealth, 

this shift represented a radical turn from standard, permanent full-time employment as 

being the norm, to individualised precarious modes of employment that were, at the time 

of transition, understood as atypical or non-standard (Rodgers and Rodgers, 1989). 

Hence, according to Leah Vosko (2010, p. 51) and Dennis Arnold and Joseph Bongiovi 

(2013, p. 294), researchers often analyse the rise of precarious modes of employment in 

comparison to the internationally recognised standard employment relationship (SER), a 

regulatory framework characterised by bilateral employment relationship, standardised 

working time and continuous employment. Academic literature suggests that whereas 

                                                 
3 Neoliberalism is an ideology and political doctrine that emphasises the value of free market competition. 

It presents itself as a way of organising capitalist political economy aimed at maximising profits through 

sustained economic growth (Harvey, 2005, p. 2). This includes the idea that the ‘free market’ is the best 

mechanism for distributing goods and services, rejecting state intervention in managing the economy. 

Philosophically, neoliberalism defends the primacy of the individual. People should be free to sink or swim 

in the free market. This paradigm is premised around the claim that society, social forces, and social 

structures either do not exist, or are unimportant considerations in the production of political and economic 

policies (Kipnis, 2009). However, in practice, neoliberalism is tightly bound to and dependent on the state 

(Duménil and Lévy, 2004). Harvey (2005, pp. 19, 31-32) argues that the restructuring of the economy 

signifies a political project aimed at restoring class power in the hands of the elites. The rapid concentration 

of wealth in the richest 1% in past decades corroborates his argument (Oxfam, 2017).  
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SER has represented the model for labour laws in social welfare states precarious work 

signifies one of the central characteristics of neoliberal deregulation of labour (Ibid.).  

This research identifies neoliberalism as the political and ideological mainstay of 

precarious work and precarity (Lambert et al., 2016; Armano et al., 2017). In New 

Zealand, ‘Rogernomics’ and ‘Ruthanasia’ are terms that are synonymous with 

neoliberalism, these terms being derived from two Minsters of Finance. The first signifies 

the early years of the neoliberal experiment in New Zealand led by Roger Douglas, the 

Minister of Finance in the Fourth Labour Government (1984-1990). The latter signifies 

the politics of Ruth Richardson, the Minister of Finance in the conservative Fifth National 

Government (1990-1993). Throughout the 1980s and 1990s, both left-wing Labour Party 

and right-wing National Party implemented neoliberal structural reforms such as 

privatisation, deregulation of the economy, a decreased power of trade unions and the 

gradual decomposition of the welfare state. This included structural reforms of the labour 

market that promoted labour flexibility and precarious types of employment (NZCTU, 

2013). The combined effects resulted in the rise of precarious work, high unemployment 

and a dramatic increase in social inequality in the country which inaugurated the welfare 

state and regarded itself as one of the most egalitarian in the world (Kelsey, 1995; Roper, 

2005). Although New Zealand has often been represented as one of the richest and most 

successful countries in the world – the role and consequences of New Zealand’s colonial 

history, particularly in relation to Māori, the Indigenous people of Aotearoa, are often 

intentionally forgotten in order to legitimise the ‘success’ of New Zealand capitalism 

based on the confiscation of Māori land (Walker, 1990; Poata-Smith, 2013) – inequalities 

have grown significantly since the implementation of a neoliberal regime in 1984 

(Kelsey, 1995; 2015). According to Max Rashbrooke (2013, p. 30), New Zealand has had 

the world’s largest increase of inequality in the last thirty years.  

Various studies and statistics (ILO 2015; 2016: Treen, 2016; Groot et al., 2017) indicate 

the increasing numbers of precarious workers both locally and globally. Whereas one in 

three workers in New Zealand is precarious – signifying the most conservative estimation 

(NZCTU, 2013, p. 2) – globally, the proportion of precarious workers is even higher: 

International Labour Organisation (2015, pp. 13, 28-31) and Jonna and Foster (2017, pp. 

37-40) emphasise that precarious workers represent the majority of the global labour 

force (around sixty per cent), particularly in developing countries where the proportion 



11 

 

reaches three quarters of all workers. Moreover, in dominant countries and settler-

colonial societies like New Zealand, women, migrants, Indigenous peoples, ethnic 

minorities and people of colour are significantly overrepresented in precarious types of 

employment (Spoonley, 2004, p. 5; Anderson, 2010, p. 300; NZCTU, 2013, pp. 24-26; 

ILO, 2016, p. 18).  

Hence, the process of neoliberal deregulation of the labour market in countries that used 

to follow SER as a norm in labour relations signifies precarisation of labour. This refers 

to the transformation from secure and permanent full-time employment to insecure, 

precarious employment or, more concretely, to the practice of employing workers on an 

hourly basis without guaranteed hours, continued employment and standard labour rights 

(Valetta, 1999; Quinlan et al. 2001a; NZCTU, 2013). Thereby, precarious work has been 

closely connected to related phrases such as non-standard employment (Burgess and 

Strachan, 1999; Kalleberg, 2000; Vosko, 2000), employment insecurity (Brosnan and 

Walsh, 1998), flexible labour (Felstead and Jewson, 1999), casualisation (Bresnen et al., 

1985; Bernstein, 1986) and contingent work (Purcell and Purcell, 1998). Using either of 

them, researchers have critically analysed the rise of precarious modes of employment 

that subsequently became identified as a key aspect of precarity in general (Boyer, 1986; 

Neilson and Rossiter, 2008).  

Both precarious work and non-standard employment have signified casual, part-time, sub-

contractual (dependent) self-employed and temporary agency work (ILO, 2016, p. 7). 

However, although both phrases overlap significantly, there is an importance difference. 

Non-standard employment is not necessarily precarious. It signifies contractual forms of 

employment that “deviate from the principal characteristics associated with standard work 

(that it is continuous, full time and part of a bilateral employment relationship)” (Ibid., p. 

18). For example, a self-employed entrepreneur who offers his labour to a finance firm, or 

a TV host who works from relatively well-paid contract to contract (when the TV show is 

aired), are not precarious. They may have a non-standard employment contract but this 

does not presuppose that the person works and lives under conditions of precarity. 

According to the International Labour Organisation (ILO) (2016, p. 18), non-standard 

employment refers to a contractual form whereas precarious work signifies attributes of 

the job and, consequently, everyday work and life that is characterised by the systematic 

condition of social vulnerability. As asserted by ILO (Ibid.), precarious work is: 
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low paid, especially if associated with earnings that are at or below the 

poverty level and variable; insecure, meaning that there is uncertainty 

regarding the continuity of employment and the risk of job loss is high; with 

minimal worker control, such that the worker, either individually or 

collectively, has no say about their working conditions, wages or the pace 

of work; and unprotected, meaning that the work is not protected by law or 

collective agreements with respect to occupational safety and health, social 

protection, discrimination or other rights normally provided to workers in 

an employment relationship. [emphasis added] 

John Burgess and Iain Campbell (1998) further assert that although precariousness of 

employment is most often concentrated in non-standard employment it can also be 

identified within standard employment relations:  

While the non-standard category is heterogeneous, it contains many jobs 

that exhibit characteristics of precariousness. Moreover, though 

precariousness is concentrated in non-standard employment, it is by no 

means confined to nonstandard employment. Precariousness also affects 

parts of standard employment itself (p. 5). 

The precarity is a condition that is becoming overwhelmingly present in numerous 

societies around the world (ILO, 2015). Having a precarious, insecure job, correlates with 

a present era of what Zygmunt Bauman (2000) calls liquid modernity – when every aspect 

of social life becomes uncertain, insecure, even systematically dangerous for the well-

being of workers and their families (Matthewman, 2015; see also Beck’s (1992) view on 

risk society) – and what Richard Sennett (1998) names the new age of insecurity. The 

latter particularly applies to implications of precarity beyond employment relations, 

pointing out weakening social ties and solidarity, forced flexibility and the imposed 

imperative of self-improvement. In a new spirit of capitalism (Boltanski and Chiapello, 

2005), the burden of responsibility is removed from the state as a protector of the public 

good to each individual who has to ‘swim’ in a sea of competition, self-trade and the 

survival of the fittest. It is important to note that, according to Felicity Lamm (2002), 

precarious work has been imposed and implemented for cost-cutting reasons, putting 

workers in a position of disadvantage. The risk is therefore transferred away from 

governments and employers onto the individual worker (Lorey, 2015). Paradoxically, 

although in today’s neoliberal era workers continue to create goods and pay taxes to the 

state, the governments become insensitive to the notion of public good (Wacquant, 2012). 

The obliteration of the political paradigm of full employment, free education and free 
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medical care (the solid modernity of Bauman’s schema) further suggests that the state 

does not fulfil its fundamental obligation but rather provides and ensures conditions that 

benefit selected social groups or classes (Mirowski, 2013, pp. 53-67). 

The research about everyday struggles of precarious workers in Auckland shows that the 

number of working hours, regularity of shifts, job continuity, the access to standard 

labour rights and management practices – the latter particularly in relation to threats of 

restructuring at the workplace, occupational violence and subtle pressures on workers of 

not employing their benefits or joining the union – have a critical impact on the making of 

precarity. This corroborates Guy Standing’s (1993, pp. 425-426; 2011, p. 10) and Burgess 

and Campbell’s (1998, p. 14) emphasis that within precarious modes of employment, 

legitimised by the state, employers have the power to dismiss workers without difficulty. 

Employers can also redefine the content of the job or work tasks and refuse or limit 

workers’ access to standard benefits (Ibid.). This particularly applies to dependent 

contractors, labour-hire workers, trainees and casuals. Part-time workers, further, are 

struggling with irregular hours, limited or no opportunities to gain skills and high-work 

intensity where they either work more hours than they are paid for or are pressured to 

finish their work tasks in a very limited timeframe. Because of the concentration of power 

in the hands of employers or management, workers are often deprived of rights that are 

stated on their employment contract.  

Thus, both locally and globally, precarity has marked a critical social harm issue. Based 

on workers’ testimonies, this thesis tries to understand the process and condition of social 

vulnerability and domination, trying to provoke political discussion and offer solutions 

that would benefit workers, their families and the community.  

Theories of precarity: An overview 

In the social sciences, the concept of precarity has been in use in French and Italian social 

sciences since 1970s (Barbier, 2002; 2004), whereas “precariousness was introduced in 

the English-language discussion in the late 1980s, in particular through research 

emanating from the International Institute of Labour Studies, attached to the International 

Labour Organization (ILO)” (Burgess and Campbell, 1998, p. 6). The adjective 

“precarious”, predominantly in relation to work that signifies insecure working 
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arrangements, can be traced back to the work of Karl Marx (1976 [1867]), Friedrich 

Engels (1993 [1845]), Beatrice and Sidney Webb (1897) and William Morris (1915). 

In contemporary social sciences, Barbier (2002, p. 20), Casas-Cortés (2014, p. 209) and 

Standing (2011, p. 2) credit Bourdieu the sociologist for articulating the concept of 

precarity. In doing so, Casas-Cortés and Standing refer to Bourdieu’s political writing 

from 1998 when he related the rise of precarious work and life to neoliberal globalisation 

and, amongst other things, famously wrote that “precarity is everywhere now” (1998a, p. 

95). Because the concept was not often present in English-speaking countries at that time, 

Bourdieu’s use of précarité – a theoretical system comprising concepts in relation to 

work, life and power relations – was translated into English as job insecurity or 

casualisation.4 Nevertheless, although Bourdieu’s two Contre-feux books (1998b; 2003) 

are often considered the starting point of the concept, also in relation to the political 

movement Agir contre la précarité laboral (Action against labour precarity) that 

organised protests against precarity and unemployment in Paris in the mid-1990s, our 

investigation opt for an earlier date. Bourdieu used the term in 1963 in his ethnographic 

research of Algerian workers, particularly when he invoked precarity as the social divide 

which separated permanent workers from precarious ones (Bourdieu, 1963, p. 361).  

Besides Bourdieu, Paolo Sylos Labini (1964) and Agnès Pitrou (1978) appear to be 

amongst the first social scientists to use precarity as a concept (Barbier, 2002, p. 6; Bove 

et al., 2017, p. 1). Sylos Labini used it to illustrate precariousness of employment in 

Sicily. He suggested that the fundamental problem of Sicily is ‘precarious employment’ 

(p. 269), arguing that concepts of disguised employment and underemployment do not 

reveal the complexity of the precarious situation:  

A more general distinction concerns the type of employment. In a backward 

economy a large part of total employment is ‘precarious’, in the sense that 

persons engaged in many activities have no guarantee of stability either of 

                                                 
4 Bourdieu’s original thought in French used the term précarité and not ‘job insecurity’ [insécurité du 

travail]: “La précarité s’inscrit dans un mode de domination d’un type nouveau, fondé sur l’institution d’un 

état généralisé et permanent d’insécurité visant à contraindre les travailleurs à la soumission, à 

l’acceptation de l’exploitation” (Bourdieu, 1998a, p. 99). Consequently, “La précarité est aujourd’hui 

partout” (p. 95) [Precarity is everywhere now] was mistakenly translated as “Job insecurity is everywhere 

now” (1998b, p. 81). Précarité (precarity) is a theoretical concept that goes beyond job insecurity. 
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their job or of their income and hence have no definite prospects of 

improvement (Sylos Labini, 1964, p. 270).  

Sylos Labini observed the increasing numbers of workers in Sicily who worked 

temporary jobs without employment contract and with the constant danger in losing their 

jobs. He noted that in agriculture, but also in other industries, the prevalence of precarious 

jobs and the state of precarity has not been a new phenomenon but a historical condition 

tied to capitalist production (Ibid., p. 271). Bourdieu and Sylos Labini’s finding that 

precarity has had a long-term presence in non-dominant countries (Algeria in Bourdieu’s 

ethnographic research) or parts of countries (Sicily as Italy’s peripheral south), is crucial 

in understanding precarity in structural and historical perspective. 

Today, precarity and precarious work often relate to poverty. Interestingly, in 1970s in 

France, precarity and poverty appeared as a single term, pauvreté-précarité (Barbier, 

2002, p. 6). Thus, when Agnès Pitrou offered the first sociological definition of precarity 

– in her analysis of familles précaires (precarious families) (1978) – she described 

precarity as a condition and process of insecurity that leads to poverty. Pitrou applied 

precarity to social issues in relation to the precarious life of economically disadvantaged 

families such as unemployment, low-paid jobs, poor career prospects, limited financial 

resources, unsatisfactory housing conditions, health issues, poor social links and unstable 

relationships between couples. She noticed that the lack of family support or a damaged 

family network in a disadvantaged community resulted in socio-economic vulnerability 

and, consequently, a high risk of poverty. She maintained that when families are in 

insecure and unstable situations, they really are “précaires” (precarious) (as cited in 

Barbier, 2002, p. 10).  

Hence, precarity has undergone the evolution of specific meanings. The second meaning 

that emerged in 1980s decisively tied precarity to the sphere of work. The works of the 

Regulationist school (Boyer, 1986, 1988; Schnapper, 1989; Nicole-Drancourt, 1992) had 

a critical impact on international scholars and union workers who analysed precarity in 

relation to employment situation, particularly non-standard and insecure types of 

employment (Rodgers and Rodgers, 1989; Rubery, 1989; Standing, 1993; Quinlan and 

Mayhew, 1999; Kalleberg, 2000; Vosko, 2000). In particular, regulationists emphasised 

the need for effective state regulation of the labour market, both in relation to labour 

rights and occupational health and safety standards. The third meaning, emerging in 
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1990s, understands precarity as a mode of domination and social regulation that results in 

precarisation of large segments of society (Bourdieu, 1998b; Mitropoulos, 2005; Lorey, 

2015). All meanings overlap significantly so they often appear indistinctively.  

Arianna Bove, Annalisa Murgia and Emiliana Armano (2017, pp. 4-5) identify five 

theoretical dimensions of precarity in the contemporary social sciences that form the 

theories of precarity: 1) precarity as an ontological and existential problem; 2) a term that 

describes worsening labour contract conditions and employment relations; 3) precarity in 

relation to the experience of a person’s investment into his or her work career; 4) 

precarity as recognition of collective struggle and organising new forms of political action 

and solidarity; and 5) precarity as a condition inherent to global capitalism and the 

working class as such (precarity as a dominant form of governance). Our literature review 

suggests that although all theoretical approaches overlap significantly, there are 

distinctions among these lines.  

First, the use of the adjective precarious in relation to everyday life can be traced to the 

American philosopher Judith Butler and her book Precarious Life (2004) where she 

problematises everyday precariousness as an ontological and existential problem. This 

philosophical approach suggests that we are all precarious or, in other words, contingent 

beings living in a world without any guarantees. Precariousness in this sense could be 

understood as a synonym for vulnerability. As Isabell Lorey (2017, p. 200) suggests, from 

the moment we are born we are dependent on others. Not only as vulnerable children who 

could not survive without care from others, but also as social beings, our everyday life 

exists relationally to other people. But despite care and reproduction, Lorey notes, 

“bodies remain precarious: it is inevitable that they become ill, suffer accidents, die. 

There is no complete protection from this precariousness” (Ibid.). Precariousness, 

therefore, describes the fragility of human existence. Notwithstanding the fragility of 

every being and the need for protection, precariousness is collective and always shared 

with others. Referring to the aftermath of September 11, 2001 in the United States, Butler 

(2004, p. 134) argues that recognising precariousness in society requires an understanding 

of the precariousness of the Other as a precondition of being human: “Precarious Life 

approaches the question of a non-violent ethics, one that is based upon an understanding 

of how easily human life is annulled” (p. xvii). In particular, Butler criticised the US 

response and justification of violent measures and occupation of Afghanistan and Iraq 
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after 9/11. Instead of illusory quests for security, which neoliberal governmentality used 

as ideological mechanism for increased social control (surveillance), she recognised 

vulnerability and interdependence – understanding each other’s precariousness – as a 

possibility of a renewed critical or political community (Butler, 2004, p. 20; see also 

Barchiesi, 2017, p. 16).  

Although this philosophical understanding of precariousness is not directly associated to 

the sphere of work it does have an important implication for understanding this thesis and 

the social space of precarity in-depth; namely, recognising or not recognising the 

precariousness of the Other refers to the extreme exploitation of migrant workers that has 

been prevalent both internationally and in New Zealand (Stringer, 2016). Also, it 

illuminates the structural and historical relationships towards Māori and Pacific Islanders 

who represent ‘the Other’ and a particular layer of precarity in Pākehā dominated society 

(King, Rua and Hodgetts, 2017). In other words, it is not a coincidence that women, 

Māori, Pasifika and non-Western migrants are overrepresented in precarious work 

(McLaren et al., 2004, p. 11; Poata-Smith, 2013, p. 149; NZCTU, 2013, pp. 24-26; Stubbs 

et al., 2017, pp. 118-120). 

Drawing on Butler (2009), Isabell Lorey (2015; 2017) distinguishes three intersecting 

dimensions of the precarious: precariousness, precarity and governmental precarisation. If 

precariousness signifies an ontological dimension, precarity “designates conditions of 

legal, political, economic and social inequality: hierarchizing categorizations, structural 

discrimination, belonging and exclusion. In short: precarity designates the conditions of 

domination that are divided up and distributed through protection, care, and 

safeguarding” (Lorey, 2017, p. 200). In other words, Lorey emphasises the social 

dimension of precarity, characterised by precarious work, the risk of poverty, increased 

inequalities and the colonisation of everyday life. Governmental precarisation signifies 

the systemic imposition of precarity which implies a crucial role of the state. 

Precarity and governmental precarisation signify the rest of the theoretical markers of 

precarity (Bove et al., 2017, pp. 4-5). In the sociology of work precarity has been used to 

describe worsening labour contract conditions and insecure employment. The process of 

labour precarity has been analysed in relation to “the demise of trade unions’ influence 

over labour reforms, or the growing endorsement by successive governments of all 

dispositions and past legacies, whether social democratic or liberal in orientation, of an 
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aggressive and unforgiving neoliberal agenda” (Ibid., p. 4). This theoretical dimension 

has been most prevalent in New Zealand, especially because of the country’s early 

experience with neoliberal policies in the mid-1980s and early 1990s. The most notable 

example is the Employment Contracts Act (1991), a neoliberal act which imposed 

individual employment contracts over collective agreements. The act promoted the 

‘flexibility of work’ and deregulation of the labour market through precarious modes of 

employment. This exacerbated power imbalances between employers and workers, 

privileging the former at the expense of the latter. Union membership became voluntary 

and unions lost their special status in collective bargaining (Anderson et al., 1994; 

Rasmussen and Lamm, 2005).5 This dimension, thereby, exposes the effects of a takeover 

of employment relations by employers at the expense of workers which includes 

consequences in everyday life of precarious workers such as socio-economic 

vulnerability, lack of social protection and psychological distress (Quinlan et al., 2001a; 

Lo and Lamm, 2005). 

The third theoretical dimension of precarity relates to the experience of a person’s 

investment into his or her work career. This view looks at changes in the workplace and 

experiencing everyday work and life that were transformed into the neoliberal character 

of work based on the entrepreneurial self or homo oeconomicus (Foucault, 2008). It 

particularly applies to a person’s self-identification with work and the imperative of 

flexibility and self-improvement. In The New Sprit of Capitalism, Boltanski and 

Chiapello (2005 [1999]) point to revolutionary movements in the 1960s and the response 

by the system based on absorption and recuperation (Debord, 1994; Virno, 1996). For 

example, demands for freedom and liberation from the old restrictive way of life that did 

not provide great opportunities to express yourself also applied to the sphere of work, 

especially after the expansion of service industry and ‘knowledge’ economy. Authors 

emphasise that this process resulted in the neoliberal adoption of certain alternative ideas 

and recuperating them into the new ideology of flexibility, self-realisation (along with 

self-interest and self-assertion), the cult of authenticity, diversity management and other 

forms of commodification – the job had to be interesting, flexible and non-routine (Illouz, 

2007; Galic, 2012). Obtaining relational skills, emotional labour (Hochschild, 2003 

                                                 
5 The Employment Contracts Act, along with other neoliberal acts that institutionalised precarity in New 

Zealand, is closely analysed in chapter 2: The Historical Context of Precarious Work and Precarity. 
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[1983]) and sense the game in the workspace of merits and incentives became crucial 

parts in developing a framework of a person who has been required to be a master of his 

or her own destiny. This process includes a habitual practice of blaming yourself in the 

case of defeat or lay-off. Therefore, Bove et al. (2017, p. 4) maintain that this dimension 

of precarity focuses on the “process that aims to turn citizens into entrepreneurs of their 

own human capital, and thus gives rise to forms of subjectivation and construction of the 

self that rely on fragmentation, individuation, and the logic of the enterprise”. An 

example of this dimension is the ongoing process of the precarisation of universities and 

their surrender to the process of commodification and abstract algorithms of points, 

rankings and ‘academic excellence’. This interpellates academic staff into the game of 

self-promotion or individualised career paths (including social media use such as 

Academia.edu and Research Gate), a duality of self-censorship and evaluations, 

manufacturing articles and trying to publish them in high-ranking journals, and individual 

performance objectives (Bourdieu, 1998c; Kramberger and Rotar, 2010; Morgan, 2016). 

Arising from socio-political movements against precarity and unemployment in Europe 

(so-called EuroMayDay protests), the fourth theoretical dimension understands precarity 

as recognition of collective struggle and organising new forms of political action and 

solidarity beyond political parties (Bove et al., 2017, p. 5). This view is closely bound to 

the worsening labour contract conditions and insecure employment (second dimension). 

However, as Maribel Casas-Cortés (2014, p. 217) asserts, the understanding of precarity 

from the socio-political movements that, interestingly, pre-dated scholarly interest in 

precarity (Neilson and Rossiter, 2008, p. 52), went beyond employment relations and 

labour contexts as such. Casas-Cortés (2014, p. 217) highlights the issue of non-waged 

modes of cooperation such as social relationships associated with reproduction, self-

training, and more recently, activities on social media. She argues that the extreme 

exploitation of migrant workers, together with issues of racism and neo-colonialism, 

exposes limitations of analytical focus on labour relations. This critical view further 

suggests that working conditions suffered by migrants for decades – for example, lack of 

labour rights, informality and total availability – are gradually becoming a generalised 

condition that affects the rest of the workers. Following Bourdieu (1998a) and Spanish 

feminist activist group Precarias a la Deriva (2005), Casas-Cortés (2014, p. 218) 

emphasises that  



20 

 

precarity cannot be understood only from the labor context, from the 

concrete conditions of work of this or that individual. A much richer and 

illuminating position results from understanding precarity as a generalized 

tendency towards the precarization of life, affecting society as a whole.  

This dimension also includes the discussion about precarious workers’ movement – the 

precariat (Foti, 2004; Frassanito Network, 2005; Bodnar, 2006). Alex Foti – a co-

organiser of pan-European protests against precarity; the first manifestation being in 2001 

in Milan – maintains that, as the core of the EuroMayDay protests, precarious workers 

came together to highlight issues of extreme exploitation of migrant workers and the 

broader social impact of precarity (Foti, 2017, p. 149). Connected to the anti-globalisation 

protests that began in Genoa in 1999, they named themselves the precariat, a signifier that 

was later popularised by Guy Standing in a monograph The Precariat: The New 

Dangerous Class? (2011).6  

Finally, the fifth dimension that forms theories of precarity indicates precarity as a 

dominant form of governance and a condition inherent to global capitalism. From a 

Foucauldian perspective, precarity is represented as a dominant mode of governance in 

neoliberal capitalism (Mitropoulos, 2005; Lorey, 2015), whereas from the Marxian 

perspective, precarity signifies a historical condition in the capitalist mode of production, 

tied to the precariousness of the working class livelihood and its strata of the reserve army 

of labour (Magdoff and Magdoff, 2004; Neilson and Rossiter, 2008; Jonna and Foster, 

2015). Critical analyses of precarity by Bourdieu (1998a) and Castel (1995) further 

suggest that precarity is both a socio-economic condition and systematic process of 

domination that results in the making of a pauperised working class or sub-proletariat 

(Bourdieu, 1998b, p. 83), including the growing lumpen-proletariat (particularly the 

incarcerated), child labourers and contemporary forms of slavery. This coincides with the 

critical analyses of targeted incarceration of communities with anti- and ante-capitalist 

collective memories (see Curcic, 2019, for the research about The Making of Māori 

Hyper-Incarceration) and penalisation of the poor (Wacquant, 2009). With neoliberalism 

signifying a contemporary mode of neo-colonial dispossession, this theoretical dimension 

considers a critical analysis of the capitalist world-system (Quijano, 2000; Wallerstein, 

                                                 
6 According to Standing (2012), precariat signifies the class-in-the-making, a group of people “living and 

working in insecure jobs and conditions of life” (p. 589). The ‘new dangerous class’ shares a socio-political 

position of being deprived of civil, cultural, social and political rights (Standing, 2011, p. 14). 
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2011), including neoliberal globalisation led by the American Empire (Bourdieu and 

Wacquant, 2001, p. 4; Wade, 2004, p. 243). This particularly applies both to the global 

division of labour – for instance, sweatshops and other forms of extreme exploitation by 

transnational corporations in the so-called Third World (Klein, 2000) – and the 

accumulation by dispossession through privatisation, debt and the dismantling of the 

welfare state (Harvey, 2009). The latter can be seen in forced urbanisation and growing 

numbers of the sub-proletariat in slums (Davis, 2007). 

All five theoretical dimensions of precarity intersect each other significantly. Some 

authors specialise in one dimension, others theorise precarity as a theoretical system 

which requires a consideration of multiple dimensions of precarity. Following Bourdieu 

(1998a) and Lorey (2015), this thesis tries to understand precarity holistically by 

embracing all five dimensions.  

The concept of habitus 

Because habitus signifies a critical concept in this thesis, it is important to explain it. In 

Bourdieu’s sociology, habitus always appears together with notions of social field and 

capital; hence, in the following paragraphs we shortly explain each of them.    

Habitus is a system of social dispositions embodied in a person’s patterned tendencies to 

think, act and feel in determined ways (Bourdieu, 1990b, p. 61). As a “mediating notion 

that helps us revoke the common-sense duality between the individual and the social” 

(Wacquant, 2005, p. 316), habitus reveals how certain social structures and processes 

become embedded inside persons as habitual and naturalised, particularly in the form of 

our everyday thoughts, accustomed skills, actions, practical forms of knowledge and even 

emotions (Wacquant, 2016, p. 65). Because these dispositions are internalised they often 

occur spontaneously and unconsciously. Habitus signifies an interplay between social 

structures and social practices that are perceived as natural in our everyday lives 

(Bourdieu, 1990a, p. 256). Because it is “both structu-red (by past social milieus) and 

structu-ring (of present perceptions, emotions and actions), habitus operates as the 

‘unchosen principle of all choices’” (Wacquant, 2016, p. 67). Hence, in everyday life, 

habitus illuminates how structural constraints and regularities of social reality are 

embedded in a person’s social dispositions through experience and socialisation (Barker, 

2016, p. 667). Collectively, this can be observed in internalised culture, language, 



22 

 

customs, rituals, unwritten rules and political mythology. Since habitus is the product of 

social conditionings, it is endlessly transformed, either in a direction that reinforces social 

history, or in a direction that transforms it (Bourdieu, 1990b, p. 117). 

Habitus is made through the person’s experience of their social position in the social 

field. Echoing Bourdieu (1990a), every sphere of modern work and life such as science, 

politics, education and economy – for example, a social field of hospitality or a field of 

university – is produced and reproduced by an interplay of social relationships and 

relations of power where social beings engage their everyday actions and practices. 

Within social fields, persons adopt certain social dispositions that are dependent on their 

position in this field. Every one of us engages within particular fields in particular roles, 

either as workers, supervisors, scientists or something else. To the certain degree, we are 

determined by these fields (with our particular roles in each of them), but we are neither 

merely the effect of these positions nor the effect of self-initiated actions and practices.  

Multiple social fields constitute a wider social space (social reality). Hence, within social 

fields, a person’s position results from rules of the field and person’s access or power to 

obtain economic, cultural, social and symbolic capital. Capital – signifying an 

accumulated wealth acquired from labour – can be recognised in multiple distinctive but 

overlapping forms: economic capital refers to the ownership of economic assets such as 

property, investments or, in Marxian terms, the means of production. Cultural capital 

refers to person’s skills and knowledges; they are obtained through various means that are 

closely related to a person’s socio-economic position and particular structural forces in 

his or her social environment. This includes educational credentials, appropriated skills, 

street codes and similar. Capital that closely relates to the former two is social capital; it 

signifies a person’s social network, family or community ties. And, finally, symbolic 

capital – embodied in forms such as recognition, honour and prestige – signifies a subtle 

but fundamental source of power in social fields, particularly in relation to imposed 

systems of classification (norms and categories), set by dominant social groups, that 

acknowledge certain acts or people through rituals such as awards and promotions, and, 

conversely, misrecognise other social groups, actions or knowledges (Bourdieu, 2014).     

In the case of habitus, shared by precarious workers, this means that habitus shapes 

similar everyday struggles and, consequently, shared social dispositions and conditions in 

relation to economic capital (struggling to earn enough money), social capital (weaker 
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social networks that emerge with work preoccupation and not having enough money for 

leisure activities or time for community participation), cultural capital (obtaining 

particular skills to get by) and symbolic capital (being denigrated, misrecognised and 

dehumanised by neoliberal imperative of cost-effectiveness). Precarious habitus, 

therefore, signifies common relations to conditions of existence and shared internalised 

dispositions associated with everyday work and life. 

Social fields are critically influenced by historical processes and structural inequalities. 

Thus, they often legitimate and reproduce existing inequalities as ‘natural’ and ‘taken for 

granted’. This process of beliefs, values, imaginaries and identities – most often imposed 

by the ruling class (Marx and Engels, 1976, p. 59)7 – privileges certain social 

compromises over others. Such examples include male domination over women in work 

and politics, a historical period of the welfare state when white working classes in 

Western countries were exempted from precarity, or today’s prevalence of precarious 

work with its imperative of flexibility and total availability where imposed categories of 

recognition habilitate social dispositions that are centred around domination, conformism 

and exploitation. Hence, precarious habitus, understood as a group or collective habitus 

(Bourdieu, 1990a, p. 60), appears as a stamp of class structure where certain social groups 

of people are exempt from precarity while others, especially women, youth, migrants, 

Indigenous peoples and people of colour, are significantly affected by it. 

Acknowledging works on precarious work and precarity 

In the social sciences, there is a significant scholarship dedicated to precarity and 

precarious work. In the following paragraphs, we illuminate some of its examples. The 

acknowledgment of certain works does not exclude other great works and studies around 

the world. By acknowledging some, we try to offer a reader more sources for future 

reading and, at the same time, show our gratitude for works done in the past. 

The trajectory of precarity as a sociological concept began with Pierre Bourdieu (1963; 

1993) and Agnès Pitrou (1978) and continued within the labour context where the works 

                                                 
7 According to Terry Eagleton (2007), “A dominant power may legitimate itself by promoting beliefs and 

values congenial to it; naturalizing and universalizing such beliefs so as to render them self-evident and 

apparently inevitable; denigrating ideas which might challenge it; excluding rival forms of thought, perhaps 

by some unspoken but systematic logic; and obscuring social reality” (p. 5). See also Gramsci (1971). 
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of Robert Boyer (1986), Dominique Schnapper (1989) Chantal Nicole-Drancourt (1992), 

Guy Standing (1993; 1999), Arne Kalleberg (2000; 2009), Leah Vosko (2000; 2010), 

Michael Quinlan (2001; 2012) and Malcolm Sargeant (2010; 2016), amongst others, 

contributed fundamentally to the understanding of precarious work. The parallel 

trajectory was undertaken in relation to a broader structure of precarity, particularly social 

exclusion and precarisation of society as an inherent part of global capitalism (Bourdieu, 

1998a; Magdoff and Magdoff, 2004; Neilson and Rossiter, 2008; McIntyre, 2011). A 

significant number of studies and articles also focused on the exploitation of migrant 

precarious workers in Western countries, mostly in relation to growing xenophobia, 

racism and the neoliberal penal state (Anderson, 2010; Fudge, 2012; Wacquant, 2012; 

Schierup and Jørgensen, 2017). 

In 2001, Michael Quinlan, Claire Mayhew and Philip Bohle (2001a) contributed a crucial 

work about the issue of precarious work. Their research was based on an examination of 

97 studies from different parts of the world, ranging from longitudinal studies, workplace 

inspection and surveys, to qualitative case studies. They focused on precarious 

employment in relation to occupational health and safety, particularly injury risks and 

hazard exposures. Their findings demonstrated a strong correlation between precarious 

employment and worsening occupational health and safety (Ibid., pp. 342-343), which 

includes increased work intensification and overload, rushing and burning out, 

occupational violence (especially against female workers), inadequate training and 

acceptance of high-risk work. Because of the tendency to focus on permanent employees, 

Quinlan, Mayhew and Bohle pointed out a non-consistent coverage of precarious workers 

by minimum employment laws (Ibid., p. 345), together with an issue that the majority of 

precariously employed workers are not unionised (Ibid., p. 357). Other findings included 

a correlation between precarious work and increased health problems, both mental and 

physical issues (ranging from cardiovascular problems and muscular issues, to sleep 

disturbance, depression and anxiety); higher injury rates at workplaces; destroyed work-

life balance, including the issue of work-family conflict; chronic fear; and emotional and 

physical exhaustion (Ibid., pp. 369-400). 

Ethnographies that addressed precarious work provided the ‘heart and soul’ to theories of 

precarity. La misère du monde or The Weight of the World: Social Suffering in 

Contemporary Society by Pierre Bourdieu and his colleagues (1999 [1993]), followed by 
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Bourdieu’s political writings (1998a-c), pointed to the connection of precarity with 

neoliberal globalisation. Michel Pialoux and Stéphane Beaud, for example, present 

temporary agency workers working for Peugeot, emphasising precarious position of 

young temporary workers during a strike (see also Barbier, 2002, p. 20). Barbara 

Ehrenreich’s Nickel and Dimed: On (Not) Getting By in America (2001) further revealed 

everyday struggles of precarious workers and the working poor – workers who have been 

characterised by systematic condition of precarity, poverty and social immobility 

(Simmons, 2004; Shipler, 2005).  

In autoethnographic study, Ehrenreich entered the low end of the labour market, working 

minimum wage jobs while sending job applications for better-paid positions. Throughout 

the journey, she was a waitress, cleaner, food server in a nursing home and a worker in 

Walmart, the largest supermarket chain in the United States. She found that wages in 

precarious jobs are far too low, especially given high rents. Although she worked two 

jobs and did not have children she was barely getting by week-to-week. Similar to 

findings of our research, Ehrenreich saw that workers work extremely hard and that their 

hard work is not acknowledged by their employers or managers. Based on her experience 

and testimonies of her co-workers, she exposed the idea of ‘working hard is a key for a 

person’s success’ as a myth or illusion (Ehrenreich, 2001). Another finding that strongly 

relates to our research is psychological and existential effect on precarious workers, 

particularly the feeling of powerlessness, self-blame and, consequently, the acceptance of 

precarious life as normal and inevitable. Conversely, the management practices of 

favouring and selecting certain workers to become supervisors – opening imaginaries of 

power and non-precarious life – appear as the rite of passage by accepting social 

dispositions (behaviours, actions) that strengthen precarity as a mode of domination.  

Manos Spyridakis’s (2013) ethnographic research of liminal/precarious workers in 

Greece, where he interviewed workers at a tobacco factory, shipbuilding workers and 

bank employees, further emphasised social harm caused by precarity. By interviewing 

workers who experienced precarious work differently he emphasised common social 

harms and struggles in relation to precarity.  

In Australia, Helen Masterman-Smith and Barbara Pocock (2008) exposed ‘the dark side 

of prosperous Australia’, particularly everyday struggles of precarious workers such as 

room attendants and cleaners in the country with relatively low rate of unemployment. 
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Focusing on workers’ responses in relation to low-paid precarious work and quantitative 

data of income inequality, authors illuminated both spectrums of exploitation – emotional 

hardship and existential distress that result from precariousness of employment on one 

hand, and agents (corporations) that, by seeking regulatory loopholes, benefit from 

precarious work on the other (Masterman-Smith and Pocock, 2008). This further points to 

the widening income disparities and pressures for precarious workers where cleaners and 

room attendants, among others, are pressed to perform more work in less time (Holley 

and Rainnie, 2012, p. 148). 

Andrew Herod’s and Rob Lambert’s edition of Neoliberal Capitalism and Precarious 

Work: Ethnographies of Accommodation and Resistance (2016) offered ethnographically 

oriented chapters on sweatshops, precarious contract work in China and South Korea, 

precarious situation of cane-cutters in Brazil and clothing manufacturing in South Africa. 

Mapping Precariousness, Labour Insecurity and Uncertain Livelihoods, edited by 

Emiliana Armano, Arianna Bove and Annalisa Murgia (2017) and co-authored by 

scholars such as Angela Mitropoulos, Isabell Lorey, Maribel Casas-Cortés, George 

Morgan, Julian Wood and Franco Barchiesi, contributed diverse and inclusive analysis of 

precarity. The book also includes a transcription of a feminist documentary movie 

Precarious Lives (2007) that reveals social issues, traps and everyday struggles arising 

from precarious work in Romania (Richardson, 2017, pp. 110-121).  

In New Zealand, there has been significant scholarship on the issue of precarity. Felicity 

Lamm has been focusing on employment relations, occupational stress and analysing 

workers’ precarity in the small business sector and call centres (Lamm, 2002; 2014; 

Hanniff and Lamm, 2005; Lo and Lamm, 2005). In collaboration with Erling Rasmussen 

(2002; 2005) who edited a fundamental edition about employment relations in New 

Zealand (Rasmussen, 2010), she critically analysed the shift from collectivism to 

individualism in New Zealand’s employment relations. Lamm and Rasmussen focused on 

employment acts that have signified an institutional driver of the precarisation of society. 

Together with Ryan Lamare, Nadine McDonell and Helen White (2015), Lamm also 

analysed vulnerability among dependent contract workers, contributing the case study of 

the Pike River mine explosion that killed 29 workers in 2010. The case of this disaster 

highlighted the issues associated with systematic outsourcing to contractors, “whose 

employment status has been transformed from that of an employee working on a full-time 
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basis to a contracted worker engaged in precarious employment” (Lamare, Lamm et al., 

2015, p. 73). In the Pike River mine, forty per cent of workers worked as contractors; 

thirteen of them were killed in an explosion. Because of the pro-employer New Zealand 

employment law that does not define contractors as employees, “contractors are not 

entitled to receive the so-called minimum code statutory protections, such as holidays and 

other types of paid leave, minimum wages or equal pay” (Ibid., p. 75). Based on the Pike 

River mine example, Lamm and her colleagues highlighted the problematic government’s 

response to occupational health and safety, particularly in relation to slow or non-existent 

financial compensation to the families of workers-contractors who were killed or injured 

(Ibid, p. 72). They confirmed that precarious work is being imposed by governments and 

enterprises in order to reduce labour costs and shift the risk from the employer to the 

worker, particularly dependent subcontractors who signify one of the most vulnerable 

groups of precarious workers (Ibid., p. 78). 

One of the most notable New Zealand scholars abroad, economist Robert Wade, has 

provided fundamental economic analyses in relation to neoliberal globalisation and its 

accompanying precarity and social inequality (see Wade, 1990; 2004; 2014). He exposed 

the leading role of the American Empire not only through military means but primarily 

through politically- and ideologically-led economic decisions that have benefited 

American financial institutions and multinational corporations. This also applies to New 

Zealand where we find that large businesses – such as American fast-food chains – 

increasingly use precarious work to reduce labour costs and control the workforce.     

Ann Dupuis and Eva McLaren (2004; 2006) contributed works about labour relations and 

employment experiences of temporary workers. Through a series of reports and articles, 

they brought the issue of precarious employment closer to the New Zealand academic 

sphere. Bridgette Masters-Awatere, Mohi Rua and Darrin Hodgetts (2011; 2017) have 

been focusing on precarity in relation to poverty, particularly as they apply to the Māori 

precariat and homelessness. Their argument of the historical presence of precarity among 

Māori since the Treaty of Waitangi and British colonial plunder is very important in 

understanding precarity as a condition of social vulnerability and a process of exclusion 

that is an inherent part of the historical trajectory of the capitalist world-system. 

Highlighting the connection between the precarisation of labour, colonialism and 

institutional racism (land acts and other structures of dispossession that forced Māori to 
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become precarious workers within the colonial capital-labour relation), Masters-Awatere, 

Rua and Hodgetts (2017) illuminate one of the crucial arguments of this thesis, that 

precarity is not an inevitable outcome of labour-market processes but a political decision 

imposed by governments.   

An argument that precarity is not a process and condition that first emerged with 

neoliberalism corresponds with David Neilson and Thomas Stubbs’s (2011) analysis of 

precarity in relation to Marx’s notion of the reserve army of labour (precarity as an 

inherent part of the global capitalism) (see also Neilson, 2015). Neilson and Stubbs 

(2011), for example, argue that “[u]nder neoliberal global capitalism, the relative surplus 

population is identified as being larger than the active army [permanently employed 

workers on standard contracts], and is unevenly composed and distributed across 

developed, developing and underdeveloped countries” (p. 435).  

Other significant contributions include Deborah Tucker’s (2003) concise review of the 

literature about precarious non-standard employment; the New Zealand Council of Trade 

Unions’ influential report Under Pressure: A Detailed Report into Insecure Work in New 

Zealand (2013); and Shiloh Groot et al.’s (2017) edition of precarity in Aotearoa New 

Zealand. The latter includes chapters about the psychological impact of precarity 

(Arrowsmith et al., 2017), the issue of precarity in relation to poverty (Jackson and 

Graham, 2017), the precarious situation of women and children escaping domestic 

violence (Robertson and Masters-Awatere, 2017), the penal welfare system (Hodgetts et 

al., 2017), representations of precarious work in New Zealand’s mainstream media (Hope 

and Scott, 2017); the Māori precariat (see above); and the precarious position of non-

Western migrants (Spoonley, 2017). 

Aims of the research 

The aim of this research is to contribute both theoretically and empirically to this rich 

trajectory, particularly with the concept of precarity, new empirical data and its analysis 

through the new concept of precarious habitus. I try to merge theoria and empeirikos, 

aiming to rethink the issue of precarious work; the social, economic and political 

consequences of precarity; and to emphasise critical discussion about solutions and 

alternatives. Theoretically, I follow the trajectory of precarity as a sociological concept or 

theories of precarity (Bourdieu, 1998a; Mitropoulos, 2005; Neilson and Rossiter, 2008; 
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Lorey, 2015) that have been relatively under-researched in New Zealand. For example, 

because the analysis of precarity was often limited to the sphere of employment relations 

terms such as job insecurity have often replaced the concept of precarity. The research 

about the making of precarious habitus further focuses on workers’ centred responses in 

order to challenge precarity and encourage workers and the nation to flourish.  

Giving the voice to precarious workers and analysing their political and socio-economic 

conditions of vulnerability is of central importance in this study. As a sociologist, 

musician and precarious worker, I emphasise the responsibility to challenge dominant 

neoliberal discourse and search for solutions for the well-being of disadvantaged and 

exploited people. Being precarious worker in the capitalist structure means to be 

exploited and, at the same time, justified through neoliberal or Social-Darwinist practices 

of competitiveness and constant flexibility (Bourdieu, 1998b; Leyva, 2009). I perceive 

precarity as a mode of domination and the engine of social inequality, along with a 

condition of physical and mental exploitation of workers and, simultaneously, a 

justification of that exploitation. Therefore, this research also calls for political action. 

Not merely a semi-political debate within the anti-political technicalities of neoliberal 

discourse and cosmetic policies on the one hand, or spectacular ‘social movements’ with 

protests of middle-class career-revolutionaries on the other, but a consistent political 

activity regarding work and life. In other words, the aim is to revitalise agents as political 

animals (Aristotle, 2013) who are independent from a dominant form of anti-political 

techniques of left and right dichotomy. The position of this research towards workers’ 

unions is therefore openly supportive. 

Because the research is undertaken in Aotearoa New Zealand, I acknowledge Te Tititi o 

Waitangi and significant impact of colonialism on contemporary social harms, including 

precarity. Considering the specific context of precarity in the country, particularly in 

relation to historical precarisation of Māori and non-Western migrant workers, I dedicate 

significant space to the history of precarity. My call for de-precarisation of work and 

unconditional solidarity in the sphere of work and life, therefore, allies with recognising 

“the precariousness of the Other” (Butler, 2004, p. 134) and Māori calls for de-colonising 

New Zealand society (Tuhiwai Smith, 1999). 

Hence, the aim of this research is to make a contribution to the scholarship of theories of 

precarity but, most importantly, to bring voices of vulnerable precarious workers into 
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academia and the public sphere. Based on my experience of precarious work and 

struggles associated with precarity, accompanied by experiences of my co-workers and 

precarious workers who were interviewed for this research, I try to explain the broader 

impact of precarious work and its effects on people’s lives. Having insight into precarity, 

my position as a researcher might therefore appear contradictory, particularly because of 

the struggle to make an epistemological distance with stories of workers I interviewed 

and my experience of being a precarious worker. Nevertheless, my main goal is to 

challenge the condition of social vulnerability and the process of domination and, 

hopefully, identify real-life solutions for the well-being of workers, their families and 

communities. 

Thesis outline 

The thesis is structured into seven chapters. Chapter 2 (The Historical Context of 

Precarious Work and Precarity) theorises precarity in the longue durée, considering the 

history of precarious work and precarity. The chapter focuses on the connection between 

precarity, colonialism and capitalism, which includes Marx’s theory of labour precarity. 

The second part of the chapter focuses exclusively to the New Zealand workscape, 

analysing concrete historical connection of three engines of social inequality stated above 

(in the context of creating the Māori precariat) and the making of precarity in the era of 

neoliberalism. The latter, that increasingly affects wider segments of the New Zealand 

society today, includes an overview of neoliberal employment acts that were implemented 

in the 1990s and 2000s.  

Chapter 3 (Researcher’s Positionality and Methodology) illuminates research 

methodology and epistemology. Researcher’s positionality is embodied through auto-

ethnographic vignette that introduces real-life experiences of precarity and the journey 

from precarious worker to the author of this thesis. As an introduction to empirical-based 

chapters, chapter 3 also provides methodological background of this thesis (an 

explanation of research design, fieldwork and data analysis).    

Chapters 4 and 5 investigate precarious work and life through the lived experience of the 

structural constraints of precarious work that create and normalise the state of precarity. 

The study identifies four dimensions of the making of precarious habitus that emerge 

from this systemic process: in chapter 4 (Precarious Work), the feeling of powerlessness 
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reveals vampire relationships between the employers and workers where the latter have 

little or no control over the work process, labour rights and protection. Emphasising 

power imbalance between employer and employee, along with systemic degradation of 

workers, this dimension reveals the issue of fluctuating hours and low pay, high work 

intensity, deprivation of standard labour rights and occupational violence. A second 

marker of precarious habitus, repressed solidarity, analyses management strategies of the 

making-a-disciplined-worker, which includes the issue of favouritism and the lack of 

acknowledgment. This dimension also includes a critical discussion of extreme 

exploitation of migrant workers in New Zealand and the role of embedded racism in 

dividing and fragmenting workers throughout the space of precarious work and life. 

Chapter 5 (Precarious Life) investigates workers’ everyday struggles in relation to 

structural constraints of precarious work. We illustrate struggles such as budgeting, the 

housing issue and the penal welfare system. By critically analysing the blending of work 

with life beyond the workplace and the plight of vulnerable workers, the chapter identifies 

the third and fourth dimensions of the making of precarious habitus: a constant state of 

stress and appropriated everyday life. These dimensions reveal how precarity colonises 

workers’ everyday lives, illustrating everyday struggles outside work. This includes the 

issue of destroyed work-life balance and workers’ coping mechanisms to get by. 

Chapter 6 (accommodating and internalising precarity) investigates the outcome of the 

making of precarious habitus: downward social mobility and the price of moving up. It 

analyses how and to what extent workers experience precarious employment as a 

mechanism of either upward or downward social mobility and how this is affected by 

precarious habitus or a set of dispositions that this research identifies as a central outcome 

of precarity. This problem is analysed through three case studies (Penina, Ria and the 

auto-ethnographic vignette) that demonstrate different layers of precarity but certain 

commonalities in relation to internalised precarity.  

The final chapter focuses on solutions, both within the system (policies) and outside of it, 

considering the collective memory of workers’ struggle and their achievements, and 

constant political action in unmaking precarious work and precarity. This includes 

workers’ hopes and aspirations, concrete suggestions for the Government and the role of 

organised labour (unions) and other political activities in the de-precarisation of society.  



32 

 

Chapter 2: The Historical Context of Precarious Work and 

Precarity 

Introduction 

Article 23 of The Universal Declaration of 

Human Rights: 

Precarious workers in Auckland, NZ: 

1.  Everyone has the right to work, to free 

choice of employment, to just and 

favourable conditions of work and to 

protection against unemployment.   

2.  Everyone, without any discrimination, 

has the right to equal pay for equal work.   

3.  Everyone who works has the right to 

just and favourable remuneration ensuring 

for himself and his family an existence 

worthy of human dignity, and 

supplemented, if necessary, by other 

means of social protection.   

4.  Everyone has the right to form and to 

join trade unions for the protection of his 

interests.    

I live day-to-day, dollar-to-dollar, week-

to-week. (Lucky, commission-based 

worker from West Auckland) 

In a hotel they get heaps of money with 

people coming in every day. But they pay 

us so poorly. We see how many customers 

we have; it’s full house every day and 

they still pay us less, they do cuts and that. 

We would like to work normal and be 

treated like human beings. (Fale, room 

attendant)  

My work is just about survival so I’m very 

poor and I just try to survive. (Jackson, 

immigrant worker living and working in 

Auckland City)  

Article 24: Everyone has the right to rest 

and leisure, including reasonable 

limitation of working hours and periodic 

holidays with pay.  

I don’t get holiday pay for any of them. 

(Ngaire, working three casual jobs in 

South Auckland)  

The following chapter illuminates both practices and ideologies that embedded precarity 

into the everyday life of precarious workers in New Zealand and beyond. It presents the 

historical and structural context of precarious work and precarity. Acknowledging the 

precariousness of the Other (Butler, 2004) and precarity as a political project of 

domination and social control (Bourdieu, 1998a; Lorey, 2015), this chapter theorises 

precarious work and precarity in longue durée, considering historical trajectory of 

systemic imposition of precarity and its livelihood through the structure of dispossession 

(colonialism) and capital-labour relations.    



33 

 

Globally, New Zealand has had a reputation of being one of the richest and most 

successful countries in the world. Until today, the country has been highly ranked in 

various statistics regarding quality of life, employment and social progress (OECD, 

2017). Many New Zealanders have historically expressed high levels of satisfaction with 

their lives (OECD Better Life Index, 2017). Being labelled as a heaven on earth 

(Mitchell, 1972) and ‘a glorious country for the labouring man’ (Steven, 1989, p. 28), 

New Zealand adopted the so-called ‘egalitarian myth’: an image of a “kind-hearted social 

democracy, a Scandinavia of the South Pacific” (Marcetic, 2017, para. 4) where every 

worker who works hard can succeed and live a very good life.  

New Zealand, a country with a strong tradition of workers’ unionism, was one of the first 

countries to incorporate labour rights in employer-employee relationships. Under the 

Liberal Government (1891-1912), the country implemented The Industrial Conciliation 

and Arbitration Act 1894 that introduced a system of compulsory arbitration for settling 

industrial disputes. The act comprised a guaranteed minimum wage and reforms to 

improve workplace conditions (Roth, 1973). In the 1930s, the worker-oriented First 

Labour Government (1935-1949) introduced additional social reforms such as 

compulsory unionism, occupational health and safety and the first non-income-tested-

pension system in the world that upgraded an early Old Age Pensions Act from 1898 

(Olssen, 2010). Between the 1930s and 1970s, thus, New Zealand represented an example 

of a successful Keynesian welfare state – a country led by the policy of full-employment 

with strong unions and standard labour rights.  

However, this remarkable image has been carrying another, often unacknowledged part of 

the story: first, the history of colonialism or the structure of dispossession, based on the 

expropriation of Māori land that established the political, economic and cultural 

dominance of white settlers over the Indigenous peoples of Aotearoa New Zealand (the 

making of the Māori precariat); second, the ignorance of many Pākehā workers over the 

oppression of Māori throughout the twentieth century (the practice of conditional 

solidarity); and third, the conditions that enabled the contemporary neoliberal attack on 

workers, both Māori and Pākehā, Pasifika and recent migrants alike. New Zealand’s 

experience of neoliberalism rapidly increased the presence of precarious work and 

precarity, particularly in already marginalised communities (Bargh, 2007, pp. 31-32). 

Thus, by allowing or even promoting precarious work, as it is analysed in this chapter, 
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New Zealand has been contradicting the articles of the Universal Declaration of Human 

Rights stated above.  

We present three theoretical arguments that indicate the structural and historical presence 

of precarity in modern societies: first, that precarious work or precarity is not a new 

phenomenon that emerged with neoliberalism but a condition and process inherent to 

global capitalism. To understand the roots of labour precarity we adopt Marx (1976 

[1867], p. 798) and Engels’ (1993 [1845], p. 149) critical analyses of the capitalist mode 

of production, particularly the notion of the general law of capitalist accumulation. The 

argument that precarious work and precarity are not new coincides with Angela 

Mitropoulos’s (2005), Brett Neilson’s and Ned Rossiter’s (2008) assertion that Fordism 

or the age of the Keynesian social welfare state, characterised by full employment and 

standard labour rights in certain countries, represents the exception rather than norm in 

employment relations between employers and workers.  

The second argument is that the systematic production of precarious workers, historically 

overrepresented by women, migrant workers, Indigenous peoples and people of colour, 

has been inseparably connected to colonialism or the structure of dispossession. In the 

case of New Zealand, this argument coincides with a thesis of the historical presence of a 

Māori precariat (King et al., 2017) and precarisation of non-Western migrant workers 

(Stringer, 2016). Following critical analyses by Indigenous scholars, we point to the 

process of myth-making, emphasised by Moana Jackson (2004, p. 96), that has signified a 

critical ideological phenomenon in the making of precarity in Aotearoa New Zealand. 

The third argument, that includes features of the other two, argues that precarity has not 

been the outcome of labour-market conditions but a political decision that can be reversed 

at any given time. The latter argument tries to create an emancipatory space for possible 

solutions that are discussed in the thesis’s final chapter.  

Considering engines of social inequality such as capitalism, colonialism and racism 

invites us to think about precarious work and precarity beyond the social relationships of 

paid work (Casas-Cortés, 2014, p. 214; Lorey, 2015, p. 30). Throughout the chapter, we 

analyse structural and historical factors of precarity by looking at both global and New 

Zealand contexts. We start with the history of real-life precarity that situates capitalism 

and colonialism as historical engines of existential precarity. This is followed by a short 

historical overview of a development of industrial capitalism where precarious work 
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signified a dominant form of a capital-labour relation. The chapter continues with Marx’s 

analysis of the general law of capitalist accumulation that provides the theoretical 

background of precarious work and precarity. As a critical part of the history of 

challenging precarious work and precarity both in the past and present, we illustrate how 

workers responded to relations of domination and exploitation, giving a rise to standard 

employment relationships (SER) in certain contexts.  

In the second half of the chapter, we focus exclusively on the New Zealand context of 

precarious work and precarity, highlighting the role of colonial and neo-colonial 

practices. This especially applies to Māori and non-Western migrants who have been 

overrepresented in precarious work, which mirrors the representation of interview 

participants in this research who strongly emphasise racism and colonialism as sojourners 

of precarity in New Zealand. The chapter ends with the analysis of contemporary 

precarity that is tied to neoliberal employment laws. It demonstrates the shift from the 

collective arbitration system to individualised employment relations that exacerbated the 

presence of precarious work and precarity in the wider segments of the New Zealand 

society.    

The context of real-life precarity: capitalism and colonialism 

In everyday life, precariousness has been a sojourner of people throughout their histories. 

Considering precariousness ontologically, particularly in relation to human vulnerability, 

people have been coping with precariousness from a lesser to a greater degree (Butler, 

2004). Such examples include people’s everyday existence as fragile human beings where 

every life can be under severe danger or even socially annulled (an extreme example 

being the oppression of women through medieval witch-hunts and other oppressing 

techniques used by the Catholic Church), to work-related precariousness under feudal 

oppression or even slavery. Yet, if the everyday vulnerability of interdependent social 

beings represents an inevitable part of human life, slavery, for example, signifies 

something that was systematically organised and implemented by a particular social 

structure. In the case of intentional precariousness to control or dominate other people, 

this already marks the systematic process and condition of precarity, which is, because of 

the centrality of work in social relationships, connected to the organisation of work, 

capital-labour relations and human existence (Barchiesi, 2012; Lorey, 2015).  
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Colonised peoples around the world were first to experience a systematic imposition of 

precarity as a mode of domination and social control. Such examples included slavery (in 

certain contexts); the material dispossession where Indigenous lands became a source of 

capitalist wealth; and forced proletarianization, meaning a process of transforming 

peasants in self-sufficient communities into dispossessed workers who must sell their 

labour to owners of the means of production in order to survive (McIntyre, 2011; 

Wynyard, 2017). The following paragraphs explain how precarity became embedded 

within the system.  

The analyses by world-system theory researchers and historical anthropologists (Braudel, 

1981, 1982; Arrighi, 1994; Quijano, 2000; Wallerstein, 2011) suggest that precarity has 

been historically legitimised by apparatuses of the state, monarchy or supranational 

institutions. This was or has been embodied in relations of domination such as slavery in 

the Americas, nineteenth century exploitation of rightless industrial workers in Europe, or 

today’s presence of precarious work and neoliberal outsourcing in developing and 

developed countries. In other words, various forms of oppression and exploitation by 

certain social groups over others – capitalists over workers or colonisers over colonised – 

have been historically legitimised by strong institutional structures. Considering the 

centrality of the state as the holder of meta-capital (Bourdieu and Wacquant, 1992, p. 

111), particularly in relation to economic, social, cultural and symbolic capital,8 it appears 

that precarious work is a political decision rather than an inevitable or even natural 

outcome of market forces. 

Historical anthropologists emphasise that the capitalist political economy was not always 

a mode of production. Historically, capitalism has been primarily conceived as a mode of 

accumulation as such, particularly as a mode of exchange, including merely financial 

exchange (Arrighi and Moore, 2001, p. 57; Howard, 1985, p. 470). Nevertheless, 

although trade or commodity exchanges amongst various communities or civilisations 

dates back into ancient history, capitalism as a concrete social system was not dominant 

until the fifteenth and sixteenth centuries. At this point we need to emphasise that ancient 

trade exchanges between communities should not be understood as signifiers of an early 

capitalism but as indicators of economic life. Braudel (1981) distinguishes material life 

                                                 
8 For explanation of various forms of capital, see chapter 1 (page 22).  
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from economic life and both the former and the latter with the system of capitalism. His 

anthropological research suggests that people’s everyday practices of production and 

consumption represented, and to the great extent still represent, the world of material 

civilization (see also Cheyette, 1980, p. 106). Communities around the world, for 

example, have historically created their own cultures and modes of production such as 

enculturation of rice in China or India, techniques of fishing in Aotearoa, or certain 

agricultural practices and cycles that were practiced by Indigenous peoples. People living 

in different climates and diverse soils formed their own rhythms, shaping the 

expectations, customs, practices and social relations of exchange. 

Both material (self-sufficient elementary economy) and economic life (market economy) 

have been present in every community in a given time. The latter has been historically 

based on horizontal communications between different markets with its coordination 

between demand, supply and prices (Arrighi, 2001, p. 102). Or, as Braudel (1982) argues, 

the market economy is a sphere “in which everyone would be sure in advance, with the 

benefit of common experience, how the processes of exchange would operate” (p. 455). 

He emphasises that market economy signifies everyday trade exchanges in order to make 

a living rather than to accumulate wealth. Capitalism, on the other hand, is the zone of the 

antimarket where “the great predators roam and the law of the jungle operates” (Braudel, 

1981, p. 230) and, consequently, where unequal exchange or surplus extraction prevails. 

In other words, capitalism signifies a network of monopolistic exchange relations aimed 

at accumulating capital and establishing or maintaining the position of wealth, power and 

privilege. According to Giovanni Arrighi (2001, p. 114), the real home of capitalism is 

not the transparent market economy but the realm of privileged, non-transparent 

operations, protected by the powerful state.9 Braudel and Arrighi emphasise the role of 

financial spheres as being the home of capitalism, especially because of historically 

documented practices of capitalists to reinvest surplus capital from exploitation of 

workers into the realm of finance. This applies to today’s prevalence of precarious work 

in relation to pressures from shareholders to keep labour costs down in order to maintain 

or expand the profitability of the company’s financial stocks (Underhill et al., 2013).  

                                                 
9 The difference between market economy and capitalism is understood in the same light as the ancient 

Greek’s distinction between the economy (οἰκονομία) and the chrematistics (χρηματιστική), defined in 

chapter 1, page 8. 
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Both initial and ongoing drivers of various cycles of material expansion have been 

documented through the tendency of capital and its agents to colonise both anti- and ante-

capitalist societies. Marx and Engels (2008, p. 224) argued: “The need of a constantly 

expanding market for its products chases the bourgeoisie over the whole surface of the 

globe. It must nestle everywhere, settle everywhere, establish connexions everywhere”. 

Historically, material expansions of imperial powers required new sources for an 

emerging capitalist world-system. Historical evidence suggests that capitalism, in order to 

acquire and accumulate wealth in “the realm of investment and of a high rate of capital 

formation” (Braudel, 1982, p. 231), has operated through unequal exchange and surplus 

extraction where the centre (capitalist, coloniser or slave master) dominates and exploits 

the periphery (worker/colonised/slave) (Wallerstein, 2011).  

The state, which became a structural and institutional authority in the fifteenth century in 

Europe, has been the crucial structural factor in the process of imperial expansion. In 

doing that, dominant social groups implemented three capitalist strategies: first, a 

consolidation of the government-business complex (what is today known as public-

private partnership where interests of private entities can be legitimised); second, the 

imperial organisational structure that enabled colonial powers to ‘discover’ and expand its 

material or commercial base. And third, credit, together with financial intermediaries and 

speculation, became the main strategy in accumulating capital, which resulted in 

reinvestment of surplus capital from commercial trade into the financial market. This first 

happened in Mediterranean city-states such as Venice and Genoa (15th-16th centuries), 

then in monarchies of Western Europe (17th-19th centuries), and lastly in contemporary 

Western nation-states (Arrighi and Moore, 2001). For example, it is not a coincidence that 

Christopher Columbus who ‘discovered’ America was Genoese, hired by the Spanish 

Crown at the time of Iberian-Genoese capitalist expansion; or that a development of 

industrial capitalism became possible through accumulated capital from the slave 

economy and dispossession of raw materials from the colonies (Ibid.). 

Hence, colonial imposition of precarity subordinated Indigenous peoples or imported 

workers into exploitative capital-labour relationships. Consequently, by destroying the 

Indigenous economic base, cultural practices and rituals, along with denigrating 

knowledges and depriving people’s sovereignty and livelihood, colonised peoples became 

rightless precarious workers or, in Marx’s words, a surplus labouring population:   
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Imperial expansion was a precondition for capitalist development in Europe. 

The vast territories that permitted capitalist development in Europe, it 

should be remembered, were acquired by the extirpation /…/ of the 

indigenous population, the conversion of most of the rest to unfree laborers 

through the system of encomienda, and the importation of millions of 

African slaves, especially in the sugar and cotton plantations integrally tied 

to European industrialization. Having created this immense surplus laboring 

population, “capital comes dripping from head to toe, from every pore, with 

blood and dirt” (Marx 1977:924) (McIntyre, 2011, p. 1494). 

Industrial capitalism and the restructuring of society 

Labour precarisation did not occur only in colonies but also in central capitalist countries. 

With industrialisation and the restructuring of society precarity became tied to the 

bureaucratic organisation of work, rationalisation and new hierarchies within the context 

of labour. This process included a significant expansion of the division of labour (Marx, 

1976, pp. 455-491), new regimes of control and the centrality of the private ownership of 

the means of production. The following paragraphs explain how precarious work and 

precarity came to signify fundamental elements of a new capital-labour relation.  

Because of the Industrial Revolution that became possible with dispossessed resources 

from colonies and loans from imperial banks (Pomeranz, 2000, p. 276; Arrighi and 

Moore, 2001, p. 59; McIntyre, 2011, p. 1494), most of Western Europe became 

industrialised. At the time of mass urbanisation, factories provided jobs for dispossessed 

peasants and growing cities represented an opportunity for a better life. However, 

working conditions and the organisation of work, divided into individual tasks, 

disillusioned the first generations of industrial workers. Workers worked and lived within 

systematic conditions of precarity: they worked twelve or more hours a day without any 

protection at the workplace, sick leave, minimum wage or permanent working status 

(Quinlan et al, 2001b, p. 507). The exploitation of child labour was common and women 

who entered the workforce did not have a right to maternal leave or equal pay for equal 

work. Precarity signified the essence of workers’ livelihoods (Morris, 1915, p. 176).10 

Critical analysis of new relations of production offered by Marx (1976, pp. 163-177) 

showed that workers were both underpaid and alienated from the labour process, the 

                                                 
10 In fiction, this was illustrated by writers such as Charles Dickens and Fyodor Dostoevsky. 
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product, from each other and from themselves. Marx argued that the common material 

conditions of workers and the collective awareness of it would eventually challenge the 

exploitative relationships between capitalists and workers: “The mode of production in 

material life determines the general character of the social, political and spiritual 

processes of life. It is not the consciousness of men that determines their existence, but, 

on the contrary, their social existence determines their consciousness” (Marx, 1904, pp. 

11-12). Marx’s thought implies that the restructuring of society in the nineteenth century 

marked a new system of social stratification. If pre-modern European societies were 

organised by a social structure based on estates or orders (aristocracy, clergy and 

commoners), the process of modernisation resulted in the emergence of a social structure 

based on class relations, particularly between those who own and control the means of 

production (capitalists) and workers who sell their labour in order to survive (Marx, 1976, 

p. 874; Thompson, 1963, p. 10; Williams, 1985, p. 61).  

Marx (1976, p. 273) argued that there was nothing natural about this relation: “Nature 

does not produce on the one hand owners of money and commodities and on the other 

hand men possessing nothing but their own labour power. This relation has no basis in 

natural history, nor does it have a social basis common to all periods of human history.” 

Rather, Marx (Ibid., p. 895) argues, this relation had first to be created. And violent 

methods of primitive accumulation, that is theft and other forms of accumulation by 

dispossession, were (and still are) needed to strip communal lands and resources away 

from the people and accumulate them in the hands of the few. The process of systematic 

confiscation of land and resources from Indigenous peoples and other communities 

around the world has resulted in the transformation of communally owned land and 

resources into individual private property (incorporating land into capital). This has 

comprised techniques such as fraud and violence. At the same time, the original owners 

and inhabitants of these lands and resources have been “suddenly and forcibly torn from 

their means of subsistence and hurled onto the labour market as free rightless 

proletarians” (Ibid., p. 876). Again, this systematic process has been possible through 

strong organisational machinery (the state, colonial power, supranational institutions) that 

politically and ‘legally’ legitimised both domestic and colonial plunder, as in the case of 

New Zealand (Wynyard, 2016, pp. 13-25). Once these preconditions were created, the 

wheels of capitalist accumulation could begin to turn. 



41 

 

The general law of capitalist accumulation 

Political economists and sociologists such as Karl Marx (1976 [1867]), Beatrice Webb 

(1897) and William Morris (1915) observed and critically analysed capital-labour 

relations in newly industrialised social environments. At the time of significant 

deprivation of labour rights, they emphasised that precarity is a defining element of 

workers’ livelihoods and that there is a need for significant changes in order to improve 

working and existential conditions. Because of capitalist practices to maximise profits 

through labour flexibility and reduction of labour costs, workers were hired or fired at 

will and there were no minimum standards in relation to pay, working hours or 

occupational health and safety standards. Profitability was therefore primarily achieved 

through greater labour flexibility and exploitation of workers and raw materials (Magdoff 

and Magdoff, 2004, p. 20). Because many of these characteristics are present in today’s 

precarious work we emphasise the main theoretical context in relation to precarity.  

In the nineteenth century, Engels put precarity at the core of social problems in England, 

both because of the organisation of the labour process where workers worked long hours 

in inhuman conditions and, mostly, because of the general tendency of the capitalist 

system to throw workers into the ‘surplus population’ of the unemployed or 

underemployed. In The Condition of the Working Class in England (1993 [1845], p. 149), 

Engels wrote: 

Every new advance brings with it loss of employment, want, and suffering, 

and in a country like England, where, without that, there is usually a ‘surplus 

population,’ to be discharged from work is the worst that can befall the 

operative. And what a dispiriting, unnerving influence this uncertainty of 

his position in life, consequent upon the unceasing progress of machinery, 

must exercise upon the worker, whose lot is precarious enough without it! 

Marx and Engels (2008 [1848], p. 229) further wrote that “[t]he growing competition 

among the bourgeois, and the resulting commercial crises, make the wages of the workers 

ever more fluctuating. The unceasing improvement of machinery, ever more rapidly 

developing, makes their livelihood more and more precarious.” Consequently, according 

to Jonna and Foster (2015, p. 25), Marx developed a theory of labour precarity or 

precariousness of working class livelihood. In chapter 25 of Capital entitled ‘The General 

Law of Capitalist Accumulation’, Marx argued that capitalism creates an increasing 



42 

 

relative surplus population among workers who are relegated into irregular precarious 

work: 

The greater the social wealth, the functioning capital, the extent and energy 

of its growth, and therefore also the greater the absolute mass of the 

proletariat and the productivity of its labour, the greater is the industrial 

reserve army. The same causes which develop the expansive power of 

capital, also develop the labour-power at its disposal. The relative mass of 

the industrial reserve army thus increases with the potential energy of 

wealth. But the greater this reserve army in proportion to the active labour-

army, the greater is the mass of a consolidated surplus population, whose 

misery is in inverse ratio to the amount of torture it has to undergo in the 

form of labour. The more extensive, finally, the pauperized sections of the 

working class and the industrial reserve army, the greater is official 

pauperism. This is the absolute general law of capitalist accumulation 

(Marx, 1976, p. 798, emphasis in original). 

In other words, because of the tendency of capitalists to appropriate value by surplus 

labour, in the process of capital accumulation the demand of labour power always grows. 

But the same factors that cause capital accumulation also cause the production of a 

surplus labouring population (Ibid., p. 784). According to Marx (Ibid., p. 792), capitalists 

use this technique to “weigh[t] down the active army of workers”, particularly during the 

period of prosperity:  

during the over-production and feverish activity, it puts a curb on their 

pretensions. The relative surplus population is therefore the background 

against which the law of the demand and supply of labour does its work. It 

confines the field of action of this law to the limits absolutely convenient to 

capital's drive to exploit and dominate the workers (Ibid.). 

A division of workers into two categories – an active army of necessary labour and the 

reserve army of underemployed precarious workers – lessen the number of workers 

employed in proportion to the increased production and, consequently, helps to keep 

labour costs down (Ibid., p. 786). Magdoff and Magdoff (2004, p. 26) assert that, “[t]he 

reserve army provides many benefits to capital, principally by employing workers only 

when it is possible to profit from their labor. However, it is also a tool of control over 

labor. Having a large pool of unemployed labor ready to take the place of workers helps 

to keep wages from growing rapidly.” Hence, a desperate competition within the reserve 

army of labour always results in lower wages, longer working hours and work 

intensification across the workforce (Marx, 1976, p. 789). Today, according to Mark 
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Vidal (2013, p. 588), this continues to be identified in low-autonomy precarious work, 

which is “labour-intensive and subject to continuous downward pressure of wages”. The 

surplus labouring population or precarious workers, therefore, signify the core element of 

capitalist accumulation: 

The law by which a constantly increasing quantity of means of production 

may be set in motion by a progressively diminishing expenditure of human 

power, thanks to the advance in the productivity of social labour, undergoes 

a complete inversion, and is expressed thus: the higher the productivity of 

labour, the greater is the pressure of the workers on the means of 

employment, the more precarious therefore becomes the condition for their 

existence (Marx, 1976, p. 798). 

Marx illustrates this contradiction with the example of the era of rapid growth and capital 

accumulation in England. We might expect that the era of economic prosperity would 

bring favourable things to workers, including higher wages, more jobs and better working 

conditions. However, in real-life, Marx noticed significant numbers of low-paid industrial 

workers who were in and out of employment, poor people who were selling things on the 

streets, unemployed people who were looking for any kind of work, and extremely 

exploited migrant workers. They signified a pauperised surplus labouring population, 

ready to do any job in order to survive. Within this growing social group, Marx (1976, p. 

794) identified four elements of precarious existence among workers as concrete 

signifiers of the general law of capitalist accumulation: the floating, latent, stagnant and 

pauperised. According to Jonna and Foster (2015), Magdoff and Magdoff (2004), 

McIntyre (2011) and Neilson and Stubbs (2011), all four forms continue to characterise 

precarious workers today. 

Floating: The floating form of precarity signifies an everyday reality of workers who are 

in constant flux. Marx noticed that factories and mines always looked for new and easily 

exploitable workers such as children, women and migrant workers. In contemporary 

global society, a floating component is still very present, particularly if we consider the 

issue of modern slavery in the form of 218 million child labourers in developing countries 

who work in mines, factories (producing soccer balls and leather in hazardous tannery 

factories), agriculture and services (ILO, 2017). UNICEF (2018), for example, estimates 

that in the worlds’ poorest countries, around 1 in 4 children (ages 5 to 17) are engaged in 

child labour. This systematic violation of human rights, often by Western transnational 

corporations through their sub-contractors in developing countries, signifies one of the 
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most extreme forms of precarity (Quinlan et al., 2001b, p. 512). Capitalism’s use of child 

labour was also illuminated by Marx in nineteenth century England; he gave an example 

of young girls who worked 14-hour shifts in dressmaking factories (Marx, 1976, pp. 595-

599). Migrant workers are another example of floating vulnerable workers whose lives 

have been characterised by extreme precarity. All these workers are easily disposable for 

employers and can be substituted by new precarious workers at any time. 

Latent: The latent layer of precarious workers comprises dispossessed peasants who are 

used as a source of potential labour within the capitalist production process. As 

illuminated by Neilson and Stubbs (2011, p. 437), “[i]n the shift from pre-capitalist 

agricultural to industrial capitalist social relations, the peasantry is dispossessed of its 

means of subsistence and pushed towards urban centres.” They emphasise that this 

process occurs unevenly because of the uneven character of industrialisation. Today, 

many peasants continue to move between a non-industrial rural mode of production and 

temporary precarious work (Ibid.). Other thinkers such as Harvey (2009) and McIntyre 

(2011) assert that Marx’s notion of primitive accumulation is not a thing of the past but a 

constant process, particularly in developing countries across the world. The latent 

workforce is therefore always available to enter the capital-labour relation ‘when needed’. 

Stagnant: This component signifies always available workers who, according to Jonna 

and Foster (2015, p. 27), “continuously absorb the stream of workers expelled from 

modern industry and agriculture, representing disposable labour-power.” For workers, 

employment is extremely irregular, low-paid and characterised by long hours, high work 

intensity, the lack of labour security and a very high rate of exploitation (Marx, 1976, p. 

796). The population of stagnant workers who have to cope with unemployment, 

underemployment and periods of overemployment, and whose lives are characterised by a 

systematic condition of precarity, is growing more rapidly than the active army (Ibid., p. 

798). They also serve as a disciplining factor of the working class, particularly in relation 

to weakened workers’ power of resistance that declines with their dispersal “because 

employment becomes more and more irregular” (Ibid., p. 591). The process of 

minimising workers’ solidarity is further exacerbated by “competition for work [that] 

necessarily attains its maximum” (Ibid.). As emphasised by McIntyre (2016, p. 1492), the 

process where floating, latent and stagnant forms of precarious workers are forced into 
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the capitalist labour market is consistent with capitalism’s tendency to turn everything 

into a commodity and surplus-producing wage labour. 

Precarious workers, therefore, represent a pauperised population (Marx, 1976, p. 798). 

Both Marx and Engels (1993, p. 97) illuminate the general tendency of capitalism to 

increase productivity on the basis of workers’ precarious livelihood. This close 

association of precarity with poverty gave rise to the first sociological definition of the 

concept of precarity (Pitrou, 1978). Hence, precarious workers – who work more for less 

and when needed, but also serve as an element of fear of and control over the active army 

– are a crucial part of capitalist production: 

if a surplus population of workers is a necessary product of accumulation or 

of the development of wealth on a capitalist basis, this surplus population 

also becomes, conversely, the lever of capitalist accumulation – indeed it 

becomes a condition for the existence of the capitalist mode of production. 

(Marx, 1976, p. 784). 

At the turn to the twentieth century, Beatrice and Sidney Webb (1897) and William 

Morris (1915) continued to emphasise the precariousness of the working-class livelihood. 

Morris analysed increasing deskilling of workers in relation to technological advances 

where machines are used “to reduce the skilled labourer to the ranks of the unskilled, to 

increase the number of the ‘reserve army of labour’ – that is, to increase the 

precariousness of life among the workers and to intensify the labour of those who serve 

the machines (as slaves to their masters)” (pp. 176-177). He pointed out workers’ 

constant struggle to hold on or to find a job, along with a threat of unemployment, 

poverty, suffering, degradation and even death.  

In the journal Industrial Democracy (1897), Sidney and Beatrice Webb (Beatrice coined 

the term collective bargaining) emphasised union struggles over precarious work, 

particularly about the continuity of employment and the issue of subcontracting. In 1924, 

Willard Atkins and Harold Laswell problematised the exploitative nature of casual work, 

home-based work and irregular employment (Quinlan et al., 2001b, pp. 509-510; see also 

Douglas, 1925, p. 239). Ballantyne (1902, p. 101) further emphasised the impact of 

subcontracting precarious work on a wider community, mostly as a lever for reducing the 

rate of wages: “The evidence collected in respect to out-work by expert investigators in 

these and other cases seems to prove conclusively that it is usually accompanied by very 
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low wages, inordinately long and irregular hours, and distressingly insanitary conditions”. 

Ballantyne (Ibid., p. 103) concluded that, “Out-workers are often used as a lever for 

reducing rates of wages. They are not restricted by any law to a specified number of hours 

per day as in factories, and they are often found working from early morning till late at 

night”. In New Zealand, the 1890 Sweating Commission highlighted concerns over long 

hours, low pay, child labour, overcrowding and poor ventilation (Bunkle, 1990, p. 2). 

Following the series of articles, reports and commissions that pointed out inadequate 

working conditions and non-liveable wages, companies and business-led governments in 

industrial countries began to feel the pressure from workers who demanded better wages, 

occupational health and safety standards, and decent working conditions.    

Contemporary Marxian theorists of precarity such as Jonna and Foster (2015, p. 32) assert 

that the general law of capitalist accumulation “offers an integrated theoretical approach 

and scientific outlook to working class insecurity and exploitation, geared to 

revolutionary social change” and that Marx’s analysis shows that “precariousness is a 

defining element in working class existence and struggle” (Ibid.). The historical evidence 

shows that precarious work has been used as a means of domination and social control, 

especially through exploitation, division of labour force into first- and second-class 

workers and, consequently, the process of reducing wages in relation to productivity.  

Workers’ resistance and class compromise 

Because of everyday precarious work and life, industrial workers of the nineteenth and 

early twentieth centuries responded by organising themselves collectively in trade unions, 

political parties and other forms of political action. The labour movement fought for 

workers’ rights, they organised the disorganised workers and, in some cases, also formed 

political parties. Capitalists and governments, on the other end, were reluctant to accept 

workers’ demands. They often used repressive apparatuses and violence to repress 

workers’ solidarity (Hobsbawm, 1975). However, workers responded to capitalist 

violence with radicalisation of political activity, particularly by direct action that included 

the slowdown (go-slow strategy where workers worked at a slower pace), sabotage, 

irritating the boss, publicizing the struggle and various forms of strike (sit-down, short-

duration or indefinite strikes). When the first employment laws were implemented by the 

state – after pressure from workers – unions also began to use legal action in order to 

improve working conditions and fight against violations of labour laws (Blunden, 2007). 
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Industrial workers also formed international organisations that fought for universal labour 

rights such as The Socialist International (1864 in London; 1889 in Paris) and Industrial 

Workers of the World (IWW; formed in Chicago in 1905).  

In the twentieth century, thus, workers in most parts of Europe, Australia, New Zealand 

and other countries achieved labour rights such as the abolition of child labour, the 

prohibition of all forms of forced labour, the eight-hour working day, minimum wage, 

paid overtime work, the right to unionise and the right to strike. Workers also achieved 

minimum standards regarding safe working conditions (occupational health and safety), 

collective bargaining (collective employment agreements), paid sick leave, job security 

(laws against unfair dismissal), the right of equal pay for equal work and in some 

countries also workers’ self-management (Yugoslavia). After the Second World War, 

many of these rights were institutionalised through the United Nations Declaration of 

Human Rights (ICCPR, 1966; Prior, 1997; Sargeant and Lewis, 2010; Kott and Droux, 

2013). 

However, the trajectory of de-precarisation of work in the late nineteenth and at the 

beginning of the twentieth century did not seize the whole world, especially because of 

the continuation of colonisation of non-capitalist lands by Western powers. On the 

contrary, it escalated into violent conflicts such as the Opium Wars, Boer Wars and the 

First World War, together with development of a technology for mass extermination of 

people (concentration camps) that was first used by Germany and United Kingdom in 

Africa against Indigenous peoples (an example being a Herero and Namaqua genocide by 

Germany between 1904 and 1907 that inspired Adolf Hitler). The reactionary process by 

capitalist-colonialist ruling elites in the form of systematic imposition of precarity and 

exclusionary ideologies among workers left people in colonised territories in extreme 

precarity (Césaire, 2000, p. 44).  

Nevertheless, the fear among the upper classes (capitalists, the aristocracy) of losing their 

position of power and privilege, mostly because of the real threat of socialist revolutions, 

led the antagonistic relationships between capital and labour into a new dimension. David 

Harvey (2005, p. 156) asserts that at the beginning of the twentieth century, capitalists in 

Western countries were forced to begin a dialogue with workers who had clear political 

goals such as better working conditions and improved standards of living.  
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A good example is Ford’s automobile company in the United States. Henry Ford 

established and incorporated his motor company in 1903. Because of new management 

techniques to maximise production and profits, Ford pioneered an extensive use of the 

assembly line. The company adopted Frederick Taylor’s notion of scientific management 

with its goal of higher labour productivity and maximising capitalist profits through 

reduction of production costs, which included the extensive division of labour, deskilling, 

high managerial control and other forms of surveillance at the workplace (Bernstein, 

1969; Gambino, 1996). According to Neilson and Rossiter (2008), “Speed-up, armed 

security guards, shop floor spies, physical intimidation and external propaganda were all 

part of the method employed by Ford to cut workers’ contact with their peers and bind 

their labour to a pre-ordained tempo set by the factory’s machinery” (p. 56). Feruccio 

Gambino (1996) asserts that it took nearly forty years for Ford to finally agree to 

cooperate with a union in 1941. Ford, like other capitalists, did that after numerous strikes 

and radicalisation of the labour movement. In other words, workers’ rights were not 

gifted to the people by benevolent capitalists or governments; they were obtained by 

workers themselves through long and hard-fought struggles. According to theorists of 

precarity (Neilson and Rossiter, 2008; Jonna and Foster, 2015), these historical facts are 

crucial in understanding employers’ push to precarity in contemporary societies and the 

role of unions in challenging precarious work today.   

The trajectory from pre-union Fordism to regulationist Fordism complements Harvey’s 

(2005, p. 156) historical analysis and assertion that the goal of capitalists was to repress 

radical and revolution-oriented segments of the labour movement, which resulted in a 

compromise and partnership with trade unions. The period of the Great Depression (post 

1929) and the rise of real socialisms in certain parts of the world forced capitalists to offer 

workers in Western countries a class compromise (Harvey, 2005, p. 10; Vidal, 2013, p. 

591). The reformist agreement was fuelled by the Keynesian economics of full-

employment, mass production and regulation of markets that positioned workers as a 

fundamental part of the economy. Gabriel and Lang (2008, p. 324) name the period of 

Keynesian orthodoxy the ‘Fordist Deal’ where capitalists and workers agreed in a 

compromise that was institutionalised through collective bargaining and consensus 

between labour and capital, protected by employment law. This included labour rights or 

labour legislations, higher wages, secure employment, social protection and, together with 

that, an entry into the world of mass consumption (Harvey, 2005, p. 157). By the mid-
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twentieth century, workers’ rights, as stated in previous paragraphs, were obtained in 

most Western countries (Allen et al., 2010).11 Hence, the class compromise or the Fordist 

Deal “was the promise of ever increasing standards of living in exchange for a quiescent 

labour force accepting alienating work” (Gabriel and Lang, 2008, p. 324). As producers 

and consumers, workers in Western dominant countries, particularly males, entered the 

space of “material enjoyment outside the workplace as compensation for the deskilling, 

control and alienation” (Ibid.). In this new social setting of ‘capitalism with a human 

face’, women continued to be precarised: within the capitalist promotion of a nuclear 

family – where men represent breadwinners and the leading voice in a small family unit 

of dependent wife and children – women were required to be unpaid housewives or, in the 

case of entering the workforce, were paid significantly less than men (Lorey, 2015, p. 36).   

Because of colonisation, most non-Western parts of the world did not experience the 

period of class compromise and workers’ rights, with partial exceptions being the ‘Asian 

Tigers’ – Japan, South Korea, Hong Kong, Singapore and Taiwan where Keynesian 

economics was implemented – and countries of real socialisms. In the post-WWII period, 

people in Asia and Africa obtained independence from colonial powers but with new 

supranational institutions under the United Nations (still led by dominant countries) a new 

process of oppression emerged. Neo-colonialism supplanted old colonial relations with 

subtler strategies of dispossession by advanced economic, monetary, ideological and 

military means (Nkrumah, 1966). Because of the exclusive power of supranational 

economic institutions such as the International Monetary Fund (IMF) and World Bank 

(WB), Western Keynesian economies were able to maintain a privileged position over 

non-dominant countries. Or, as Jonna and Foster (2016) emphasise, “Multinational 

                                                 
11 After the collapse of financial markets in New York’s Wall Street in 1929 and the seeming end of 

capitalism, the British economist John Maynard Keynes proposed a new way of organising the capitalist 

political economy. In his influential book The General Theory of Employment, Interest, and Money (1936), 

Keynes rejected the classical liberal assumption that the economy should continue to be left to market 

forces. He argued that free markets are insecure and that the lack of control leads to speculation and the 

accumulation of capital in the hands of the few. For Keynes, governments must have an active role in 

managing the economy through fiscal and monetary policies that ensure growth, full employment and more 

equal redistribution of wealth. In practice, this included higher taxes for the rich, protection of local 

industries and development of the universal welfare state with workers’ rights and other human rights such 

as free education, free medical care, benefits for the unemployed, health and disability related benefits, and 

pensions (Keynes, 1936). 
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corporations emerged in this period as major actors on the world stage” (p. 33). 

Consequently, “Workers at the center of the system benefitted indirectly in this period 

from the world imperialist system” (Ibid.).12 

Thus, according to Casas-Cortés (2014), “those who frame debates around precarity as a 

‘new’ sociological phenomenon (as opposed to simply a new politicization) often fail to 

see the Fordist compromise achieved in some countries as both exceptional and 

predicated on the extreme exploitation of ‘others’” (p. 219). Or, as argued by Angela 

Mitropoulos (2005, p. 4): 

The experience of regular, full-time, long-term employment which 

characterized the most visible, mediated aspects of Fordism is an exception 

in capitalist history. That presupposed vast amounts of unpaid domestic 

labour by women and hyper-exploited labour in the colonies. This labour 

also underpinned the smooth distinction between work and leisure for the 

Fordist factory worker. The enclosures and looting of what was once 

contained as the Third World and the affective, unpaid labour of women 

allowed for the consumerist, affective “humanisation” and protectionism of 

what was always a small part of the Fordist working class [emphasis added]. 

Mitropoulos’s thoughts about selective exception from precarity where certain groups of 

people are exempted from precariousness in work and life (and others not) brings us back 

to the New Zealand context. As a country with colonial history, the understanding of 

precarity “both as a basis of capitalist accumulation and social regulation” (Lorey, 2015, 

p. 1) appears critical. This particularly applies to women, Indigenous peoples and non-

Western migrants who have historically been subjected to precarious work and life (Ibid., 

p. 22). The history of precarity in Aotearoa New Zealand closely relates to this, especially 

in relation to colonialism or the structure of economic, political and cultural dispossession 

(Jackson, 2004). The following part, therefore, situates the historical and structural factors 

of precarity in New Zealand that are crucial for understanding precarity here today.    

                                                 
12 Kwame Nkrumah wrote: “In place of colonialism as the main instrument of imperialism we have today 

neo-colonialism. The essence of neo-colonialism is that the State which is subject to it is, in theory, 

independent and has all the outward trappings of international sovereignty. In reality its economic system 

and thus its political policy is directed from outside.” (1966, p. ix). Neo-colonialism requires the presence 

of the comprador bourgeoisie or local elites that are placed into positions of power to serve foreign 

interests, especially transnational corporations (see Klein, 2000; Negri and Hardt, 2000; Khor, 2001). 
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Precarity in Aotearoa New Zealand: The making of the Māori precariat 

and Pākehā working class 

The following section focuses on a historical trajectory of precarity in Aotearoa New 

Zealand. This includes a critical overview of the New Zealand colonial history, including 

the connection between precarity, colonial dispossession and racism. 

The first British whalers and sealers arrived on the shores of Aotearoa in the late 

eighteenth century. Following the custom and tradition of welcoming manuhiri (guests), 

Indigenous peoples of Aotearoa allowed whalers and sealers to build-up shore-stations 

and to settle in a land that was gifted to them by chiefs as a symbol of friendship and 

respect. According to historian Ranginui Walker (1990, p. 78), there were occasional 

conflicts between settlers and Indigenous peoples, particularly because of European 

transgressions of tribal customs, but the early period of contact was still characterised by 

peace and economic welcome. 

Māori tribes and new settlers exchanged various commodities such as meat, potatoes, fish 

and blankets. However, in a trade exchange, British settlers also included things such as 

alcohol and muskets, which turned to be a surreptitious dimension of British colonisation 

in the following decades. Sealers and whalers took the advantage in a trade economy with 

accumulating capital on the basis of unequal trade relations, unjustified land grabbing, 

particularly in the South Island, and disrespecting of tikanga Māori (customs and 

practices) (Wynyard, 2017, p. 17). The contact with capitalism gradually led to the 

destruction of the economic life practiced by Māori communities (where land, for 

example, was not a source of profit and capitalist accumulation), particularly with the 

mass colonial settlement, the expropriation of Māori land and the introduction of private 

property. Land confiscation represented the focal point of development of white settler 

society with its social institutions and the capitalist mode of production. The large amount 

of confiscated land, for example, was necessary in developing a New Zealand dairy 

industry and pastoral capitalism (Bedggood, 1980; Belich, 1996; Wynyard, 2016; 2017). 

Like Australia and Canada, New Zealand was established as a particular type of colony – 

a settler state (or settler society). According to Daiva Stasiulis and Nira Yuval-Davis 

(1995), settler societies are “societies in which Europeans have settled, where their 

descendants have remained politically dominant over indigenous peoples, and where a 
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heterogeneous society has developed in class, ethnic and racial terms” (p. 3). In other 

words, the structure of colonialism in New Zealand was not primarily based on the 

extraction of goods and labour but on a systematic development of the capitalist settler 

state. If colonies of limited and sizeable settlement were established to extract and 

appropriate goods and labour New Zealand was established as a settler society based on 

mass colonial settlement and development of a self-sustaining state (Pearson, 2001).13 

Whilst the popular story of New Zealand settlement rests on an explanation that settlers 

needed to provide new sources of capital for the colonial centre, particularly wool and 

dairy, the main reason lies somewhere else. According to historian Rob Steven (1989, p. 

22), in 1830s’ Britain, the first crisis of industrial capitalism emerged: many workers 

became unemployed, the numbers of surplus labouring population were growing rapidly 

and workers who had jobs in factories had to work long shifts in hazardous working 

environments. This produced a pauperised and potentially revolutionary population 

(Marx, 1976, p. 794) which represented a real threat to the capitalist mode of production 

and its main agents (the British Crown, aristocracy and factory owners). By the mid-

1830s, thus, the British Colonial Office started to promote migration of workers to New 

Zealand in order to solve a socio-economic crisis in the United Kingdom (Steven, 1989, 

p. 23; Wynyard, 2017, p. 14). 

However, the British Crown and its government were faced with a problem: who would 

pay for this? The mass colonial settlement as a means of conquest (in sociology also 

known as the imperial diaspora) required huge subsidies that were, at the time of 

economic downturn, difficult to sustain. According to Steven (1989, pp. 23-24), the 

solution to this emerged in the 1830s when a colonial scheme in Australia showed that 

profit from the sale of the land to new settlers could be used to subsidise further 

settlement. Because the land was relatively cheap – since it was violently expropriated 

from Indigenous peoples and was therefore free for colonial landowners – it served as a 

means of attracting new settlers to move to New Zealand, get a job and buy a piece of 

                                                 
13 Most parts of colonised Africa and Asia were examples of a limited colonial settlement where colonial 

powers established military and administrative domination over local populations in order to extract goods. 

Fiji and Haiti were examples of sizeable colonial settlement where extensive manufacturing, mining and 

agriculture was introduced by colonial administrators. The latter was based on slave-labour of Indigenous 

or imported workers (Pearson, 2001). 
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land for an accessible price (Walker, 1990, p. 88; Poata-Smith, 1997, p. 171). The 

colonial scheme that was in use in Australia and New Zealand was influenced by British 

politician and convicted kidnapper Edward Gibbon Wakefield who was an influential 

member and director of the New Zealand Company. His scheme of ‘systematic 

colonisation’ was based on land sold at a ‘sufficient price’. This allowed the Crown to 

“restrict the speed with which colonial wage-earners could become proprietors, as well as 

to build up a fund which would permit the greatest possible number of wage-earners to 

emigrate free of charge to the colonies” (Fairburn, 1990, para. 7). Wakefield’s systematic 

colonisation was also analysed by Marx in chapter 33 (The Modern Theory of 

Colonization) of Volume I of Capital (Marx, 1976, pp. 931-940).  

Because of the fertile land in a climate which permitted year-round pasture growth, the 

confiscated land became crucial in developing a new settler economy based on pastoral or 

agrarian capitalism (Steven, 1989, p. 28). It provided a source of capitalist wealth and 

accumulation which enabled workers to live immeasurably better than they did in Britain. 

In other words, New Zealand became a “glorious country for a labouring man” (Ibid.). 

Higher wages and better working conditions in a ‘new world’, characterised by 

significant labour shortage, attracted many workers from Britain to pay for the trip to 

New Zealand and start over. The settler bourgeoisie, on the other hand, became even 

stronger and more profitable: 

The settler dominions were born from expanding capitalism; the capitalist 

agenda landed ready-made. The key elements in effecting that agenda in 

New Zealand were the rapid seizure of land … The fluidity of colonial 

society and the ready availability of land ensured that there was a very 

significant middle class of modestly-wealthy family farmers, reinforced by 

the plethora of comfortable country town merchants, and the self-employed 

urban business and manufacturing sector (McAloon, 2004, pp. 11-12). 

Being away from Britain’s rigorous class system, New Zealand enabled greater social 

mobility. Many workers, for example, improved their conditions, either by obtaining 

higher wages or becoming small business owners (Ibid., pp. 13-14). But the making of 

paradise and the ‘egalitarian myth’ for small capitalists and workers was inversely 

equivalent to the making of precarious reality for Māori. At this point we need to assert 

that most Māori were right from the beginning of colonial plunder fighting against 

colonisation (Walker, 1990). The structure of dispossession and the emerging white 

settler society therefore required techniques of exclusion that systematically dispossessed 
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Māori from their land and livelihood and, consequently, put them on the road to precarity 

and structural marginalisation. The main justifying force of this dehumanisation was 

racism – an ideological construct that accepts racial superiority and, when present in 

those with power, justifies them using that power to discriminate against and deprive 

others on the basis of their ‘race’ (Abel and Mutu, 2011, p. 3). According to Steven 

(1989, p. 29),  

the settler colonists of Aotearoa wanted only one thing from the Maori 

people: their disappearance altogether, so that their land could be taken and 

converted into a source of bourgeois wealth which would provide even wage 

labourers with a standard of living unknown to that class elsewhere in the 

world. 

Anibal Quijano (2000, pp. 533-534) and Michael McIntyre (2011, p. 1489) assert that the 

capitalist/colonial mode of accumulation has been historically producing increasing 

‘racialised’ surplus population of precarious workers. The structure of dispossession 

produced a relation between the ‘centre’ and ‘periphery’, both locally and globally. 

Quijano (2000, p. 538) and McIntyre (2011, p. 1500) emphasise that ‘race’ has been 

constructed as the mean to control workers and divide them into primary and secondary 

labour force.   

The concept of race has been historically bound to European colonial expansion. As a 

pseudo-scientific indicator that signifies “any of the major groupings of mankind, having 

in common distinct physical features” (Ibid.), it was first used in the late fifteenth century. 

The ideological construction of race and racism was fuelled by pseudo-scientists of the 

eighteenth and nineteenth century, early anthropologists, Christian missionaries and 

Social Darwinists who classified races hierarchically in terms of people’s intellectuality, 

anatomical features and such. All ‘scientific’ classifications placed Europeans at the top 

and Africans at the bottom. The racial hierarchy was systematically developed to justify 

European colonialism through white superiority, which included dehumanisation and 

precarisation of colonised Indigenous peoples and imported workers or slaves. According 

to McIntyre (2011, p. 1502):  

Race comes in most consistently, then, as an explanation of and justification 

for conquest and subjugated labor. From the very beginning, ‘race’ marks 

populations whose labor is unfree and surplus-producing. With the abolition 

of slavery, race continues to mark formerly unfree laboring populations who 

now become the core of capitalism’s surplus laboring population.  
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Quijano (2000, pp. 534-536) maintains that by the imposition of race as the fundamental 

element of relations of domination, colonisers developed a racial division of labour 

through which they concentrated the control over capital, labour and the means of 

production. Both race and the division of labour, consequently, became structurally 

interdependent: “A new technology of domination/exploitation, in this case race/labor, 

was articulated in such a way that the two elements appeared naturally associated” (Ibid., 

p. 537). Because of racial ideology it became normal to associate unpaid or unfree labour 

with dominated races because of their supposed inferiority, whereas the paid-work of 

white settler workers (or even a white person’s ‘social advancement’ into petit-bourgeois 

farmer or artisan) supposedly happened because of a person’s civilised nature and hard 

work. Quijano (Ibid., p. 538) asserts that, because of this process of dehumanisation, 

Indigenous peoples “were used as disposable manual labor and forced to work until 

death”. The racial division of labour into first- and second-class workers put Indigenous 

peoples and migrant workers into the position of extreme precarity.  

In Aotearoa New Zealand, Māori have been significantly included in capitalism’s surplus 

labouring population (precarious workers), be it through the prevalence of odd precarious 

jobs that they had to do in late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries in order to 

survive, or through labour as political prisoners – building roads in the South Island as 

punishment for their resistance to land confiscation (Bull, 2004, p. 507). In contemporary 

New Zealand, Māori are still overrepresented in precarious work (Spoonley, 2004, p. 5). 

Masters-Awatere and Tassell-Matamua (2017, p. 111) use the term Māori precariat for 

those who have been living with insecure housing, employment, education and access to 

health services. Since the colonisation of Aotearoa, the Māori precariat has been 

characterised by the systematic condition and process of precarity (Poata-Smith, 1997; 

2013). Racism appears as a critical justifying factor for it. According to Juan Tauri (2014, 

p. 22), 

[the] ideological and practical focus of settler colonial strategy changed 

from saving our souls [which was the early ideological technique used by 

Christian missionaries], toward policies and interventions that facilitated 

our removal from our lands, and preparing us to participate in the emerging 

capitalist economy. Underpinning these policies was the development of 

social Darwinian-inspired ideological rationales that presented Indigenes as 

inherently inferior - biologically, genetically and intellectually – to 

Europeans.  
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Māori scholars such as Tauri (2014) and Moana Jackson (2004) assert that precarity and 

racism have not been present only on an everyday level; in the past, the New Zealand 

state legitimised economic, political and cultural dominance of the white settler society 

through the imposition of British law and legal acts that systematically excluded Māori, 

both in terms of land confiscation and the repression of political action, language, culture 

and livelihood. With development of Western social institutions and the introduction of 

private property, Indigenous systems were eventually suppressed in order to open a space 

for capitalist accumulation and non-precarious life of selected social groups (upper, 

middle and working-class white males). 

For example, progressive reforms by the Liberal Government (1891-1912) and successive 

Labour and National governments that draw an image of a successful and inclusive New 

Zealand systematically excluded Māori and Chinese migrants, either with selective 

inclusion of them within certain acts or rights, or excluding them as a whole (Marcetic, 

2017). One of the world’s earliest public pension schemes – the Old Age Pensions Act 

1898 – only applied to ‘persons of good character’ (Palmer, 2012), which, at the time of 

strong racial stereotypes, systematically excluded Aotearoa’s Indigenous peoples and 

Chinese migrant workers. Those Māori who managed to get a pension received only two-

thirds of the amount paid to Pākehā (Consedine and Consedine, 2005, p. 206). This 

discriminatory policy lasted almost forty years. Moreover, financing the scheme itself – 

for white settlers, both working class and upper classes – was possible only through 

systematic dispossession of Māori from their land (Ibid.). At the time of the making of a 

‘glorious country for a labouring man’, Māori were subjected to colonial plunder and a 

systematic process of precarity, along with being subjects of imaginaries of primitive and 

dangerous savages (Wall, 1997, pp. 40-41). According to King, Rua and Hodgetts (2017, 

pp. 125-126), 

Māori have experienced precariousness since at least the signing of the 

Treaty of Waitangi in 1840, when increased European settlement and 

eventual confiscation of Māori lands resulted in oppressed and marginalised 

people /…/ For almost two centuries now, colonisation has created what we 

now term the Māori precariat, populated by whānau who not only live with 

the loss of traditional lands, resources and social structures, but also suffer 

from insecure work and unemployment, as well as housing and food 

insecurities. 
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The imposition of Western law signified the legitimising means of dispossession and 

precarisation of Māori. The Native Land Act 1862, for example, enforced 

commodification and conversion of Māori communally-possessed land into individual 

private property that could be bought and sold (Steven, 1989, p. 30; Mikaere, 2011, p. 

72). The New Zealand Settlement Act 1863 further legalised land confiscation (King et 

al., 2017, p. 128) and The Suppression of Rebellion Act from the same year made it legal 

to punish all Māori who were fighting against land confiscation with the seizure of their 

land (Poata-Smith, 1997, p. 173; Wynyard, 2017, p. 19). The latter act also included 

punishment by death or incarceration, which marks the beginning of Māori hyper-

incarceration (Jackson, 1988; Webb, 2009; Workman and McIntosh, 2013; Curcic, 2019). 

The Native School Act 1867 – which included forced assimilation through the 

suppression of Māori language and the imposition of colonial social relationships of 

domination – further institutionalised precarity among Māori (Calman, 2012). 

In the economic sphere, the implementation of capitalism and the coloniser’s legal acts 

“necessitated Māori access to capital to pay the rates and taxes being levied on them by 

the settler society. Māori who did not have access to money often lost their land as 

payment of debts” (King, Rua and Hodgetts, 2017, p. 128). Communally-possessed Māori 

land was therefore broken into individual land titles and “purchased bit by bit from 

individuals, according to the vulnerabilities (e.g. debt to traders) which pressured to sell” 

(Steven, 1989, p. 30). Although most Māori lived in rural areas (until the great urban 

migration after the Second World War), increasing numbers had to rely on precarious 

work in order to survive, particularly seasonal, casual and public works (Locke, 2010).  

Even though the Māori precariat represented lower levels of segmented labour markets – 

most of them worked in blue-collar occupations, characterised by low pay, long hours and 

difficult working conditions (Poata-Smith, 2013, p. 149) – they organised themselves and 

demanded the same working conditions and equal pay for equal work in relation to their 

Pākehā counterparts. After union rules and regulations were published in the Māori 

language the membership of Māori in unions increased significantly (Locke, 2010). By 

the 1930s, for example, New Zealand Workers’ Union included many Māori workers, 

including Māori women who represented the vast majority of its female members (Ibid.). 

The union membership rose even more significantly after the Second World War (at the 

time of urban migration), when many Māori who struggled to survive in rural areas 
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moved to the cities that offered jobs due to modernisation and the rising economy in 

urban areas. By 1966, “70% of Māori men worked in production, transport-equipment 

operation and labouring, away from the rural economy” (Locke, 2010, para. 20). 

However, as Evan Poata-Smith (2013) asserts: “The limited opportunities for economic 

advancement were reinforced by discrimination in hiring and promotion practices” (p. 

149). Because of institutionalised racism and strong assimilation practices to conform to 

the Pākehā dominated society the great urban migration of Māori had significant 

consequences for the accumulation of disadvantages suffered by the Aotearoa’s 

Indigenous peoples (Poata-Smith, 2013, Tauri, 2014).  

Although Keynesian economics of full-employment and standard labour rights included 

Māori and new migrants from Pacific Islands (since the 1950s), unions – whose leading 

positions were occupied by Pākehā men – did not establish a connection between the 

workers’ struggle and universal emancipation. In other words, the oppression of Māori, 

Pasifika and other non-Western migrant workers who were concentrated in precarious 

work, was not acknowledged as a crucial part of workers’ solidarity. New Zealand’s 

history of oppression of Chinese migrant workers – where workers were subjected to a 

racist poll tax, including exclusion from the pension scheme (Ip and Pang, 2005) – and 

Pasifika workers who went through the traumatic experience of ‘dawn raids’ in the 1970s 

when New Zealand’s repressive apparatus hunted so-called overstayers by breaking into 

families’ homes at dawn and sending workers back to the islands (Fepulea’i, 2005) 

demonstrated selective or conditional solidarity. The contemporary rise of xenophobia 

and the exclusion of precarious workers, particularly migrant, mirrors this historical 

division into first- (secure) and secondary (precarious) workforce.  

Australian historian Humphrey McQueen (1970) explains this division through the 

argument of a historical disconnection between Indigenous peoples and the settler 

working class. He argues that most white workers in settler states like Australia and New 

Zealand did not develop a working-class consciousness based on universal unconditional 

solidarity, particularly because of embedded racism and the fact that, due to colonial 

plunder and the labour shortage in white settler states, European workers were able to 

ensure themselves better working conditions and a standard of living that was 

significantly better than in their home countries (Steven, 1989). Because of a relatively 

small number of workers in relation to work opportunities, workers had more power to 
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bargain for better working conditions and labour rights when compared to workers in 

European countries. The ‘glorious country for a labouring man’ enabled greater social 

mobility for the former surplus labouring population but, as argued by Moana Jackson 

(2004, p. 100), Māori resistance to colonisation did not fit into the symbolic order of the 

myth-making.  

Jim McAloon (2004, p. 13) explains that Pākehā community life was ideologically 

dominated by so-called artisan democracy, a liberal view on egalitarianism that combines 

individualism and collectivism. Pākehā workers, escaping from the British class structure, 

were critical of monopolies and aristocratic rule. They emphasised a dignity of labour and 

workers’ rights (Ibid.); yet, at the same time, they forgot about Māori, oppressed Chinese 

miners or criminalised Pasifika workers. Drawing on McQueen (1970) and McAloon 

(2004), it appears that large segments of the white working class in New Zealand adopted 

a petit-bourgeois consciousness, a liberalistic understanding of solidarity predicated on 

the dignity of labour, conditional solidarity and individual self-interest. For example, 

Māori were welcomed in unions but their calls for self-determination and anti-colonial 

struggle were systematically ignored (Locke, 2010). As emphasised by McIntyre (2011, 

p. 1506), selective precarisation “produced a racially divided working class, and the 

working class today inherits those divisions.” 

The egalitarian myth was eventually exposed in the disconnection of workers’ unions 

with Māori political uprising and their calls for self-determination in the 1970s. Although 

prominent Māori unionists such as Syd Jackson tried to connect Māori issues with a wider 

workers’ struggle, the union movement did not endorse the Māori struggle for self-

determination. The Bastion Point occupation (political action against land confiscation in 

1977 and 1978) and 1981 Springbok Tour protests against apartheid in South Africa and 

racism in New Zealand, for example, brought together movements such as Ngā Tamatoa 

and the Polynesian Panthers, together with Pākehā allies, but the union movement stayed 

passive in the struggle. Frustrations of Māori union delegates resulted in calls for a 

separate union in 1986 that would openly support Māori self-determination. The meeting 

of New Zealand workers resulted in consensus: against separate movement but for clear 

support for Māori self-determination by New Zealand unions (Locke, 2010). The hui also 

recommended an increase of Māori representation in union decision-making structures 

(Ibid.). 



60 

 

A development of a white settler society created structural inequalities that have been 

present in New Zealand society to this day. An interplay of capitalism, colonialism and 

racism put Māori and non-Western migrant workers onto the road of precarity while 

white workers, farmers and businessmen were given the privileges and resources to live a 

non-precarious life. It is interesting to note that of 21 precarious workers that were 

interviewed for this research, 14 of them are of non-Pākehā ethnicity (either Māori, 

Pasifika or other); not a single participant identified her- or himself as working class. 

When asked about their background, they identified themselves in terms of ethnicity 

(Māori, Samoan, Tongan, Indian) and some of them also by socio-economic status (poor). 

The answer by Enele, a worker of Samoan descent, after I asked him why he does not 

identify as working-class, is self-explanatory: “Because we were always less than 

working-class”.  

The implementation of the neoliberal structure of dispossession 

Since 1984, precarity has gradually begun to affect large segments of New Zealand 

society, including Pākehā working and middle classes. Late 1980s and the 1990s signify 

an era in New Zealand history when precarious work became institutionalised within 

employment law. There has been a structural reason for this: the implementation of 

chrematistics and structure of dispossession through neoliberalism.  

From the 1950s to the 1970s, New Zealand’s economy flourished on the waves of post-

war industrial development in manufacturing and in the energy sector, the policy of full 

employment and rising real wages (Maitra, 1997, p. 28). The country’s infrastructure 

improved significantly and because of labour shortages in manufacturing New Zealand 

was actively inviting workers from abroad. However, in the 1970s, a Keynesian model of 

the economy came into crisis, both globally and locally. Whereas the governments’ 

response to global economic crisis in the 1930s was regulation and ‘more state’, the 

response to the post-1973 economic slowdown was a demand for deregulation and ‘more 

market’ (Ibid., p. 29).  

There is a large amount of literature addressing why and how the crisis appeared and who 

benefited from it (Duménil and Lévy, 2004; Harvey, 2005; Doogan, 2009). We note only 

key elements. Because of a class consensus – the compromise between capital and labour 

– that privileged the centrality of labour instead of high profits and capital accumulation 
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in the hands of the few, business elites became more and more dissatisfied with 

Keynesian economic orthodoxy. Large businesses began to invest money to 

chrematistics-oriented think-tank institutions that represented both an ideological and 

scientific platform for promoting ideas of economic freedom, the global unleashing of 

deregulated ‘free markets’, labour flexibility, cost-effective discourse and 

commodification of all aspects of social life (Bourdieu, 1998a; Tickell and Peck, 2003).  

Politicians and economists who represented the interests of big businesses – their 

economistic utopia came from Ordoliberals and The Mont Pelerin Society (Harvey, 2005, 

p. 22) – gradually began to occupy important positions in United Nations’ supranational 

economic institutions (IMF, WB, WTO). These institutions soon became the main 

repressive apparatuses in disciplining and blackmailing countries around the world to 

implement neoliberal structural reforms via dependence on debt, particularly through the 

1992 Washington Consensus. The latter ordered reforms such as redirection of public 

expenditure from welfare to business-growth-oriented activities, tax relief for 

corporations and lower taxes for the rich, the removal of barriers to foreign investments, 

the privatisation of state assets and labour flexibility (Negri and Hardt, 2000; Klein, 

2007): “By the late 1970s, capital had initiated the process of global economic 

restructuring, cutbacks in welfare state spending, attacks on trade unions, and other 

measures, commencing the heightened class war that was to become known as 

neoliberalism” (Jonna and Foster, 2015, p. 33).  

A new wave of dispossession and precarisation was characterised by privatisation of state 

assets, dispossession of the peasantry who became subordinated to global productivity 

norms and ‘markets’ (Neilson and Stubbs, 2011, p. 447) and promotion of precarious 

modes of employment. The urbanisation of latent forms of precarious workers was 

exacerbated whereas corporations gained access to new resources for capitalist 

accumulation. Shock doctrines in countries around the world activated a neo-colonial 

plunder on the one hand, and financial expansion through speculations, tax havens and 

credit on the other (Arrighi and Moore, 2001; Klein, 2007, Harvey, 2009). According to 

Jonna and Foster (2015, pp. 33-34),  

In the new globalized economy promoted by multinational corporations, a 

global labor arbitrage was pursued whereby companies took advantage of 

the much lower wages in the periphery, shifting production to the global 

South … [This] served to remove the floor on wages and working conditions 
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of workers throughout the world. In general, the global working class and 

its various segments were soon in a race to the bottom: a reality bound to 

create a new sense of precariousness. 

Neoliberal outsourcing resulted in high pressure on workers’ wages and worsening 

employment relations, both in developing and developed countries. In aspiration to gain 

the maximum amount of profit the business elites significantly reduced the cost of labour: 

on the one hand, corporations moved a large amount of production into developing 

countries, particularly tax-exempted free-trade zones where occupational health and 

safety standards do not apply, as well as decent wages, standard hours and the right of 

workers to unionise or strike (Klein, 2000; ILO, 2015). The chain of pyramid sub-

contracting in work without protection, occupational health and safety and decent pay has 

characterised most vulnerable precarious workers (Quinlan et al., 2001b, p. 527). On the 

other hand, business elites pressured governments in developed countries to change 

employment relations in order to compete on international markets (Ibid.). Because of 

outsourcing, therefore, many workers in countries like New Zealand became either 

unemployed or employed in new precarious jobs. 

Moreover, the systematic use of floating, latent and stagnant reserve army of labour – 

migrant precarious workers from the global South – have produced a significant conflict 

within the working class (Jonna and Foster, 2015, p. 34). This has been evident in the 

presence of racism, xenophobia, Islamophobia, antisemitism and anti-immigration 

hysteria in Europe, North America, Australia and New Zealand, giving rise to neo-Nazi 

and white supremacy groups (Barchiesi, 2012, p. 11). Because of a gradual presence of 

precarity within sectors of white working and middle classes, ‘traditional’ precarious 

workers, particularly migrant, Indigenous and non-white, have consequently become a 

target of renewed violence and ideologically-imposed stereotypes. This issue also appears 

in workers’ responses in this research. 

Thus, precarity has been built into the substance of neoliberalism (Seymour, 2012). To 

increase shareholder value, neoliberal promotors of chrematistics have been pushing for 

techniques of profit maximisation such as rationalisation, cost-cutting, restructuring and 

optimisation (Quinlan et al., 2001b, p. 517). In managing one’s company, [g]arnering the 

support of key stakeholders and identifying ‘best practice’ models that can be promoted 

as educational tools [became] an approach that has been adopted in relation to other 
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aspects of management and work organisation” (Underhill et al., 2011, p. 3). On a macro-

level, the precarisation of work and life has included significant cuts to social welfare and 

public services, the introduction of workfare or work for unemployment compensation, 

user-pays systems, the weakening of unions and collective bargaining, the manipulation 

of regulatory standards (leased labour through dependent subcontractors) and workload 

increase (Ibid., pp. 518-523).14 Wacquant (2012, p. 72) further points to neoliberal 

commodification as the extension of market mechanisms where everything is measured 

through cost-efficiency and ‘market value’. He emphasises the rise of prisonfare or the 

warehousing of surplus labouring population, and a neoliberal drift “from protective 

welfare to corrective workfare under which social assistance is made conditional upon 

submission to flexible employment and entails specific behavioural mandates (training, 

testing, job search, and work even for subpoverty wages)” (Ibid.). Hence, according to 

Davies (2016): the “neoliberal telos became a constructivist one, of rendering market-

based metrics and instruments the measure of all human worth, not only inside the market 

but, crucially, outside as well” (p. 127). 

An example of neoliberal ‘best practice’ can be found in John Atkinson’s (1984) 

‘flexible-firm model’. Atkinson analysed a managerial technique to maximise profits and 

reduce business precariousness by implementing ‘flexible staff arrangements’. By shifting 

precariousness onto workers, the flexible-firm model ensures tight control by fragmenting 

workers into an hierarchical structure of a core group of primary labour and peripheral 

groups of part-time, self-employed, subcontracting, zero-hour and agency workers. The 

core group of skilled labour, employed directly, ensures a functional flexibility that 

allows management to change work tasks, use flexible work hours and ensure a high level 

of competition among workers who are aware that their status in the company is a 

threatened privilege. Peripheral groups, on the other hand, ensure numerical and financial 

flexibility for the firm that uses precarious service – either ‘low-skilled’ or ‘skilled’ – 

when needed or when it can be of most benefit. Hence, when the ‘market’ requires cuts, 

‘optimisation’ and ‘restructuring’ are made hierarchically by peripheral workers being 

made redundant. This puts pressure on the core staff to accept additional work tasks. 

Based on targeted precarity, thus, work productivity is significantly increased. 

                                                 
14 It is interesting to note that Quinlan et al. (2001b, p. 518) mention New Zealand as the most obvious 

example of neoliberal restructuring and precarisation in a developed world. 
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From a macro-perspective, the dominant ideology of precarity has been centred around 

individualism, flexibility, the assumption of a level-playing field, ‘natural’ inequality 

(Friedman, 1962) and the worship of wealth (Canfora, 2004). The ideology of middle-

class lifestyle further resulted in aspirations of achieving wealth through Socio-Darwinist 

competition (Bourdieu, 1998c), which was often done by taking personal credit and going 

into debt for decades. Thus, the promotion of labour flexibility was foisted into the 

context of career opportunities and individual choice. Workers were required to become 

flexible, adaptable and entrepreneurial (Sennett, 1998; Salecl, 2010). To capture this 

transformation, Bourdieu (1998b, p. 85) introduced the concept of flexploitation, 

signifying the systemic management of precarity through ideological imposition of 

‘labour flexibility’, which, “through the concerted manipulation of the space of 

production”, “breaks resistance and obtains obedience and submission, through 

apparently natural mechanisms which thus serve as their own justification. These 

submissive dispositions produced by precarity are the prerequisite for an increasingly 

‘successful’ exploitation” (Ibid., pp. 85-86).  

Although ideologues of chrematistics have been justifying neoliberal reforms as 

inevitable, even as natural outcomes of the labour market, the evidence shows that 

precarity and contemporary structures of dispossession that result in accumulation of 

capital in the hands of the few is a political decision, influenced by certain social groups: 

The current dominant policy discourse over much of the industrialized 

world would have us believe flexible employment structures are an essential 

component of the “new” global economy. However, neoliberal economics 

and the policies currently promoted under this banner do not constitute the 

only, inevitable, or “real” discourse or understanding of socioeconomic 

relationships. Rather, it is an arrangement that serves particular interest 

groups and seeks to justify the expropriation of wealth, power, and humanity 

from others by portraying this process as inexorable and tied to objectified 

“market forces.” /…/ the growth of precarious employment should be seen 

as the outcome of specific and reversible actions by key interest groups, 

most notably large (often multinational) capital and complicit organs of the 

economics profession, financial community, management consultants, and 

government (Quinlan et al., 2001b, p. 517) [an argument based on 97 

qualitative and quantitative studies].  

In New Zealand, neoliberalism arrived with the election of the Fourth Labour 

Government (1984-1990). In harmony with the Fourth National Government (1990-
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1999), the country implemented structural reforms that not only caused the highest 

increase of social inequality in the world (Rashbrooke, 2013, p. 30) but also significantly 

changed the workscape, social relationships and social dispositions. By making the labour 

market ‘flexible’ with new employment acts, governments institutionalised precarity, 

unleashing capitalism’s general law of capitalist accumulation (Neilson, 2015, pp. 6-7).  

Rogernomics, Ruthanasia and the Employment Contracts Act 

The implementation of neoliberalism and its reforms in New Zealand have often been 

labelled as the most comprehensive and ambitious in the developed world. British 

political philosopher John Gray (1998), for example, wrote that the “neo-liberal 

experiment in New Zealand is the most ambitious attempt at constructing the free market 

as a social institution to be implemented anywhere” (p. 39). Jane Kelsey (1995) maintains 

that New Zealand has been praised by the World Bank and other neoliberal institutions as 

a model for the rest of the world to follow; and Wendy Larner (1996) further argues that 

“of all the countries involved in the Organization for Economic Cooperation and 

Development (OECD), New Zealand has embraced neoliberalism with the most 

enthusiasm” (p. 2). In the following paragraphs we illustrate how precarity became 

operationalised. 

Before 1984, New Zealand was a social-democratic country. The state had a role to 

employ Keynesian protectionist policies that gave workers full-time employment. The 

centrality of labour and prosperity of wider society was more important than the centrality 

of capital and its accumulation (Maitra, 1997, p. 29).15 Employment contracts were 

collective, unions were strong and for nearly one hundred years (1894 to 1991) New 

Zealand’s employment relations were defined by the arbitration system. The arbitration 

system – defined as a system that “regulates industrial relations through state agencies, 

political exchange, and politically determined and judicially interpreted rules” (Walsh, 

1997, p. 183) – was an outcome of a consensus between labour and capital that we 

explained earlier.  

                                                 
15 Although, as we examined before, the systematic ‘precariousness of the Other’ of Indigenous peoples and 

non-Western migrant workers questions the governments’ commitment to wider prosperity. Rather, it 

reveals a social reality of conditional solidarity and ignorance about social issues that exposed the image of 

the country’s egalitarianism in order to establish ‘one nation’ with inequalities neatened below the carpet. 
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The Industrial Conciliation and Arbitration Act 1894 was the first and the longest lasting 

employment act in the country (1894 until 1973). Workers were able to form unions 

based on their craft (not the workplace) and the government established an Arbitration 

Court that mediated between workers and employers. It set a minimum wage pay-rate, the 

limit of working hours and minimum standards regarding working conditions. According 

to Pat Walsh (1997), “[t]he arbitration system offered industrial order, wage and other 

outcomes that were, generally, consistent with economic stability, and some measure of 

social equity” (p. 188). Pan-union workers’ organisations such as the Federation of 

Labour (also known as Red Feds), formed in 1908 as the result of the miners’ strike, 

further fought for better working conditions. Workers’ struggle eventually resulted in the 

election of the First Labour Government (1935-1949) that saved the country from 

economic depression after global economic crisis in 1930s by introducing the Keynesian 

economics of the welfare state. The period between 1935 and 1966 has been identified as 

very prosperous, signifying the most sustained economic ‘boom’ in New Zealand history 

(Easton, 2010). In 1936, the government added an Amendment to the existing 

employment act, employing the forty-hour working week, minimum wage and 

compulsory unionism (Bramble and Heal, 1997, pp. 126-129). According to Walsh (1997, 

p. 189), the arbitration system:  

obliged employers to negotiate with registered unions in conciliation 

councils and provided compulsory arbitration by state tribunals in the event 

of unsuccessful negotiations; the state ensured the application of resulting 

awards to all workers in the occupation or industry concerned (‘blanket 

coverage’) and saw that awards were enforced on all employers. 

The Arbitration Court had two roles: first, in collaboration with governments it 

determined wages, minimum working conditions and conditions of employment; and 

second, it served as an arbitrator or mediator in disputes over the employment relationship 

(Walsh, 1997, p. 187). Walsh maintains that the court adopted the concept of a living 

wage, meaning that their decisions of increasing pay rates were always in line with 

increasing costs of living. This implied a relatively high standard of living for workers 

and good working conditions. Nevertheless, the system had certain deficiencies, 

particularly in relation to gender: it gave men significantly higher wages than women 

which was based on the patriarchal assumption that wives and children were dependent 

on men (Ibid.).  
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In the 1970s, at the time of economic slowdown, the legitimacy of the arbitration system 

began to fade. Although the Industrial Relations Act 1973 enlarged the role of collective 

bargaining and strike, the system began to respond to clashes between different interests 

inconsistently. The Arbitration Court became unpopular both among workers and 

employers and in 1977, the Third National Government (1975-1984) decreased its control 

over wage bargaining (Ibid.). Economically, the long boom collapsed which resulted in 

increased ‘surplus’ workers, with Pasifika being particularly targeted, as noted before. 

Consequently, the crisis paved a way for ‘new boys’ who promised to put the country 

back into the path of success (Poata-Smith, 1997, p. 175).  

Neoliberal reforms, known as ‘Rogernomics’, were driven by a so-called ‘Treasury 

Troika’ of the Fourth Labour Government (1984-1990): Roger Douglas (Minister of 

Finance) and his associates Richard Prebble and David Caygill. Different private 

conversations with unionists and people who were close to the Labour Party in the 1980s 

all suggest that the party had been captured by a relatively small but powerful group of 

monetarists who turned the government into a vehicle for neoliberal restructuring that 

neither its own members or the voters who advocated social democracy had endorsed. 

Such reforms included radical deregulation and liberalisation of markets, corporatisation 

or privatisation of state-owned enterprises, and reduction of income and company tax (the 

top personal tax rate was dropped from 66% to 33%). The government also removed 

controls over foreign exchange (both in trade and finance), import tariffs were abolished, 

while the power of financial institutions such as the Reserve Bank was enhanced. The 

government also started with the reduction of state expenditure on welfare in order to 

establish a ‘flexible labour market’. Foreign investors were encouraged to become part of 

a country’s commodity exchange, including financial stocks and bonds. Simultaneously, 

New Zealand companies and producers entered the global international market (Maitra, 

1997, pp. 30-34; Walsh, 1997, p. 193; Roper, 2005, p. 11).  

The restructuring of enterprises and the closure of most factories left many workers 

unemployed. The rate of unemployment rose from 3,9% in 1981 to 11,2% in 1992, with 

Māori unemployment reaching staggering 27,3% and Pasifika of 27,5% (Poata-Smith, 

2013, p. 151; Statistics NZ, 2016). As mentioned earlier, Māori and Pacific Islanders 

were concentrated in blue-collar jobs. At the same time, the service sector rose 

significantly, particularly in trade services such as finance and insurance, social services 



68 

 

(education and medicine), or personal services such as hospitality and cleaning. However, 

many new workers in this sector were now employed precariously in part-time, casual, 

temporary full-time or similar capacities (Bunkle, 1990, pp. 12-13; Maitra, 1997, p. 34). 

The Labour Relations Act 1987 ended compulsory arbitration which meant that unions 

and enterprises were now able to negotiate separate agreements. Walsh (1997, p. 193) 

asserts that “Labour’s non-interventionist posture towards disputes helped to create the 

sense that important aspects of the employment relationship could operate independently 

of the state” (p. 194). Although the arbitration system was significantly damaged by the 

act, unions retained their exclusive right to represent workers. The open attack on workers 

and beneficiaries happened under the next government. 

The Fourth National Government (1990-1999) has often been characterised as the 

pinnacle of the New Zealand experiment (Rasmussen, Hunt and Lamm, 2006, p. 21). The 

project of restoration of class power in the hands of the elites was accelerated by two sets 

of neoliberal reforms: the restructuring of social welfare where benefits for the 

unemployed and social security were radically cut back; and by the implementation of the 

Employment Contracts Act (1991) that ended the arbitration system and made way for 

systematic precarisation of the workforce (Easton, 1993). The former resulted in the 

lasting stigmatisation of beneficiaries and further marginalisation of society’s most 

vulnerable people, whereas the latter demolished New Zealand’s social-democratic 

industrial relations’ framework. Rogernomics was therefore continued, and in many ways 

enhanced, by ‘Ruthanasia’, named after the Minister of Finance Ruth Richardson.  

At the time of implementing the new employment act in 1991, the expert of employment 

law Gordon Anderson (1991) illuminated to academia and the public sphere 

government’s new direction in relation to labour relations: 

The Employment Contracts Act shifts the focus of labour law away from a 

system based on the collective representation of the interests of workers and 

the recognition of the inherent inequality of bargaining power in the 

employment relationship, to one that stresses the primacy of the freedom of 

choice of individual workers in their relationships with their own employers. 

The central theme of the new legislation is to locate the centre of labour law 

and the employment relationship at the level of the individual worker within 

the enterprise in which the workers is employed, and to move collective 

organizations to a peripheral role (p. 127). 
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The process of implementing such a controversial act started in late 1980s when the 

Business Roundtable – an organisation consisting of managers and chief executives of the 

country’s larger enterprises – consistently lobbied for changes in labour law (Ibid., p. 

128). Anderson illuminates that The Employer’s Federation was initially reluctant to 

endorse a neoliberal agenda but after the change in its leadership in 1989 the organisation 

quickly accepted the principle of chrematistics proposed by the Business Roundtable. In a 

coalition with a new National government, they isolated unions and the Department of 

Labour from the process of policymaking and even from letting them know what was 

going on. This signified an anti-democratic process that has been one of the main 

characteristics of neoliberalism where opposing views and arguments are systematically 

ignored (Davies, 2016, p. 122). Consequently, the government implemented the act in a 

very short time and without public debate (Anderson, 1991, p. 129). 

The act brought two changes that shifted employment relations from collectivism to 

individualism: the systematic ignorance of trade unions and the imposition of individual 

employment contracts (Rasmussen and Lamm, 2005, p. 479). In the act, every worker 

was free to choose whether they wanted to be represented in negotiations with the 

employer. This shifted responsibility to each worker individually (Anderson, 1991, p. 

130): “Workers were free to decide who, if anyone, would negotiate on their behalf and 

unions must seek individual bargaining authorisation from their members” (Walsh, 1997, 

p. 195). In this setting, unions lost most of their power.  

The Employment Contracts Act did not recognise or refer to unions. Throughout the 

entire act the word union is not mentioned at all. Anderson (1991, pp. 130-131) asserts 

that the new labour law removed the legal right of unions to come and visit their members 

in a workplace. Employers were now free to reject the union from bargaining or access to 

the workplace, regardless of how many of their workers were unionised. In other words, 

employers got the right to not recognise unions at all. Union delegates could still visit 

their members but only as a representative of an individual worker (the same as an 

attorney) and with prior admission from the employer. Thus, according to Walsh (1997), 

the “focus of the new system moved from the collective to the individual and from 

multiemployer awards and agreements to enterprise bargaining” (p. 195). But this also 

required the shift in relation to understanding of workers’ rights as such. The act 

prohibited industrial action by workers to pledge an employer to the bargaining table in 
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order to negotiate for a new collective contract (Ibid.). When the old collective contract 

expired it automatically became individual. Workers could negotiate for a new collective 

contract but if an employer was not willing to start negotiations, workers were not 

allowed to use their only real power in relation to employers at the time of negotiating, 

industrial action. Or, as noted by Walsh (Ibid.), “The act permits strikes and lockouts, but 

only in support of the negotiation of a new or an expired collective contract. Any form of 

industrial action while a collective contract is in force is unlawful and no industrial action 

may be taken in connection with an individual employment contract.”  

Hence, the act imposed a direct employer-employee relationship where an individual 

worker was required to find a way how to negotiate for his or her position (Rasmussen, 

Hunt and Lamm, 2006, p. 22). Consequently, the law systematically disadvantaged the 

worker and privileged the employer, particularly because the latter was now legally 

equipped with new rights that both suppressed the unions and discouraged an individual 

worker to fight for his or her rights. At the same time, employers began with a systematic 

use of employing workers on part-time, casual and temporary full-time basis. They were 

now employed through individual employment contracts. The act legitimised the practice 

of pyramid sub-contracting based on worker’s self-employment, employing workers on 

zero-hour contracts and the practice of using leased labour or temps instead of employed 

workers (Ibid., pp. 26-28). The institutional shift from collectivism to individualism in 

labour relations also impacted occupational health and safety, particularly through “the 

erosion of limits on hours of work. In addition the industry- and workplace-specific OHS 

hazards and remedies, contained under the previous award system, either vanished or 

were covered by broad generic performance standards and regulations” (Lamm, 

Rasmussen and Anderson, 2013, p. 199).  

By 1994, only three years after the implementation of the act, part-time employment was 

increased by sixteen per cent, self-employment by fourteen per cent, while full-time 

employment increased by only two per cent (Maitra, 1997, p. 35). On the other hand, 

between 1991 and 1995, union membership fell from 41.5 per cent of the labour force to 

21.7 per cent (Walsh, 1997, p. 196). This trend has since continued and today, more than 

a third of all workers in the country are precariously employed (NZCTU, 2013, p. 2) and 

only 14.5 per cent of all employed workers are unionised (Ryall and Blumenfeld, 2016, p. 

4). Hence, The Employment Contracts Act 1991 signifies the main structural factor in the 
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precarisation of large segments of New Zealand society. It imposes new understandings 

not only of labour relations but social relations as such, particularly in its systematic 

suppression of collective solidarity. The act signifies a structural imposition of precarity 

to the wider society.  

The Employment Relations Act and consolidation of precarity 

Both successive governments – The Fifth Labour Government (1999-2008) and The Fifth 

National Government (2008-2017) – continued with the neoliberal trajectory. If the Fifth 

National Government did not hide its neoliberal agenda and its support for big businesses 

and precarious work, the Fifth Labour Government tried to represent itself as social-

democratic. Under Prime Minister Helen Clark, the government promised to reverse 

National’s Employment Contracts Act that resulted in a significant increase of precarious 

jobs. Labour’s new ‘Third Way’ approach (Giddens, 1998), which signified a new 

economic and social paradigm, supposedly neutral and different from neoliberalism and 

Keynesianism, tried to achieve a new consensus between labour and capital. However, as 

it became clear throughout the 2000s, both in New Zealand and beyond, it did not break 

with neoliberalism. The Employment Relations Act (2000) did not reverse the 

Employment Contracts Act. On the contrary, although it brought unions back into 

employer-employee relationships – unions now have exclusive right to bargain for 

collective agreements (Rasmussen, Hunt and Lamm, 2006, p. 23) – it did not abolish the 

main elements of the previous act such as individual employment contracts and 

precarious types of employment. 

As with the Employment Contracts Act, the current Employment Relations Act promotes 

mediation to resolve disputes. It adds the notion of ‘good faith’ where employer and 

employee (or union) must not mislead each other. The act encourages collective 

bargaining and union representation but, at the same time, leaves the open space for 

individual employment agreements and employer’s privileged position in relation to 

bargaining and suppression of industrial action. At the time of strike, for example, a wage 

of those workers who participate in it is deducted, opposite to those workers who decide 

not to participate. Any disproval with the management is accompanied by micro-

aggressions so that workers would reconcile themselves with the fact that they still have a 

job. In the case of the Employment Relations Act, Rasmussen and Lamm (2005, p. 19) 

note that although the act ‘encouraged’ collective employment agreements the number of 
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workers covered by such agreements decreased. There are at least two reasons for this: 

first, unions have struggled with recruiting new generations of workers that are employed 

in small and service sector workplaces, often precariously (Rasmussen, Hunt and Lamm, 

2006, p. 24). Second, the current act continues and even accelerates the role of personal 

grievances, particularly through its endorsement of related acts based on personal matters 

(The Human Rights Act 1993 and the Privacy Act 1993) (Rasmussen and Lamm, 2005, p. 

480). Thus, “One could ask: if many entitlements can be obtained without becoming a 

union member or participating in collective bargaining, why would people become union 

members?” (p. 483)  

The Fourth National Government (2008-2017) under Prime Minister John Key decisively 

consolidated precarious work and life. The government implemented a controversial 

amendment bill that introduced a 90-day trial where employers can dismiss workers after 

the first three months of work without justification. Workers cannot take a personal 

grievance against the employer. Because of the widespread use of the 90-day trial, the 

amendment became a source of extreme precarity and further marginalisation of 

precarious workers (NZCTU, 2013, p. 57). Although researchers and unions have been 

calling for de-precarisation of work due to negative impacts on workers, governments did 

not endorse their voices. On the contrary, the amendments in recent years supposedly 

reflect a modern lifestyle based on flexibility: “Flexible working arrangements help 

employees find the right-work balance for them and their employer” (Ministry of 

Business, Innovation and Employment, 2015, para. 3). The following chapters, based on 

real-life experiences of precarious work and life in Auckland, question this direction.   

Conclusion 

In this chapter, we presented the historical and structural context of precarious work and 

precarity. Our longue-durée analysis shows that precarity is not a new phenomenon that 

emerged with neoliberalism in the 1980s and 1990s, but a much older social harm that 

appears inherent to global capitalism. The literature on precarity confirms that precarious 

work and precarity are not new and that the era of the welfare state system based on class 

compromise (1930s or 1950s, up to 1980s) provided social security and full employment 

for selective social groups (Mitropoulos, 2005; Quinlan, 2011; Lorey, 2015). Neilson and 

Rossiter (2008, p. 54) conclude that “Precarity appears as an irregular phenomenon only 

when set against a Fordist or Keynesian norm” (p. 54).   
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Because of a specific context of precarity in Aotearoa New Zealand and workers’ 

responses that are presented in the following chapters, we dedicated a significant space to 

the history of precarity in relation to colonialism. This is particularly important because 

Indigenous peoples and non-Western migrant workers have been historically subject to 

precarious work and precarity. The growing xenophobia and racist violence in New 

Zealand committed us to expose New Zealand egalitarian myth with an aim to open new 

forums for discussion about precarity in relation to both everyday and structural violence.  

The analysis of neoliberal employment acts that legitimised precarity on a national level 

demonstrated that precarity is a political decision rather than the outcome of the labour 

market. It shows a shift from a collective arbitration system of employment relations into 

individualised paradigm of employer-employee relationship, paving the way to 

normalisation of precarious work in New Zealand society. The historical trajectory of 

New Zealand employment laws is further illustrated in the table that can be found in the 

Appendix.  

Because of the continual neoliberal promotion of ‘free markets’ and ‘labour flexibility’ 

we also looked at historical analyses of capitalism offered by historical anthropologists 

(Braudel, 1981; 1982), world-system theorists (Quijano, 2000; Arrighi and Moore, 2001) 

and political economists (Marx, 1976) who demonstrate that precarity has been 

historically imposed as a mode of domination, capitalist accumulation and social control. 

Marx’s notion of the general law of capitalist accumulation explains that precarious work 

and precarity signify an essence of workers’ livelihood under conditions of exploitation, 

deprivation of labour rights and weak occupational health and safety standards. This 

implies the significant importance of workers’ struggle for better working conditions 

today, especially because of the active process of neoliberal precarisation.  

In contemporary New Zealand, precarity and its related social harms such as poverty, 

unaffordable housing and the gap between rich and poor are jointly enhanced 

(Arrowsmith et al., 2017, p. 41). This once again signifies that the condition and process 

of precarity has had critical impact on the well-being of workers, their families and the 

society. Thus, for a deeper understanding of this issue it is crucial to open space in this 

thesis exclusively to precarious workers: what they think about the work they do, what 

are their struggles are how they get by.  
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Chapter 3: The Researcher’s Positionality and Methodology 

Introduction 

The following chapter focuses on the methodology and epistemology of this research. 

Particular attention is drawn to the researcher’s positionality embodied in an auto-

ethnographic account that introduces real-life experiences of precarity and the journey 

from precarious worker to the author of the research about work and precarity in 

Auckland. As an introduction to the empirically-based chapters, it provides 

methodological and epistemic background of this thesis.    

In social sciences, a researcher’s scientific quest can be embodied through the range of 

quantitative, qualitative or mixed methods research. While quantitative research can 

encompass larger projects and a high number of participants in order to test hypotheses or 

find casual relationships between variables, qualitative research seeks deeper insights and 

understandings of research problems (Alasuutari et al., 2008). Influenced by principles of 

contemporary ethnographic research (Bourgois, 2003; Denzin, 2003; Wacquant, 2004) 

and Barney Glaser and Anselm Strauss’ (1967) methodological frame of grounded theory, 

I adopted qualitative methodology to understand social processes, issues and phenomena. 

By observing and reflecting upon people’s actions, practices and interactions in particular 

social settings, this methodology helped me to grasp and understand complex situations 

and relations between agents in the field (Flick, 2009). This includes a quest for 

comprehending imaginaries, mentalities and ideologies within certain social settings, 

contexts and structures. 

This thesis is based on ethnographic qualitative research conducted through 26 semi-

structured interviews, observant participation and auto-ethnography. I conducted 21 

interviews with precarious workers who work in hospitality, retail, education, 

distribution, customer service and arts, and five with union workers who represent 

precarious workers in Auckland. Because of the ethnographic nature of the thesis, the 

chapter illuminates the researcher’s positionality and methodological background of the 

main empirical substance of this research – interviews with precarious workers.  

The chapter is structured into five sub-chapters: first, I define analytic auto-ethnography, 

a method that is employed throughout the thesis (particularly in this chapter and in 
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chapter 6). Second, as a critical part of the methodology and epistemology of the research 

in Aotearoa New Zealand, the researcher’s positionality introduces the author and ethical 

considerations. This is followed by an auto-ethnographic account that is closely bound to 

the research problem and its primary method of semi-structured interviews. The research 

design and fieldwork, along with data analysis, consequently, introduce empirical 

chapters by describing the methodological framework of this research.      

What is auto-ethnography? 

According to Claude Lévi-Strauss (2008 [1963]), an “ethnography consists of the 

observation and analysis of human groups considered as individual entities” (p. 2). It 

“aims at recording as accurately as possible the respective modes of life of various social 

groups” (Ibid.). This form of qualitative research includes methods such as participant 

observation and interviews (Gaillet and Eble, 2015, p. 141). An ethnography – a term that 

derives from Greek ethnos meaning people and grapho meaning writing or researching – 

signifies a detailed study about the life of a particular social group in a particular social 

system. In sociology, contemporary ethnographers try to connect the micro-perspective 

drawn from fieldwork to the macro-perspective of larger systems. In doing that, the 

reflexivity and theoretical commitment are crucial in a dialogue between theory and data 

(Burawoy et al., 1991; Agozino, 2003). Auto-ethnography, which this thesis employs, is 

the reflexive dimension of ethnography that utilises the researcher’s own experience as 

ethnographic data (Lionnet, 1990). 

According to Lionnet (1990), the method of auto-ethnography “opens up a space of 

resistance between the individual (auto-) and the collective (-ethno-) where the writing (-

graphy) of singularity cannot be foreclosed” (p. 391). By incorporating auto-ethnography, 

I am making myself accountable and vulnerable to the public, particularly through 

exposing personal struggles and experiences in the social space of precarity. 

Nevertheless, the goal is not to write an auto-biography or evocative auto-ethnography 

(Ellis, 2004; Denzin, 2003, p. 137). On the contrary, by connecting biography to history 

(Wright Mills, 1959) and thinking critically about social processes in relation to agents in 

the social field, I try to open a space for a ‘critique-from-below’ that indicates the wider 

interplay between social structures and the dominant political economy (Denshire, 2014, 

p. 833). As a reflexive part of ethnography, therefore, I am incorporating my experiences 

of being a precarious worker through analytic auto-ethnography (Anderson, 2006, pp. 
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379-388) which stands on the principles that the researcher: a) is a member of the social 

world under study; b) is the analytic participant within it, including being aware of 

reciprocal influence between the researcher and informants; c) is visible and active 

researcher in the text; d) cultivates a dialogue with informants beyond the self; and d) is 

committed to theoretical analysis. Following principles of analytic auto-ethnography I use 

my experience of being a precarious worker as a way of understanding precarity and, in 

relation to precarious workers that co-author this research, how our experiences reveal 

broader social structures and processes in relation to precarious work and life.  

With auto-ethnography, I try to enrich data and its validity by comprehending social 

mechanisms within the social space of precarity, particularly the ways in which 

precarious workers understand, perceive and act in their everyday lives. I analyse 

precarity – and its making – from the ground up, which includes my own involvement, 

being a sojourner in the field of precarious work. I employ critical-reflexive habitus as an 

anti-oppressive researcher (Potts and Brown, 2005, p. 255), which requires a clear ethical 

and political position in relation to the system and agents in the field. Influenced by 

Freire’s pedagogy of solidarity, Denzin (2014, p. 100) emphasises ethically responsible 

qualitative research that places the voices of the oppressed at the core of the inquiry, 

using research to help people, affect social policies and to reflect upon the researcher’s 

own position in the field. This research is embodied both as interpretation and political 

critique, acknowledging Indigenous approaches and research as resistance (Brown and 

Strega, 2005). Hence, the following paragraphs follow this trajectory by focusing on 

researcher’s positionality and auto-ethnographic account. 

The researcher’s positionality 

I saw dismissed women, textile workers, 

worn out, squeezed as lemons, 

I saw port workers standing in front of the factory, 

their hands hung down as dry branches 

by the contrite trunks of their bodies. 

On their faces boycott and despair,  

anger and justified irritation. 

 

Today there will be no supper, 

tomorrow no breakfast, 

lunch will be made of the  

supper’s and breakfast’s leftover. 
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A five-year old girl, 

daughter of a port worker, 

said my birthday is on my dad’s payday,  

and smile to me. 

 

Desperate thoughts 

run through my head, 

resound in my ears like 

a rumble of cannons on the front-line. 

 

How to regulate 

a brutal and unpredictable tide 

of life in the capitalism grown wild? 

 

A moon, an inorganic  

celestial body,  

is a more righteous judge 

than the employers. 

Its low tide 

is predictable. 

An excerpt from the poem The Port of Koper by Taja Kramberger 

The ethical position of the researcher and their positionality carry significant weight in 

this research. According to Karen Potts and Leslie Brown (2005, p. 260), “Research can 

be a powerful tool for social change”, but it can also be used “to suppress ideas, people, 

and social justice just as easily – maybe even more easily – than it can be used to respect, 

empower, and liberate.” I have been grateful to learn from Māori and Pasifika colleagues 

and friends who shared their collective memories, knowledge and clear ethical position in 

relation to social injustice. They helped me to strengthen my ethical and political stance, 

particularly in emphasising collective memories of past struggles fought by my ancestors: 

“to be an anti-oppressive researcher means choosing to do research and support research 

that challenges the status quo in its processes as well as its outcomes. It seeks to resist 

oppression embedded in ourselves, our work, our world” (Ibid.). The ethics of this 

research is also influenced by my partner who investigates the making of Māori hyper-

incarceration in relation to structural violence (Curcic, 2019), particularly by adopting 

anti-oppressive research and decolonising methodologies (Tuhiwai Smith, 1999).16 

                                                 
16 Within decolonising methodologies, this requires acknowledging principles such as collective philosophy 

(Kaupapa) and self-determination (Tino Rangatiratanga). Although this research is not primarily based on 

kaupapa research, I acknowledge its principles in interviews and in relation to the researcher’s positionality. 



78 

 

In the process of fieldwork, I emphasised the principle of unconditional solidarity and 

care where a person who is walking with you always feels valued and respected. Because 

workers’ dignity is constantly damaged in their everyday work and life I was aware that I 

had to be sensitive and politically clear. I promised research participants and co-workers, 

who gave me the gift of sharing their struggles, that I would do my best to carry their 

voices to academia and politicians – not as a neutral observer (which is de-facto 

ideological) but as a researcher with a clear political and ethical position: to listen, be 

honest, to try to understand and work in solidarity. In other words, it is about “paying 

attention to, and shifting, how power relations work” (Potts and Brown, 2005, p. 255). 

Participants’ responses also motivated me to expand a theoretical frame of the thesis from 

precarious work to the holistic view on precarity. Hence, I regard them as co-authors of 

this research.  

Considering methodologies that draw from Indigenous knowledges, grassroots voices and 

experiences of politically silenced precarious workers, it is important to know who the 

researcher is, what is the purpose of conducting a study and where the person stands in 

relation to the research problem. The following paragraphs focus on these questions. 

I come from a musical family with a working-class background. My mother’s father, for 

example, was a miner and my paternal grandmother worked in a chemical-products 

factory her entire life. Because my parents were raised in socialist Yugoslavia, 

characterised by workers’ self-management, social welfare and free education, they were 

the first in their families to enter universities and look forward to a working life outside of 

the factory walls or fields. My mother became a music teacher whereas my father decided 

to focus on their band and music journalism. I therefore had the privilege to grow up with 

music, singing with my family on stage or listening to my grandfather who sang partisan 

songs of anti-fascist resistance and people’s liberation while my parents were on tour.17  

                                                 
17 I never met my second grandfather because he died before I was born; today I would ask him many 

questions, particularly about his childhood during the war when he was stolen by Nazi occupiers and taken 

away from his family to Germany where he worked as a child labourer on a farm. My strong anti-fascist 

stance was strengthened when I met the love of my life whose grandfather was a resistance fighter and 

survivor of Dachau’s concentration camp and her uncle a prisoner-slave in Italy who escaped from the 

fascists to join the Allies, including New Zealanders, in the Battle of Monte Cassino and their path to 

Trieste where they met with Yugoslav Partisans. 
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As an undergraduate student in Slovenia, I participated in a student movement against 

precarity and the commodification of universities. Between 2008 and 2010, our student 

group organised protests against precarity and the neoliberalisation of universities under 

the name of Mi smo univerza (‘We Are the University’) and Fronta Prekarcev (‘The 

Precariat Front’). Students fought against austerity measures in the public sector, the 

exploitation of workers in a nearby port and against the extreme exploitation of migrant 

workers. Drawing from the proletarian experiences of students’ families we argued that 

the issue of precarity extends non-standard employment such as part-time or temporary 

full-time jobs. For example, my father-in-law and his co-workers worked on permanent 

collective contracts in a furniture factory while being on minimum-wages and under 

pressure to be dismissed. Eventually, because of restructuring, they were all made 

redundant. Our understanding of precarity was therefore connected to poverty and 

capitalism as such. This particularly relates to the working poor and Bourdieu’s (1998b, 

p. 85) notion of the making of a sub-proletariat, fuelled by the process that forces workers 

into submission and acceptance of exploitation. Being aware that precarity was 

increasingly affecting ‘better jobs’ we tried to emphasise that the analysis of precarity 

should not forget vulnerable migrant workers, low-paid workers and the relationship 

between structural violence of precarity and the growing neo-fascist movement whose 

members have blamed migrant precarious workers for their own experience of precarity.   

A year before, I applied for a job in the nearby port. I thought that having a casual job 

would be a good choice to save money for study-only months. I expected that the job 

interview would take place in one of the port buildings, but instead of that, I got a text 

message that the job interview will take place at 6 pm in the bar, located under the 

grandstand of the football stadium. When I arrived at the bar there were already six or 

seven men waiting for the interviewer to arrive. The interview opened new horizons in 

my understanding of labour relations. Although the port was a state company, most 

workers were employed through subcontractors – private companies that had concessions 

to offer labour to the port (Lipnik, 2012). I therefore got the answer as to why there were 

always so many workers sitting outside the port entrance. Namely, workers waited for the 

call from the management that would let them know when the container ship arrived in 

order to come back to work. They never knew when exactly this would happen and the 

time they had waited was never paid.  
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I asked the interviewer why shifts tended to be so irregular. He answered that it all 

depends on the arrival of the ship: if it arrives at noon, we start at noon. If it arrives at 1 

am, we start in the middle of the night. The job that I was applying for was transportation 

of new cars from incoming ships to the large car terminal. But besides long irregular 

shifts and the on-call nature of the job, workers were also responsible for any damage that 

they did to the cars. For any mark on the car they accidentally made, they were required 

to pay. A couple of years later, investigative journalists reported about the brutal 

exploitation and discrimination of temporary workers in the port. They found out that 

subcontracting workers had to do up to twenty-seven consecutive 12-hour shifts, together 

with paying for mistakes, uniforms and similar things that reduced the wage to below 

minimum levels (Bakaric, 2011). 

Just a couple of months after our student club organised lectures about precarity in 2010, 

the faculty where I studied fired dozens of lecturers and teaching assistants. The dean’s 

official statement was that the university needed to exercise austerity measures in order to 

continue its activities; as a result, the faculty fired all critical scholars that were not 

employed on a permanent basis, including a critical intellectual and poet who supported 

the struggle of port workers for better working conditions. She wrote a poem about their 

struggles that is cited above. Thus, witnessing precarisation in multiple fields, my partner 

and I decided to leave our home country to seek a freedom somewhere else. We followed 

the path of many young people from our generation of transition18 who were silenced, 

jobless and angry at the system, and who eventually migrated to Western countries. 

                                                 

18 The generation of transition includes people who were born in socialist Yugoslavia and were raised at the 

time of transition from socialism to capitalism in newly established national countries (Buden, 2017). 

Although we were children we witnessed a gradual transition from collective social relationships to 

individualised ones. Growing up in a contradictory environment – an ethno-nationalist spirit on the one 

hand and socialist heritage of collective solidarity on the other – we never really adjusted to the new social 

order that promoted self-interest, competition and career-oriented vampire relationships. From our early 

age, some people taught us that an equality and comradeship-oriented society of ‘brotherhood and unity’ is 

something to be proud of. But others, especially the media, talked about totalitarian Yugoslavia, an 

importance of individual careers and the fruits of capitalism. The results of neo-colonial ‘democratisation’ 

speak for itself: the privatisation of common property that was built and collectively owned by workers, 

destruction of industry and the welfare state, and systemic corruption by local compradors resulted in the 

precarisation of labour, the growth of ethno-nationalism and the ‘brain drain’. 
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However, the journey in New Zealand taught us that precarity is a bigger issue than we 

initially thought. In Europe, we heard that New Zealand was a paradise for workers, a 

country where everyone who works hard can live a very good life and where nepotism or 

favouritism are rare. However, real-life experiences demonstrated another reality in this 

country, which is very similar to the one in Europe. While working precarious jobs and 

discussing everyday struggles with my co-workers, which included life stories of forced 

conformity, favouritism and even racism, I decided to undertake research about the lived 

experience of work and precarity in Auckland. The following auto-ethnography explains 

my positionality in this research, paving the way to extend voices of interviewed 

precarious workers and make analyses of our precarious habitus.  

Caught in the world of precarity: A personal experience 

My partner and I came to New Zealand on a one-year working-holiday visa. Aside from 

one person that we contacted at the university, we did not know anyone in the country. 

Encouraged to pursue a PhD, we started with the enrolment process and meanwhile, we 

looked for jobs. Naïve as we were, we thought that we would quickly find them. But the 

reality was different: in the first two months, we were applying for part-time and casual 

jobs such as library assistant. Neither of us got an interview so in desperation we started 

to apply for minimum wage jobs. After three months of unemployment we got our first 

jobs (commission-based contract work) that began a cycle of minimum-wage casual jobs 

or part-time employment. Meanwhile, we began our PhD studies at the university.  

Working low-paid precarious jobs with periods of unemployment was a life lesson. Most 

of our earnings went on rent. We realised that expensive and inadequate housing 

represents perhaps the most significant issue in the country (Howden-Chapman, 2015). 

For more than two years we lived in an apartment building with small flats and most of 

our neighbours in the building were recent immigrants from India, Vietnam and the 

Philippines. Known as an immigrant part of the city, the apartment building, formerly a 

brothel, had its own ‘soul’ and pace: from young party males who confused day with 

night, young couples who worked long hours and frequently activated a fire alarm while 

cooking dinner at 10 pm (accidently, of course), a couple that just came from prison and 

were trying to start over, to a drug dealer who brought his customers to the roof of the 

apartment building to peacefully take P (methamphetamine), and his partner, a prostitute, 

whose marks of heavy drug addiction were very visible. Visits by the police eventually 
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became more and more frequent. Everyone tried to find their way to get by and have a 

good time although we often failed. 

Our first friends were neighbours, two Māori couples who struggled significantly. At 

some point, there was only one out of six of us who had a job. With long conversations on 

the roof of the apartment building we collectively overcame the most difficult times. We 

encouraged each other to look for work, checking each other’s CV and job applications. 

But structural barriers – for example, job applications from a couple with a criminal 

record were consistently rejected – and issues of drugs and domestic violence eventually 

became too big to handle. Both couples had to move out. With a new one-month gap of 

unemployment, we also battled with our own struggles. As migrants, we were not eligible 

for any kind of state help, so while we did not have enough money, we prioritised paying 

rent over buying basic things, including food. The grotesque of our struggling apartment 

community was complete when landlords, who owned multiple apartment buildings, 

drove to our parking garage in the newest sports car of the highest class. They were the 

true winners – rentiers who became rich at the expense of people who struggle. 

After a month of unemployment my partner got a job in a hotel as a room attendant. At 

the same time, I encouraged myself to take a guitar and go to the street to sing and earn a 

little bit of money. My partner worked in a famous hotel in Auckland. As we thought 

things would get significantly better my partner realised that workers in the hotel were 

subject to exploitation and intimidation, particularly room attendants. The management 

systematically breached the employment contract between employer and employees. 

First, through a made-up system of credits, room attendants were paid less than minimum 

wage. Second, workers were intimidated by managers and pushed to work quickly, 

ignoring occupational health and safety (psychological pressure and increased work 

intensity – working more for less). And third, working hours or shifts appeared to be 

made up randomly, but ultimately in relation to worker’s obedience and conformity.   

Every room or apartment in a hotel had a number of credits. In the case of check-outs – 

when customers moved out and the room had to be completely cleaned before the arrival 

of new customers – rooms were worth 20 credits. Larger apartments with kitchens were 

worth 30 or 40 credits, depending on size. Everyday cleaning and maintaining vacant 

rooms and apartments gave room attendants less credits, usually 15. Henceforward, 

credits represented minutes or a time frame that was required for a particular room: if a 
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room attendant got nine rooms to clean in an average day, let’s say five check-out rooms 

(three for 20 credits and two for 40 = 140) and four stay-in rooms (4 x 15 credits = 60), 

that resulted in 200 credits or 200 minutes. The worker for that particular day was then 

paid for three hours and twenty minutes of work. 

Not only this was a clear breach of the employment agreement where it said that workers 

are paid per hour (and not per credits), it was fraudulent as well. Also, a room attendant 

had to be at work at 8.30 or nine in the morning when they had a group meeting with the 

manager. The reason for unpaid morning meetings was to point-out customers’ 

complaints. In other words, this was a time when managers intimated workers, yelled at 

them and demanded quick and efficient work. After the morning meeting every room 

attendant found out how many credits were accredited to her/him that day: it was usually 

between 150 and 240, depending on workers’ good (quick) or not-so-quick-work in 

previous days and, particularly, on worker’s obedience – if the manager liked you or not, 

if you complained and similar. 

After the meeting, room attendants had to prepare their trolleys with new towels, soaps, 

cleaning products and so on. At 10 am they went to their first room. When they entered 

the first room it was the first time in a day that they were paid for the work they did. 

Further, it is important to note that the working time between finishing one room and 

starting the other – when room attendants had to go to the basement to pick up additional 

towels and other things that were required in a particular room – was not paid either. 

They also had to share a vacuum and wait for it because there was only one on each floor. 

Thus, my partner worked around five, sometimes six hours a day but was paid for three or 

three and a half. On average, room attendants were paid for around 15-16 hours per week 

(on minimum-wage rate) for at least 25 hours of work. Except for a few long-time room 

attendants who had permanent part-time contracts, the vast majority of room-attendants 

were migrants, employed through casual contracts. This enabled the management to 

manipulate workers with numbers of working hours and shifts that were accredited to 

particular workers; working hours therefore fluctuated from zero to twenty-five per week.  

After three months of exploited work as a room attendant, my partner decided to leave the 

job. A couple of weeks before that, we told the story of room attendants to our New 

Zealand friend and together we contacted the Ministry of Business, Innovation and 

Employment, which is responsible for matters about work. My partner’s co-worker 
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contacted the Unite Union, which covers workers in hospitality, amongst others. The 

Ministry was not particularly helpful and my partner did not want them to expose her 

name to the manager who only wanted to know the identity of both whistle-blowers. Just 

in the final process of obtaining a student visa (still being on working-holiday visa that 

allowed work for one employer up to three months) and intimidated by the manager, she 

left the job. Her co-worker – a worker who worked in a hotel for years – continued to 

expose the exploitative employer through the help of the union. After a year, the union 

won the case against the hotel. The hotel had to re-pay a certain amount of money to 

unionised room-attendants who kept their timetables, proving that they were paid less 

than the minimum wage. However, most room attendants were migrants on student visas, 

intimidated by the constant threat of losing their job. Because they were not part of the 

union they were never compensated for hundreds of hours of unpaid labour.  

A week before she closed the chapter with the exploitative hotel I got my first shift at a 

large event. We were satisfied because it paid an hourly rate although it was on 

minimum-wage rates. I worked two roles: one as a cashier (together with serving 

beverages) and the other as a runner. Work tasks for the latter included preparation for the 

event, supplying boxes of food and beverages before and during the event and certain 

tasks such as cleaning after the event. I worked in events eighteen months on a casual 

contract. As with my co-workers, I worked on-call. Five to six days before every shift, the 

management sent me a text message with the start and end time of the shift. I only had to 

reply Yes or No. A ‘draft’ tended to be random, meaning that some weekends you were 

invited to work and some not. A couple of times I also got a text message only a couple of 

days before the shift; this meant that someone cancelled the shift and you were next in 

line to work. There was also the ‘extras’ category: the management contacted more 

workers in relation to the number of working positions. One time, thus, I got the message 

to be an extra. This meant that, along with four or five workers, I had to wait outside the 

workplace and hope that some workers would not show up for work. Just a couple of 

minutes before the shift started, the manager came out and selected three out of five of us 

to come to work. I could not get rid of the bad feeling that I was invited to work while 

two co-workers who took the time to come to the workplace had to go back home.   

Hours at the workplace were irregular: as a runner, I worked more hours but in general, it 

all depended on the length of the event. We worked between 5 and 20 hours per weekend. 
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It was completely random. In summer/autumn months we had more events but in winter, 

for example, it happened that there was no event for two months. For almost every co-

worker this was a second or third job. For myself, this was a primary job for the first two 

months. After the beginning of a new study year when I got part-time work at the 

university, the ‘event’ job became a secondary job. Nevertheless, the job was still crucial 

in order to provide enough money to get by. 

My experience in both roles was different. Work as a runner was physically harder but 

working with co-workers who ‘watched your back’ was a positive experience. It was a 

physical job: lifting boxes of beer and food, and in general, preparing everything for the 

event. Most of my co-workers were Māori and Pacific Islanders who worked hard but 

always knew when to crack a good joke. Cooperation and solidarity amongst us were 

strong: the speed by which we unloaded trolleys of beer and loaded it to each bar unit was 

always very high. We automatically set a human chain and did the job quickly and 

efficiently. During the event, we had to restock every unit that needed something (each of 

us had a receiver earphone with mic where the management told us what to do) and 

because other workers or supervisors who were responsible for food and beverage liked 

us, we often got some food that was not sold on that day. The management prohibited that 

but solidarity amongst us was high; we all knew that the unsold cooked food would be 

thrown away. The role was therefore very dynamic although we had work to do in places 

like the freezer. 

We did not have luck with all supervisors. Some of them pushed us hard to work even 

harder so I often came home with bruises on my hands. Occupational health and safety 

were not a priority. Interestingly, most of the supervisors were Pākehā (white) and a 

couple of months later, the only co-worker who was promoted to the supervisor role was 

one of the few Pākehā workers in our team. However, with some break gaps we had a 

chance to talk about the work situation. Some of my co-workers, for example, had to have 

three jobs to reach 40 hours a week. Although we were tired after eight or ten hours of 

hard work we agreed to ask the manager for an additional hour of work – it was clear that 

workers wanted more hours. 

My primary role in the events was service work: selling food and beverages (mostly beer) 

to people who visited the event. Most of the co-workers in bar units were Indians (a lot of 

them recent migrants), Pākehā and Māori. There were more females than males in this 
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role. Here, too, a lot of co-workers had to have two or three jobs: one co-worker, for 

example, worked in two bars and the work on events was her third job. We also had a 

significant number of young workers (18, 19 years old, some also younger) whose 

practical work was part of their occupational study. In general, working with money and 

customers required more responsibility. Before we opened the bar for the public (after 

shelving and cleaning), the supervisor gave us a speech about fines and penalties: for 

example, how much of a fine we would get if we sold alcohol to minors or a drunk 

person. The latter was not an easy task because it usually caused conflict with the 

intoxicated customer. Police officers were walking by on a regular basis, which caused 

anxiety, especially in cases where I was not sure when to draw the line and refuse to sell 

alcohol to the customer. In these situations, extensive emotional labour was required to 

handle intoxicated customers and successfully finish the shift. At the beginning, I was 

also asking people for IDs who were in their late twenties just to be sure. This caused a 

lot of laughter, especially when I accidently asked a middle-aged man to show his ID. My 

co-workers struggled with exactly the same problems. 

We had to write any mistake we made or any other thing that influenced the sum of 

money in the till on a special sheet. For example, on one occasion a customer walked 

away with a cup of beer without paying for it. I was calling the security who did not 

respond – they were checking IDs and, most importantly, us workers if we were checking 

IDs. I therefore had to run after a person who stole the beer but he escaped into the crowd. 

Consequently, I had to write the exact time and reason why eight dollars were missing 

from the till. If your special sheet had too many ‘mistakes’, you were not called in to 

work at the next event. However, at the end of the day there was usually more money in 

the till because we were not allowed to keep tips from customers.  

Our bar was always one of the busiest ones. If the event lasted five hours we had a five 

hour queue. I felt like a machine: we had to work fast, especially when we had impatient 

customers who wanted to get drinks as soon as possible. Working extremely fast, I often 

felt dizzy. Although I was always kind and fair to everyone I felt anger towards those 

customers who despised us as human beings: groups of rude middle-class Pākehā men 

were the most difficult. They often showed no respect towards workers and expected 

quick service; you could feel the phrase ‘the world revolves around me’. On the other 

hand, there was a lot of people, both men and women, who clearly respected workers and 
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were very kind. In the service industry, you get it all. Using humour was usually our best 

strategy to get through the shift. Moreover, while I was serving customers I often thought 

about Marx’s labour theory of value. Although we did not produce any use-value we were 

part of the production process that benefited corporations and the event company. I 

realised that I sold more beer in two minutes – the amount of money that came into till – 

than I was paid for the whole shift (five hours of work). Considering the price of beer 

production such as costs of ingredients, labour by brewery workers, distribution and our 

labour I started to imagine how much profit the event company and corporations were 

making on various nights. I could not get rid of the feeling that all workers in this process 

were exploited to a very high degree. 

After eighteen months of casual work in events I left the job. I was not called into work 

during the winter months and when I came back on an early spring day I saw significant 

changes. Most of the co-workers that I knew were not there anymore. I was curious to 

find out what happened. ‘Oh, it’s new management, we have a lot of newbies’ was the 

answer of the supervisor. What I found interesting was that most new workers were 

recent immigrants, mostly from India. The number of Māori and Pasifika workers that I 

worked with dropped significantly. Considering the low wages, high work intensity and 

irregular nature of the job, it became clear that only recent immigrants were willing to do 

the work under these conditions. Because of high life expenses in Auckland and a lack of 

social security, this was the only way to get by. Most of my migrant co-workers were 

educated young persons who hoped that by working hard and obtaining residency they 

could fulfil their dreams and find permanent secure employment. Although they accepted 

unprotected jobs that they would typically not do in their home country, precarious work 

appeared as a better choice than going back home. As many of them said, they would 

rather be in a precarious situation in New Zealand, hoping to find contacts that would 

help them acquire a non-precarious job, than stigmatised as a ‘failure’ at home. Because 

of New Zealand’s myth as a paradise on Earth, this pressure was even stronger. 

When I was waiting in a long queue I decided that it would be the last day of work. 

Interestingly, it was one of the hardest days, especially because I had to train new co-

workers on a day when we were really busy. Although I did not receive any pay rise for 

doing extra work – the same as other co-workers who trained newbies – I always liked to 

help them, particularly because I knew how they felt. I remembered my first day and the 
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help that I received from co-workers. Without their help and solidarity, I would have been 

completely lost. It is important to note that as new workers we did not have enough 

training if there was any. The only training we had was at the job interview when all 

candidates had to go to the cashier and look at the person who demonstrated how the till 

worked. In short, there was no actual training. After the long shift, I had enough. I 

decided to voice the issue of precarity to academia and the wider public sphere. In doing 

so, I wanted to bring narratives of precarious workers, mostly those who I did not know 

personally, to strengthen the critique of precarity and the validity of the research. Thus, 

in-depth interviews became the primary data for this study.    

Research design and fieldwork 

Even though I came to Auckland from the other side of the world, I encountered similar 

struggles and social dispositions regarding the lived experiences of precarity here. At the 

time of conducting the first half of interviews, I was simultaneously writing an auto-

ethnography that helped me to comprehend both workers’ testimonies and my position in 

the social space of precarity. Also, the first interviews with workers strongly aligned with 

thoughts and struggles of my co-workers. Hence, together with observant participation, I 

was able to analyse both the structural and everyday dimensions of precarity. A fieldwork 

diary, for example, included my and my partner’s reflections on work, the thoughts of my 

co-workers, short lyrics and political writings that critiqued precarious reality. 

The form of the interview was semi-structured, meaning that besides particular topics or 

questions there was free space for participants to guide the interview in directions that 

they thought important. I formed questions by connecting auto-ethnography with the 

academic literature and past empirical studies about precarious work (Spyridakis, 2013). 

Because I was unable to make a proper ethnography – where I would obtain ethical 

clearance from the university’s committee and spend more time with my co-workers – I 

prepared questions for interviewing precarious workers who I did not know personally 

and who were not my co-workers based on initial ethnographic work. In other words, I 

connected semi-structured interviews with ethnographic fieldwork that I could not 

continue. It should be noted that because precarious work results in frequent job changes 

most of my co-workers were new (which makes it impossible for an ethnographer to build 

a relationship with agents in the field).  
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The sheet of topics that gave a basic structure to the interview included the following 

questions: 

- Can you tell me something about yourself? (age, ethnicity, background) 

- Can you tell me about your work situation? What kind of job do you do? 

- Are you employed part-time, casual, on-call, through the agency? 

- On average, how many hours do your work per week? Are you entitled to paid 

sick leave, annual leave? 

- What are the main challenges that you have to face on a daily basis? 

- Are you satisfied with your work situation? 

- Do you feel you are paid enough for the work you do? 

- What stresses you out at work? What pisses you off at work? 

- Do you think a lot about your work? 

- What kind of relationships are between workers/supervisors/managers?  

- Do you feel valued and acknowledged by your manager? 

- When you look at your daily work and life; do you feel insecure? 

- Do you have to budget? 

- How do you find a comfort zone? How do you relax? 

- What is your experience with the union? 

- Where do you see yourself in five years?  

- What would you like to see change? What would you change? 

- Would you like to add anything, maybe something that I didn’t ask? 

I conducted 26 in-depth interviews that I recruited either with the help of Unite Union, 

First Union, E tū and Actors Equity Union (14 in total), or through snowballing that 

began after pilot interviews with participants who saw an advert that was posted at the 

university campus (12 interviews). Because of my weak social capital in the city – mostly 

due to the fact that I came from abroad – I was aware that finding multiple participants 

from one industry would be a struggle. Likewise, because of my precarious situation I 

also had to limit the research to workplaces within the boundaries of the Auckland public 

transport system (urban area). I acknowledge that many precarious workers work in rural 

areas of the country, particularly in horticulture and forestry (NZCTU, 2013). An 

interview sample was therefore not navigated by occupation, much less by age, ethnicity 

or gender. The expected sample (its criterion) was Auckland-based and within the social 

space of precarity in the city. The advert called for precarious workers employed on part-

time, casual and temporary contracts, aiming “to investigate socio-economic conditions of 

underemployed precarious workers in Auckland” (advert). Interestingly, although the 

sample appeared relatively random I ended up interviewing more young people, women 

and people of colour, who are all disproportionately represented in precarious work. 
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Gender Number Ethnicity Number Age Number 

Male 7 Pākehā 7 18-24 8 

Female 14 Māori 4 25-34 6 

Table: the number of 

workers in relation to 

gender, ethnicity and 

age 

Pasifika (Samoan, 

Tongan, Niuean) 

5 35-44 4 

Indian 2 45-54 3 

Other non-Western 3 55+ 0 

For this research, I included interviews with twenty-one precarious workers working in 

different industries such as hospitality, retail, fast-food, customer service, education and 

art. Additionally, I conducted five interviews with union representatives from two 

Auckland-based New Zealand unions. Following the instructions by the university’s 

ethics committee I also coded the names of unions and their representatives. Coded names 

for unions and representatives are Union A and Union B, with participants named Rose, 

Samantha, Kane, William and Jamie.  

Precarious workers who participated in the research have a variety of precarious jobs. In 

terms of employment contract and primary employment, eight participants are part-time 

workers, three are casual workers (working one to three casual jobs), four participants are 

employed through a temporary contract (based on a total number of work hours within a 

particular time frame, often signifying a temporary part-time contract), two are 

commission-based workers who are employed through self-employed contract, and three 

participants are temporary agency workers (temps) with full-time hours. One participant 

who is officially unemployed works in the informal economy. 

Table: Number of research participants in relation to their employment status:  

Part-time 8 

Casual 3 

Employed through temporary contract 4 

Employed through labour-hire agency (temps) 3 

Sub-contractual self-employed 2 

Informal 1 
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The table categorises each participant’s employment status based on their primary 

employment. However, many participants have more than one job. Three of eight 

permanent part-time workers also have a secondary casual or contract job. During the 

research, I tried to find two or three workers who have the same job but work for different 

employers: two fast-food restaurant workers, two commission-based customer service 

workers, three room attendants, two food and beverage workers, two actresses, two 

teachers and so on. However, many participants have had multiple jobs in very different 

areas, which made it impossible to categorise them according to occupation. One of the 

characteristics of precarious work is that workers are required to be hyper-flexible in 

terms of work adjustment and accepting of different jobs. A teacher, for example, worked 

also as a barista; or a permanent part-time check-out operator in the supermarket works 

two more jobs: a sub-contractual cleaning job and a sub-contractual taxi service through 

ridesharing app. The following table introduces all of the precarious workers who were 

interviewed for this research: their coded name, gender, age range, ethnicity, employment 

status, the number of jobs they do and if they are members of the union or not. 

Name 

(pseudonym) 

Gender Age Ethnicity Employment status Number 

of jobs 

Unionised 

(Y=yes; 

N=no) 

Abbie Female 25-34 Pākehā Part-time waitress 

in a hotel 

1 Y 

Anika Female 18-24 Māori Part-time in a 

clothing store 

2 N 

Charlotte Female 18-24 Pākehā Commission-based 

contract (sales) 

1 N 

Chelsea Female  35-44 Pākehā Temporary via 

labour-hire agency 

(warehouse) 

1 Y 

Elaine Female  25-34 Other Casual (room 

attendant, cleaner) 

2 N 

Enele Male 25-34 Pasifika Casual (stocking) 2 N 

Fale Female 45-54 Pasifika Part-time room 

attendant 

1 Y 
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Jackson Male 35-44 Other Temporary 

contract (teaching) 

1 N 

Jane Female 25-34 Pākehā Temporary 

contract (teaching), 

part-time barista 

2 Y 

John Male 35-44 Māori Temporary 

contract (teaching) 

1 Y 

Lucky Male 35-44 Pākehā Commission-based 

(fundraising) 

1 N 

Michael Male 45-54 Māori Unemployed, 

informal economy 

/ / 

Ngaire Female 18-24 Māori Casual (clothing 

store, receptionist) 

3 N 

Nina Female 18-24 Pākehā Part-time café 

barista (+casual) 

2 N 

Penina Female 18-24 Pasifika Part-time (fast-

food restaurant) 

1 N 

Ria Female 25-34 Other Temporary 

contract (actress) 

1 Y 

Ruby Female 18-24 Pasifika Part-time (hotel 

receptionist) 

1 Y 

Sanjay Male 45-54 Indian Part-time in the 

supermarket, 

cleaning services, 

taxi driver 

3 Y 

Shanice Female 18-24 Pasifika Temporary via 

labour-hire agency 

(warehouse) 

1 Y 

Simone Female 18-24 Pākehā Part-time room 

attendant 

1 Y 

Tom Male 25-34 Indian Temporary via 

labour-hire agency 

(warehouse) 

1 Y 
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Except for one interview, all interviews took place in Auckland. I conducted five 

interviews in the office of Union A in May 2016, three at the premises of Union B in 

September 2017, whereas the rest of the interviews were conducted between 2015 and 

2017 either in one of Auckland’s cafés or on the city campus in one of the sociology 

offices, depending on the participant’s choice. Interviews took between 45 minutes and 

two and a half hours over one session. On average, they lasted approximately seventy-

five minutes. All interviews except two were audio-recorded.19 One interview was 

excluded (the twenty-seventh interview) because the data and participant’s responses did 

not demonstrate characteristics of precarity. Although the interviewee – a freelance 

actress – was a very pleasant person with the conversation exceeding two hours, the 

direction of the interview went towards issues in the social field of acting rather than 

issues in the social space of precarity. Data from the interview with a second actress – 

who was not in a privileged position within the field, both in terms of class and ethnicity 

– clearly demonstrated elements of precarity. Because she represents a border-line 

precarious worker, I introduce her story separately in chapter 6. I met with workers once, 

apart from Lucky who I met multiple times. I will return to Lucky shortly. 

Drawing on grounded theory – a set of inductive empirical methods that form a theory 

(Glaser and Strauss, 1967) – I approached the semi-structured interviews through a 

particular sub-division of this research methodology, the problem-centred interviews 

(Witzel, 2000). Within this method, research participants are free to narrate their views 

but, at the same time, a researcher can navigate the interview back to the main problem of 

the research (Ibid.). The researcher collects the main data before the operationalisation of 

concepts but at the time of interviews he or she is already equipped with knowledge about 

the problem which helps to navigate the dialogue in the interview. Because of the use of 

concepts that derive from previous knowledge (in our case, precarious work as the main 

problem), and significant modifications of concepts that happen after the interviews, both 

deduction and induction occur simultaneously. Contrary to the traditional form of a semi-

structured interview where the researcher does not express his or her position (Flick, 

2009), a problem-centred interview opens space for dialogue between the interviewer and 

                                                 
19 The Participant Information Sheet, Consent Form, advert and the list of questions were approved by the 

University of Auckland Human Participants Ethics Committee on May 5, 2015. The identity of participants 

has been kept confidential. Interviews were conducted between August 2015 and September 2017. All 

research procedures were approved by the ethics committee (reference number: 013508).  
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interviewee (Witzel, 2000, p. 2). Nevertheless, because of a modification of concepts that 

occurs as the result of the interview data, inductive analysis remains a privileged form of 

researching. 

For example, precarious work signified the main problem in the interview. Because of the 

semi-structured nature of it, many participants focused on wider issues of precarious work 

and life, not necessarily focusing on the employer-employee relationship. At some point, 

I navigated a dialogue back to the employer-employee relationship (precarious work) 

which meant that the interview did not lose focus of its main problem. It established new 

connections between the main problem of the research and other issues that appeared to 

be inseparably connected to each other. This resulted in modification of concepts to a 

wider issue of precarity – which now included both precarious work and life – while 

keeping the main problem of the research. A dialogue also helped me to build trust with 

participants, particularly when I revealed some of my or my partner’s experiences of 

being a precarious worker. Consequently, participants became more relaxed and were 

encouraged to express their perceptions and critical thoughts.  

Reflection and data analysis 

In reflecting on the interviews, I noticed that my combined outsider status as a non-New 

Zealander and insider status as a precarious worker resulted in forging a very good 

rapport with research participants. I was afraid that being a foreigner would result in 

participants’ unwillingness to openly talk about their everyday struggles at work. It did 

not. Also, being influenced by critical pedagogy, I felt uncomfortable picturing myself as 

an interviewer, particularly because of my personal suspicion against researchers as often 

privileged agents with power over interviewees and the data they receive. I remembered 

my friend – a former inmate and ex-gang member – telling a story about his experience 

with a researcher/university lecturer, emphasising the interviewer’s patronising position 

and how he felt that the interviewer did not understand him and the issue as such. 

Following the position of the working-class scholar, along with acknowledging the 

importance of a standpoint perspective (Eakin, 2010), I therefore decided that I would 

approach interviews as participants would be my co-workers or people I know. By this 

‘choice’ I was aware that I might not follow a canonised form of the research in social 

sciences or particular class taste.  
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Nevertheless, perceiving research as resistance – an emancipatory commitment that tries 

to move beyond a critical social science to strengthen a position of resistance and 

empower the oppressed (Brown and Strega, 2005, p. 9) – resulted in mutual respect and 

solidarity between participants and myself. This significantly enhanced the validity and 

richness of the data. A dialogue opened new horizons of the research problem: although 

participants had the main voice in the interview – following Studs Terkel’s (1974) 

approach of trying to be a good listener while also feeling when it is an appropriate time 

to jump in – I was open to answering their questions about my precarious situation which 

resulted in building mutual trust. At the same time, I was careful not to be suggestive. 

Also, having in my mind words from one of the founders of Polynesian Panthers who said 

that he would like to know with whom he is walking with, I always followed his words in 

terms of the importance of my introduction – similarly to mihi, which is a crucial element 

of tikanga Māori. Being ‘one with you’, for example, sometimes led to participants 

requesting that I carry their voices forward: “Do something for us! Be our voice, because 

the majority of us don’t have a voice. We want to speak out but we can’t” (Penina, a fast-

food restaurant worker). Thus, although I was an outsider in relation to ethnicity, gender 

(when interviewing female workers) and nationality, the research participants accepted 

me with open arms.  

One interview, for example, became the ethnographic vignette. After the interview, 

Lucky, a precarious worker who earns less than the minimum wage, invited me to meet 

another time; he wanted to show his budgeting skills and teach me how to survive with 

very little money. Being in a friendly environment of a Sunday flea market in West 

Auckland, Lucky shared additional stories of his experience of precarity that provided 

more insight into understanding the central problem of the research. Interviews with Fale 

and Penina, further, were two of the most in-depth interviews, whereas conversations 

with Ria and Ngaire opened new horizons in the relationship between precarity and 

contemporary forms of racism and dispossession. 

Following the standard suggestions of semi-structured interviews (Howitt, 2010), I tried 

to transcribe each interview the day after each interview took place; namely, the process 

of transcribing interview data is already a part of the data analysis, particularly because it 

gives the researcher space to make important notes and undertake the first coding while 

impressions and the memory of the interview are still fresh. Because of the extensive time 
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that interview transcription takes, I often listened to the interview first, making notes of 

issues and ideas, and transcribed the interview later. I realised that listening to interviews 

before transcribing them helped me significantly with theme development. Nevertheless, 

trying not to miss important details I transcribed every interview word-for-word.  

The main principle of grounded theory in analysing empirical data is thematic analysis or 

coding: “the process of defining what the data are all about” (Charmaz, 1996, p. 37). It 

signifies “the pivotal link between collecting data and developing an emerging theory to 

explain these data” (Ibid.). Following a conventional approach to thematic analysis 

(Braun and Clarke, 2006, pp. 77-101; Howitt, 2010, pp. 163-186), data analysis of 

workers’ responses went through six phases: a) familiarising myself with the data via 

interview transcription and the first round of coding (developing broad themes); b) 

generating initial codes through common themes and ideas for interpretation; c) 

searching for specific themes based on the initial coding within the each interview 

(assigning descriptive labels or codes and identifying patterned responses, together with 

overlaps between codes); d) reviewing potential themes by identifying sub-themes and 

various elements of it, along with exploring the relationship between themes (quality 

checking: is there enough data to support a particular theme?); e) defining and naming 

themes through identifying what is unique about each theme (ensuring that themes do not 

overlap but are related to each other and signify patterns across the dataset); and f) 

producing a report: findings based on the interview data. 

In this process, I adopted a strategy of focused coding that “refers to taking earlier codes 

that continually reappear in your initial coding and using those codes to sift through large 

amounts of data” (Charmaz, 1996, p. 40). Based on previous theoretical research and 

initial codes from the interviews, a researcher categorises codes with most analytic and 

comparative sense, finding that “some respondents or events make explicit what was 

implicit in earlier respondents’ statements or prior events” (Ibid.). Consequently, by 

making categories through focused coding, selecting codes appear more significant within 

final categories. Although certain codes sometimes overlap, comparative categories 

appear as independent dimensions.       

Hence, reflecting both sources of ethnography – the auto-ethnography and semi-

structured interviews with precarious workers – I noticed common patterns in the world 

of lived precarity that went beyond employer-employee relationships and conditions at 
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the workplace. Interviews often tended to move towards conversation about everyday 

struggles, which included existential and ontological insecurity and difficulties in their 

household, the impact of work on social life, unaffordable housing and concerns about the 

future. Besides the structural constraints of precarious work, workers emphasised 

imposed patterns of behaviour that precarity creates, including their responses and social 

dispositions in order to get by.  

Consequently, based on interview data I began to investigate the social logic of precarity 

by identifying key questions that interviewees spoke to: how workers get by and what are 

their coping mechanisms? Why do workers commit themselves to the job although it is 

precarious (the question of work ethic in a work environment that does not acknowledge 

hard work in the first place)? What are their desires? To what degree do workers employ 

collective solidarity and to what degree do they become individualised and competitive? 

And especially, what kind of role do social structures play in the reproduction of 

precarious reality? Thinking about these questions through reasoning of primary data and 

in-depth analysis, I realised that precarious workers participating in the research, co-

workers, my partner and I shared common social dispositions in relation to everyday 

precarious work and life. The data analysis showed that the social structure of precarity 

becomes deposited in persons as habitual and internalised, especially in our everyday 

thoughts, actions and perceptions (Wacquant, 2005, p. 316; 2011, p. 85 and 2016, p. 65). 

As a result of coding and discourse analysis, I organised findings into four dimensions, 

signifying markers of the making of precarious habitus. These are the feeling of 

powerlessness, repressed solidarity, a constant state of stress and appropriated everyday 

life. Because of problem-centred interviews and the literature review, traces of deductive 

reasoning are present as well. Yet, when I compared workers’ testimonies from the 

interviews with my fieldwork diary where I gathered experience from three different 

workplaces, common themes became even clearer. Although separate in the process of 

theme development, all dimensions are closely interlinked. 

Conclusion 

My experience of being a precarious worker, which in many ways aligns with testimonies 

by other precarious workers in chapters 4, 5 and 6, has been that precarious work results 

in precarity and its mode of domination that puts workers into a vulnerable position. 
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Moreover, we are often considered a cost rather than a fundamental part of the company. 

The managerial techniques of maximising profit at the expense of workers indicate often 

silenced practices of intended precarisation of the workforce through reduction of labour 

costs. Such practices include the imposed flexibility through casualisation of work (on-

call events job), unlawful strategies to reduce workers’ wages (the job at a hotel), not to 

mention the issue of favouritism and making-a-disciplined-worker where workers who 

show to be most flexible and obedient, are rewarded with more hours or even promotion. 

These practices further serve as a reminder that each precarious worker is easily 

replaceable. According to Caire (2001), precarisation of work based on hyper-flexibility 

signifies a functional process of enterprises to divide a labour force and maximise profits 

at the expense of subordinated and fragmented workers (see also Boltanski and Chiapello, 

2005, p. 229). For precarious workers, therefore, “insecure work often leaves workers 

feeling that they are not wanted, not valued, not really needed. It is damaging for them, 

for their families and for our communities” (NZCTU, 2013, p. 1). 

Every individual experience of precarious work and precarity is different (Arnold and 

Bongiovi, 2013, p. 290). Generalising a couple of experiences into arguments is therefore 

impossible. However, in the social sciences, coding and close analysis of various 

individual experiences often identify common patterns in relation to the research problem. 

Hence, the second part of the chapter illuminated the methodological framework of the 

research. Besides historical overview of precarity employed in previous chapters, the 

following chapters draw from qualitative ethnographic work based on 26 in-depth semi-

structured interviews with precarious workers and union representatives in Auckland. 

Workers’ narratives provide a deeper understanding of real-life precarity, bonding the 

issue of precarious work with the making of precarious habitus. Acknowledging the 

principles of anti-oppressive research and decolonising methodologies, the ethical 

position and epistemic frames of this research aim to provide inclusivity in relation to 

workers’ voices and the critical analysis of the research problem. Precarity is therefore 

not limited to employment relations; rather, it connects precariousness of employment 

with precarious life, revealing the historical trajectory of precarity as an inherent element 

of the capitalist mode of accumulation and the structure of dispossession.  
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Chapter 4: The Making of Precarious Habitus – Precarious 

Work 

Introduction 

The following chapter focuses on the everyday struggles of precarious workers who work 

various precarious jobs across Auckland. Based on worker-centred responses, the chapter 

looks at the structural constraints of precarious work that create the conditions for the 

making of precarious habitus. We identify four types of structural constraints imposed by 

employers or managers who make an extensive use of precarious work. One, the power 

imbalance between employer and employee, embodied in fluctuating hours and achieving 

high work intensity through manipulation of work hours. Two, the systemic degradation 

of workers through deprivation of standard labour rights and occupational violence. 

Three, the use of various management strategies to repress solidarity among workers – 

from favouritism and rewarding the most obedient workers to imposed competition and 

superficial solidarity. And four, the (mis)use of vulnerable migrant workers who tend to 

be extremely exploited and used as a latent reserve army of readily available workers.    

Based on these structural forces two dimensions of precarious habitus are identified: first, 

the structural imposition of the feeling of powerlessness among workers; and second, 

repressed solidarity in relation to the making-of-a-disciplined-worker. The feeling of 

powerlessness results from the power imbalance between employer and employee and the 

systemic degradation of workers, whereas repressed solidarity is produced and 

reproduced by targeted management strategies (favouritism) and the cycle of exclusion in 

relation to race/ethnicity and migrant/citizen status. This chapter reveals how the process 

and condition of precarity is created and operationalised within exploitative and often 

oppressive employer-employee relationships. 

Based on primary data analysis that identifies dimensions of the making of precarity 

stated above, the chapter looks at the everyday structural constraints of precarious work 

that paves the way to precarious life analysed in chapter 5. It is based on workers’ 

responses from in-depth semi-structured interviews. The everyday struggles of precarity 

illuminated by research participants are presented and analysed through the depth-
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frequency model: underlying the most comprehensive testimony of a particular theme or 

issue that is also stated by other participants. The chapter is organised by markers of 

structural precarisation: the power imbalance between employer and employee; the 

systemic degradation of workers; management strategies to repress solidarity; and the 

(mis)use of vulnerable migrant workers. 

Power imbalance between employer and employee 

Fluctuating hours and low pay 

Sanjay: I have a permanent contract but they are including more casual 

staff than giving full-time employment to us. They are reluctant to give 

full-time hours. I’m employed part-time. They give me 22 hours [per 

week] so this job is not giving me security. My wife is also working in the 

supermarket. She has been working there for the last ten years and she has 

the same problem. They don’t want to give full-time fixed contract.  

Marko: Did you ask them if they could give you a full-time contract? 

Sanjay: Yes, so many times. They said yes, next time, next time, but it’s 

now the tenth year. They are not giving hours. And I don’t have this 

experience only with this particular supermarket. I worked also in other 

branches as a casual for nearly two years, one year for four hours a week 

only. 

Sanjay is a check-out operator in a supermarket. He has two children and a wife who also 

works part-time. They cannot survive with incomes from two low-paid, part-time jobs. To 

get by, Sanjay has a second and third job: one as a cleaner (night-work) and one as a sub-

contracted ‘taxi’ driver for a major ‘ridesharing’ corporation. While he is navigating his 

primary job in the supermarket with two sub-contractual jobs, his wife is taking care of 

their two school-children when she is not at work. One of the issues they are facing on a 

weekly basis is their roster. Although they recently got fixed hours, all extra hours at the 

supermarket come completely random: “for extra hours we don’t know. It upsets our 

routine because you can’t do any commitments. We have to balance life.” On a weekly 

basis, Sanjay works between 45 and 50 hours (all three jobs combined). He starts 

weekdays at 5 or 6 in the morning by offering taxi services for a couple of hours. At 9am 

he is already behind the supermarket counter (primary job) and in the evening, Sanjay 

takes an additional four hours to clean offices in central Auckland. He works weekends as 
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well. Work hours are irregular and fluctuating, and they are all on a very low hourly 

(supermarket) or flat (taxi) rate. 

Most precarious workers tend to be under-employed rather than over-employed. They 

crave more hours and, as in the case of Sanjay, many of them have to have two or even 

three jobs to reach forty hours a week. Nina, a part-time barista in a café, always looks for 

more hours to get by: “I do also some odd jobs. Besides café, I do nannying, catering 

jobs, you know, just random filling things.” Hours in all jobs are often irregular and they 

may fluctuate from zero to full-time hours. Therefore, navigating multiple jobs is not an 

easy task for workers, particularly because of the employer’s demands to be available 

anytime and exclusively to them. Because of high work intensity, constant pressures and 

insecure hours at the workplace, most precarious workers end up with one job. Poverty 

ensues. Rose, a union worker, asserts: 

[Workers] never know how many hours they’re going to get, so they never 

know how much money they’re going to get in their bank account. On top 

of that, they are prevented from seeking other work so they can’t even get a 

second or third job. Some of them still manage that but it’s very hard 

because their primary job needs them to be available all the time. So, 

workers are struggling to balance two jobs and eventually, lose one. But it 

always boils down to the fact that these people don’t have enough money to 

live on, doesn’t matter which way you look at it. 

When asked about hourly rates, seventeen out of twenty-one workers earn less than a 

living wage. Most of them are on minimum wage rates or slightly above. Moreover, four 

participants who earn a living wage hourly rate still struggle to get by, particularly 

because of the low number of work hours, casual nature of their job or the uncertain 

future of their employment. Ngaire, a working-student with three casual jobs, for 

example, says: “I’m anxious because I never know what next week will look like in terms 

of work which is annoying and a bit scary too”, whereas Jackson, a migrant worker 

working various jobs, including part-time teaching, maintains: “My work is precarious in 

the sense that it doesn’t pay enough to feed my family, to pay for my bills and just 

generally to get by. And it is precarious in the sense that I never know if my contract is 

going to be renewed in next 6 months. There is no long-term security.” 

Sanjay’s, Ngaire’s and Jackson’s experiences indicate the feeling of powerlessness that 

arises from concrete structural precarisation at the workplace, particularly by fluctuating 
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hours and low pay. This situation marginalises workers in the relationship between 

employers and employees. Precarious workers are caught in the cycle of insecure hours 

and unknowable time horizons that are intentionally designed to control workers and 

reduce labour costs (Quinlan et al., 2001a; NZCTU, 2013). This implies significant power 

imbalances in favour of employers and the accumulation of capital in the hands of few. In 

the hotel industry, for example, it is almost impossible to find any permanent full-time 

jobs. Rose from Union A covers 550 workers in hospitality and only five of them have 

permanent full-time jobs with guaranteed hours. Ruby, a hotel receptionist on a part-time 

contract, says: 

With hospitality being shift work there’s a lot of things to do and you have 

to be available at any time. For example, they also call us in. Today I should 

start at seven but because of one co-worker that got sick, I have to start at 

5.30. They can call you when you have a day off asking if you’d like to take 

an extra shift. Most of the time I say yes. 

A very similar situation can be found in retail where workers are employed on permanent 

part-time contracts or are completely casual. Ngaire, who just left her job in retail after 

three years of part-time work in a clothing store, observed that all ‘floor’ workers – 

except from the store manager – were employed part-time and characterised by irregular 

and fluctuating hours, ranging from three to thirty a week. Throughout the years, she 

asked the manager multiple times for more hours but, as in the case of Sanjay in the 

supermarket who has been waiting for a full-time contract for almost ten years, Ngaire 

and her co-workers never got enough hours: “they always promised that they will give 

more hours. That was always prolonged but that day never came. It was frustrating.” 

Today, Ngaire works three casual jobs, ranging from customer service to care work. All 

are on-call: 

Ngaire: One of my jobs [care work] is casual so it’s just whenever they want 

someone, they just call. It’s probably the most difficult one because they can 

call like at midnight or they can call while I’m working another job which 

they often do. My other two jobs, in one I’m an assistant which is also 

casual. One week I can get like 2 hours of work or I can get 10 hours which 

is the max. And then the third job is just like receptionist kind of stuff. 

Marko: How many hours do you work per week? 

Ngaire: It’s different all the time. Last week I think I worked 3 hours and 

this week it will be more. This week it might be like 10 and next week it 
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will be maybe 10 and a week after might be like 18. It varies from zero to 

30.  

Marko: How do you cope with that? 

Ngaire: I have no idea [laughs]. Money is pretty tight at the moment. Just 

like weekly rent and stuff, it’s pretty tough, especially because I wasn’t 

working for 6 weeks because I was waiting for the crossover between one 

of my jobs. I quit the job in retail and then the new job didn’t start until 6 

weeks later so I was eating all of my savings. Right now, they are really, 

really low, almost non-existent. It’s pretty stressful because there’s no 

stability when I can pay rent. I mean, I always pay rent because I also get 

living costs [from Work and Income] but if I wouldn’t have that I would be 

dead [laughs]. 

For an average precarious worker, every week is different. Because of fluctuating 

insecure hours, workers like Ngaire, Ruby or Sanjay are unable to plan anything outside 

of work, do any commitments like medical appointments, or participate regularly in 

community life. We return to this issue in chapter 5 where we focus on destroyed work-

life balance and the precarisation of everyday life. Nevertheless, the issue of 

underemployment, accompanied by insecure hours and on-call jobs, puts the worker into 

a very vulnerable position of uncertainty and a constant chase for an extra shift in order to 

reach more hours. Having the exclusive power of deciding how many hours a particular 

worker will work, employers, on the other end, are free to reduce labour costs to the 

minimum and have total control over employer-employee relationship. A worker, for 

example, might only work one shift in the entire week if the employer decides so. 

Charlotte, a commission-based worker who also faces irregular shifts, often finds out on 

the same day if she is working or not: “They call me in the morning and say if they want 

me or not”.  

Consistent union struggles against zero-hour contracts changed that to a certain degree – 

with permanent part-time workers being exempt from zero-hour work by fixed shifts 

since 2016 (Treen, 2016) – but in practice, zero-hour work continues to be present 

throughout the New Zealand workscape, either as the main characteristic of casual, 

temporary agency and other subcontracted work, or through hidden practices in relation 

to part-time workers. Nina, a café barista that previously worked as a part-time waitress in 

a restaurant, said that she often worked only one night a week despite the new law. 

Furthermore, if it was busy, “they’d keep you work longer. If it’s quiet then you’d have to 
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go home early so I’d be there for maybe two and a half hours and then sent home. And 

they paid me only for two and a half hours. It is annoying because you go and expect to 

be paid for five hours. It’s very unreliable income.” Anika, a retail worker from another 

clothing store, employed on a part-time contract, further maintains: 

I hate retail because there’s a lot of hierarchy within the workplace. As a 

retail worker you are at the bottom of the heap and you are expected to do 

anything and everything. Also, you don’t have much say in terms of what 

you are required to do. There’s no purpose behind the work situation, you’re 

just adding to consumerism which feels bad. When they call you, you are 

expected to come to work and if you don’t you get a warning for not coming 

in. Also, hours are changed depending on how well you perform. The whole 

precarious work is really frustrating, especially because you’re renting and 

you’re expected to pay so much. You don’t have a security of how many 

hours you will get each week. 

From Anika’s words, irregular and insecure hours directly correlate with increased work 

intensity, particularly because workers are often ‘rewarded’ or ‘punished’ by the number 

of work hours in relation to their performance. This opens another element of 

powerlessness – a “hierarchy within the workplace”, as asserted by Anika – that further 

strengthens precarity as a mode of domination and the structure of dispossession practiced 

by agents of chrematistics. Charlotte, amongst others, observes that “they know people 

can’t always get full-time positions so therefore you end up in these zero-hour contracts. 

It’s pretty much that the employer has all the power.” Because of the shortage of 

permanent full-time jobs in the country, many people are therefore forced into accepting 

zero-hour jobs. 

Anika’s and Charlotte’s experience demonstrate that employers are aware of employees’ 

precarity and that many of them systematically exploit people’s vulnerability. In other 

words, precarity is exacerbated by increased power imbalances where the employers 

possess institutional or legal power – that was given to them by neoliberal governments, 

as we analysed in chapter 2 – to dominate workers to the extent of extreme exploitation 

and manipulation. The state is therefore directly involved as a holder of institutional and 

definitional power that denigrates the issue of precarity with tolerating and promoting 

precarious work. As emphasised by many workers, including Anika, Charlotte and 

Ngaire, this process is accelerated by the punitive welfare or workfare system, embodied 
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in a country’s Work and Income (WINZ) – a public service of employment and welfare 

assistance – that often demands that the unemployed accept precarious work. 

For example, after suggestions by WINZ, previously unemployed Charlotte and Lucky 

became commission-based subcontracted workers. They are paid per sale (Charlotte) or 

per customer’s monthly donation (Lucky). Everyone in Lucky’s workplace is ‘self-

employed’: they work for consultancy (it is de facto their employer) who is contracted to 

famous international charitable organisation. Many new workers who accept the job 

through the consultancy’s recruitment process think that they work directly for the 

charity; namely, all workers wear the charity’s uniforms and name tags. The consultancy 

imposes the rules and regulations, including the rate of payment. ‘Self-employed’ 

workers get a certain amount of money when they convince a person on the street to 

financially commit him- or herself to the charity. This amount is very low: if a worker 

convinces a member of the public to make a 20-dollar monthly donation to the charity, 

the worker gets a one-off 40-dollar payment. Moreover, if a member of the public cancels 

his or her monthly donation within the first six months, 40 dollars is deducted from the 

worker’s weekly wage. Considering Lucky’s weekly sum of earning (200 dollars on 

average) in relation to work hours (25 per week) we calculated that he earns about 8 

dollars per hour which is half of the country’s minimum-wage rate. Lucky receives a 

small amount of assistance money from WINZ but it is not enough to live a decent life. 

He’s struggling with poverty: “I live day-to-day, dollar-to-dollar, week-to-week.” 

Charlotte, on the other hand, applied for a sales job after she was “sort of pushed into 

work” by WINZ: 

Charlotte: I sort of felt like whatever job is given to me I should take it. So 

I got accepted and I thought “oh, this will be good” and at first I didn’t 

realise that there was no base salary so if you don’t sell any of the products 

you make no money. I found out from other people that were working there 

that a lot of them had also been recommended from Work and Income to 

apply for that job so they had sort of pressured us, like, “your benefit’s going 

to be cut off if you don’t get a job” so they also felt they had to take that job. 

I feel that the boss has been playing on peoples’ insecurities, knowing that 

we are in financial strife. There’s such pressure to make sales, so if you don’t 

make any targets, you’re not getting paid any money. 

Charlotte’s experience illuminates a problematic practice by the institution of the state 

that directly colludes with employers in putting workers onto the road of precarious work. 
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As we analyse in chapter 5, WINZ appears as a repressive apparatus, navigated by certain 

business interests, rather than a public welfare institution that would help and protect its 

citizens. This coincides with a wider shift from protective welfare to corrective workfare 

under which social assistance (by WINZ or some other institution) is made conditional 

upon submission to precarious employment (Wacquant, 2012, p. 72). This signifies a 

concrete political constellation of re-regulation that fosters and bolsters the flexible labour 

market (or precarity) as a political creation (Ibid., p. 71). Social-welfare institutions 

therefore obligate welfare recipients and job seekers to accept precarious jobs and also to 

redress their behaviour, conforming to structural constraints of precarious work on the 

one hand, while reforming their ethics into the heartless (or spineless) entrepreneurial 

spirit on the other (Ibid., p. 72). In other words, a worker should be thankful to be 

exploited and oppressed. This further coincides with culturally imposed images of 

neoliberal ‘equal opportunities’ and entrepreneurial spirit that expose themselves in 

various unethical practices.20 

For example, for a long time, the boss directed Charlotte and her co-workers to sell their 

product in poorest parts of Auckland: “Because they will believe whatever you say”, was 

the manager’s answer to the question why South Auckland is the best place for sales. In 

Charlotte’s words, “He was keep telling us to target poor brown people because he said 

that you can feed them with any rubbish about the product and they will buy it. I didn’t 

like what he was saying but at the same time I felt I needed to be there, trying to make 

some money.” To obtain monthly donors, Lucky’s consultancy has also been present in 

same deprived neighbourhoods. Thus, this implies a deeper dimension of the making of 

precarious habitus among commission-based workers who – being underpaid and 

vulnerable themselves – end up taking an advantage of those vulnerable people in society 

who do not accept a neoliberal utopia of self-interest and conditional solidarity. Again, 

the employer’s increased profits based on systematic exploitation of people’s 

vulnerability (of both workers and customers) have been made possible exclusively 

through the assistance of the state, in this case, by WINZ. Both examples demonstrate a 

wider impact of precarity: on the one hand, structural constraints of precarious work 

create a feeling of powerlessness among workers who have to cope with low-pay (or no 

                                                 
20 This signifies a third theoretical dimension of precarity – ‘precarity in relation to the experience of a 

person’s investment into his or her work career’ – that is explained in chapter 1 (pages 18 and 19).  
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pay) and fluctuating hours; on the other hand, social settings of precarity impose certain 

behaviours and actions that workers would normally not do if their employment was 

giving them an anchor of stability and certainty.  

Achieving high work intensity through manipulation of work hours 

In various types of precarious jobs, insecure hours correlate with high work intensity and 

its precarity traps. Being in a hyper-precarious situation where you do not know how 

many hours you will work next week and how much you are going to be paid, workers 

often try to find another job. However, because of a cycle of precarity – when a person is 

overworked and preoccupied with everyday struggles of precarious work and life – 

workers either stay in the same job or they begin to cruise from one precarious job to 

another, hoping that they will find a stable place to work.  

This situation is not coincidental. Our analysis shows that the cycle of precarity has been 

intentionally reproduced by at least five systemic strategies of power imbalances that 

favour the employer and increase the work intensity in relation to productivity: first, 

forcing the unemployed into various precarious jobs, including commission-based work 

where workers are paid based on their performance; second, avoiding minimum 

employment rights through systematic use of leased labour – a triangular relationship 

involving the worker, the employment agency and the company where the work is being 

done (for workers, this results in working under severe pressure and high work intensity); 

third, widespread use of the 90-day trial where the employer can dismiss an employee 

after three months without cause or explanation; fourth, employing dependent migrant 

workers who are forced into sub-standard working conditions and high work intensity in 

order to obtain residency or to keep an existing work or student visa; and fifth, the use of 

hyper-flexible casual workers, mostly young people who are entering the labour market, 

recruited through job seeking websites that offer short-term opportunities. 

Through any of these strategies, the employer can choose workers from a large 

competitive pool of job-seeking people who can be replaced at any time. The structural 

transformation of workers into a disposable mass of servants gives the employer leverage 

to secure high worker performance (increased work intensity) that often results in 

workers’ overload and ‘burned-out’ bodies and minds. Samantha from Union B observes 

that the use of 90-day trial is a regular practice in small businesses to increase 
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productivity and profits, while larger companies make extensive use of migrant labour 

and triangular relationships involving third parties (work agencies). Kane, a union worker 

from the same union, maintains that when employment is defined by one of these 

strategies, “the boss has a total power and the worker has no power, so the relationship 

starts in a hierarchical way.”  

Recruiting workers through specialised job-seeking websites has been relatively new. 

Nina, a part-time barista who has been working in different cafés, bars and restaurants, 

pointed out a job-seeking website where workers can find casual precarious jobs: 

It’s predominantly for hospitality work. I’ve used that and worked in a 

couple of restaurants and bars. I guess it’s good if you’re searching for 

instant work but definitely not good if you want something long-term and 

more beneficial for you rather than for them because they will often pay you 

minimum wage. They expect a lot from you but they don’t give a lot in 

return. Working conditions aren’t great. 

The website is dedicated to both employers and potential workers. A worker publishes his 

or her profile on a job-seeking board. Every worker posts a photo of him-/herself, stating 

past work experience and availability to work (Monday to Sunday; mornings, afternoons 

and evenings). A potential employer who subscribes to the website – after paying the 

membership fee – can access people’s profiles and contact details. However, the website 

categorises the pool of 14,000 profiles of both New Zealand residents and international 

backpackers on working-holiday visa in a hierarchical way: those job seekers who are 

more ‘flexible’ and ‘active’ – this includes paying a fee to the website and a total 

availability to work (Monday to Sunday anytime) – are put into a special category that is 

posted on the top of the board, while the rest of job seekers are presented later. A 

particular category that stands out is the availability of those ‘on-call under 24 hours’ 

where the employer can hire ‘last-minute’ additional workers when needed. The 

employer, therefore, does not have any obligation to instant casual workers – who are 

seen as trainees rather than employees – other than paying them the minimum wage for 

the hours they work. Amongst other things, the website promotes a quote from a satisfied 

employer stating that the website is “fantastic, I’d much rather be spending my money on 

training great staff than hiring them”. The employer further emphasises that they can 

employ or borrow workers “without the hassle.”  
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This example illuminates the combined issue of underemployment and high work 

intensity. Rose from Union A asserts that precarious workers are sometimes over-

employed (particularly temporary agency workers) but more frequently they are facing 

continuous underemployment. Yet, what precarious workers have in common – 

regardless of whether they are over- or under-employed – is that they are all over-worked: 

They are over-worked but they don’t have enough hours. When they get to 

the end of their shift their bodies are wrecked, if they are doing a physical 

job, or their minds are just exhausted if they’re on phones all day. They try 

and push the same amount of work into less hours. These people are doing 

the work of what used to be probably for two people and they’re doing it in 

half the time, so yes, they are under-employed, underpaid but they are doing 

all the work. 

All participants in the research stated that they feel they are not paid enough for the work 

they do, especially in relation to their work effort. Simone, one of three room attendants 

that were interviewed for this research, answered: “No, I’m so underpaid. I earn, on 

average, about 360 a week. I need to be paid more.” An average earning of a New 

Zealander before tax is 1086 dollars a week (Shaw, 2017), which, once again, points out 

significant income disparities in the country. Ruby, a hotel receptionist, adds: 

I’m not paid enough. The kind of work that we do in a normal shift is 

overwhelming: we’re checking guests, we take phone-calls, we answer 

email enquiries, like you have to do guests enquiries as well, including those 

who are inside. You never know what will happen every night because every 

night is a different night. There are some days that you just get overrun by 

work. We get a lot of work, a lot of workload. You can’t get on top of your 

work ‘cause you are so busy. 

Some companies, particularly retail stores, condition the number of work hours with 

worker’s ‘performance’. Both Ngaire and Anika (clothing store employees) emphasised 

this issue multiple times in interviews. Both stores have had daily and weekly targets and 

in the case of not reaching them, “they use that as an excuse of cutting your hours” 

(Anika). On the other hand, high performance does not necessarily lead to more hours: 

“They usually said, ‘we just need to get our target up’, but we were making targets: we 

were making heaps of money, probably the most out of our stores in Auckland but, still, 

our hours were low which we just didn’t understand” (Ngaire). 
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Moreover, in hospitality, room attendants are subject to the extreme lack of hours in 

relation to their workload. In four or five hours, usually between 10am and 2pm, they are 

required to clean ten rooms, most of them apartments with kitchens. In previous chapter, I 

presented my partner’s experience of working as a room attendant in a hotel that used the 

unlawful credit system instead of work hours. Workers were required to clean rooms in a 

certain amount of time and, consequently, they were paid according to credits rather than 

hours worked. Elaine, a room attendant who worked in the same hotel, also maintained 

that she worked between 5 and 6 hours per day but was paid for 3 or 4. Other hotels have 

been using different techniques that force workers to finish their tasks in a very limited 

time. In Simone’s hotel, room attendants are required to clean a check-out room in 20 

minutes and a stay-over room in 10 minutes. If they are too late, they get a warning and 

fewer shifts. In another hotel, this ratio is 20 to 15 (Fale). As in retail (Anika and Ngaire), 

managers deliberately fluctuate the number of weekly shifts in relation to quick and 

‘efficient’ work (as we analyse later, efficiency is often not the norm of assigning them). 

What all retail and hospitality workers have in common is the inability to get more hours, 

secure shifts and work on a normal pace. According to Fale, 

I wish we could have full-time hours but that’s impossible. They never give 

us any full-time. They push us to do the job in a limited time. So the job 

they give us in a day should take six hours but they expect us to do in three 

or four hours. They give us 10 rooms per day [per worker]. But you have 

different customers. If the person is a clean person and the room is okay, 

you can do your work in 15 minutes as expected. But if the person is not 

clean, you have a lot of work to do and this will take between 30 and 45 

minutes. And then imagine for 10 rooms. At the beginning of the day they 

want us to finish those 10 rooms between 10 o’clock and 2 o’clock. At 2 

o’clock everyone has to go home. But you can’t finish by then. 

One of the precarity traps that is practiced in both retail and hospitality is the number of 

work days in relation to work hours. Asking for more hours, Fale noticed that the 

management offered room attendants an extra day but, paradoxically, this did not increase 

the number of weekly hours because of fewer hours-higher work intensity during the 

week: 

We would like to have more hours and we always ask for that. But you know 

how smart they are? They want us to work six days but when we work six 

days we figured it out that six days is still the same; so we work six days but 

we don’t have 30 hours at the end of the week. Sometimes they ring us to 
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come on our off day to top up the hours but we want to refuse going to work 

because we waste too much energy. We are tired and we don’t get much 

from that day. We work six days but we still have under 28 hours. It’s not 

fair. 

In the case of all three room-attendants – Simone, Elaine and Fale, each working in a 

different hotel – the inability to finish rooms on time represents the main cause of stress. 

Simone maintains that she becomes stressed “when I get a messy room and I know it’s 

going to take me a long time to clean up, over the target time. I start to stress out about 

that because I don’t want a supervisor yelling, why are you late, why are you late, which 

she does all the time”, whereas Fale asserts: “It’s such a pressure on us. We waste so 

much time with other things because we don’t have enough vacuums, enough towels, but 

we have to finish on time. They never consider that.” Thus, all room attendants are 

significantly underpaid and over-worked. They often work six days a week from about 

9am to 3pm but they are getting paid for 20-25 hours. Rose (Union A) notes that this is a 

widespread issue: 

We have multiple cases, ongoing at multiple hotel chains, where we have 

workers who are pretty much working for free. They will get paid to a 

certain time, for example, to 2pm but they will actually work until 4pm so 

they work an hour or two hours for free. That is happening across the board. 

I have been working on this for probably four years and every time I get one 

hotel sorted, I find another one who is doing it. It’s the worst in hotels 

because they have high density of workers on visas because a) migrant 

workers don’t understand what is wrong and b) when they do understand 

they are too scared to do anything about it. There are two hotels who have 

almost 100% of workers on visas and those ones are the absolute worst. 

We return to the issue of the extreme exploitation of migrant workers shortly. Before that, 

we have to maintain an important correlation in relation to high work intensity: its impact 

on occupational health and safety. Because of high work intensity and constant rushing, 

all room attendants in this research skip breaks which increases risk for injuries at the 

workplace: 

Fale: If I’m late, and we are late because of the situation in rooms, I skip 

my break time because I don’t want to be punished. I don’t want to stay 

there by myself when everybody will go home. Most of our staff are scared 

because they can’t finish their job on time so they skip their break time. We 

want to have a break but we are scared of being late with work. 
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Quinlan, Mayhew and Bohle (2001a, pp. 345-348) assert that hidden changes to work 

practices have led to the deterioration of occupational work and safety (OHS) among 

precarious workers. Rushing – mostly as the consequence of understaffing and 

management’s demands of increased productivity – increases the risk of injury and 

negatively impacts upon long-term health as such. The research on occupational health 

and safety finds a strong relationship between precarious work and workers’ health, 

safety and well-being arising from deteriorated or ignored OHS standards (Barrett and 

Sargeant, 2011, p. 2). Because of the “pressure to retain a job and earn a liveable income” 

(p. 4), workers often feel that they have to take on every work task that the manager 

wants them to do, although that task might be of a high-risk activity and not stated in their 

employment contract. Working while being sick is another critical element related to this 

issue. 

Among workers in bars, restaurants and cafés, for example, it is common that they have 

to find a substitute for their absence in the case of sickness. Jane, a part-time tutor at the 

university who also works in a café to earn enough for expensive rent and bills, confirms 

this issue: “I feel pressure if I’m unwell. If you can’t do your shift you have to sort it out 

and find a cover. I’ve seen others come to work in a state when they really shouldn’t have 

because it was too stressful trying to find cover. You also go because you don’t want to 

lose hours. You need the money.” This signifies a concerning occupational health and 

safety practice which often becomes accelerated by the on-call nature of the job. 

Managers often call workers to come to work even when they are sick. Ngaire observed 

that in her years of working in a clothing store: 

Ngaire: ‘Cause I’ve been there so long co-workers always came to me with 

their issues and I suggested just talk to this person, it can help you or tell 

them so that they’re not abusing you. 

Marko: Abusing you in what way? 

Ngaire: Not physically but mentally: not paying us enough, making us do 

shifts we couldn’t do, so taking advantage of that. There’s a lot of guilt 

tripping that goes on, like, if someone is sick, they say the right words to 

you: “Oh, you are a really good worker and we really appreciate your value”, 

so they tell you what you wanna hear. Eventually, you come to work. They 

used to do that to me all the time when I was new. For example, one time I 

had food poisoning and they made me come to work. I couldn’t even stand. 

It pisses me off even more when this happens to other people, like, when 

managers think you’re lying because you can’t come in. 
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The case of Chelsea, a temporary agency worker with full-time hours in a warehouse, 

further emphasises the issue of occupational health and safety in relation to high work 

intensity. Chelsea works 10 hours a day, 50 hours a week: “I work crazy hours, 7am to 

5.30pm. The work is very physical”. The warehouse is not insulated and because of wide-

open doors, workers often struggle with cold during the winter. They are overworked and 

Chelsea is continually facing dangerous work practices and inadequate protection:  

I support health and safety and I don’t believe that we follow good health 

and safety practices. I said that to the managers but they do nothing about 

it, so that’s another challenge. You have to watch your back as a scared 

animal that something doesn’t fall on your head. I worked for so many 

factories and warehouses and they are all the same. They don’t care about 

workers as long as the money is coming in. 

Workers’ experiences show that the systematic imposition of high work intensity 

correlates with bad occupational health and safety practices, working under pressure and 

strategies of manipulation imposed by managers. This further strengthens the feeling of 

powerlessness among workers who are, despite of not receiving a secure employment and 

living wage, expected to work extremely hard and under difficult conditions.  

The systemic degradation of workers 

Being deprived of standard labour rights and protection 

Inadequate work and safety practices connect to another issue faced by precarious 

workers, the lack of labour protection. All retail, fast-food and hospitality workers that 

participated in this research point out that they are either discouraged or not entitled to 

take sick leave. Part-time workers are ‘discouraged’ by their managers who condition 

workers’ ‘loyalty’ to the company by assigning the number of rosters, whereas casual 

workers never even think about taking leave due to irregular shifts. Abbie, a part-time 

waitress in a hotel, says that “at the moment, we can’t go on leave because we have many 

new staff starting.” Because of the high turnover of workers in hospitality, this unofficial 

but still effective demand by management implies that workers are regularly discouraged 

to take an annual or sick leave. Moreover, most subcontracted workers, both commission-

based and temporary agency workers, are not covered by New Zealand employment law. 

In many countries, including New Zealand, they are not categorised as employees. This 
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means that they are not entitled to annual leave or sick leave, minimum wage and 

personal grievances at the employment court (Employment New Zealand, 2017). 

Temporary agency and migrant workers represent the most vulnerable strata of precarious 

workers. They are subject to extreme precarity and exploitation (Lamare, Lamm et al., 

2014; Stringer, 2016), struggling with extreme workloads, poor working conditions, no 

control over the work process and occupational violence. Samantha from Union B 

observes that it is impossible for temporary agency workers to take sick leave: “They just 

can’t do that so people end up working all the time. They can’t speak up about it.” 

Shanice and Tom, temps in two of Auckland’s distribution warehouses, point out the 

same issue, characterised by zero-hour contracts, fluctuating hours and work overload.  

Shanice and Tom are employed through the agency that offers labour to different 

companies. They have an individual temporary contract and the payment they receive 

comes from the agency. The latter is not present in any way at the workplace. In other 

words, both Shanice and Tom de facto work for the warehouse company: they wear the 

company’s uniforms, they receive work tasks and instructions from the company’s 

supervisors and managers, including work hours, and they are required to follow the 

company’s rules and regulations. The relationship between Shanice/Tom and the 

company, therefore, has clear characteristics of an employer-employee relationship. 

Officially, however, they are not employed by the company but by the agency. This 

triangular relationship of labour hire benefits employers on a large scale, particularly 

because they do not hold any responsibility for temp workers, work injuries included. 

Kane (Union B) says, “The triangular relationship is used to mitigate any legal 

responsibility for the engaging employer.” The company (de-facto employer) is freed 

from paying workers’ ACC (accidental injury cover) and providing annual or sick leave. 

Because workers are paid per ‘assignment’ (work that needs to be done) they often work 

more hours than they are paid for. The agency, on the other hand, acts as the medium that 

blurs this exploitative relationship, together with accumulating part of the worker’s wage 

for themselves. According to Shanice,  

The struggles that we face are being on low wages, working in the freezer 

and chilling conditions. It can be eight hours, ten hours. Then just struggles 

of not getting paid properly from the agency. It frustrates us. I work ten 

hours a day, fifty hours a week, flat rate [being paid for particular 

assignments]. It’s really bad. Then being short-paid, taking weeks to get 
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paid. We’ve had people who applied for leave months in advance. When 

they came back to work they realised they haven’t been paid for those days. 

Paperwork wasn’t filed right so it’s a lot of stress. I also got told off by the 

agency manager; she said oh, you took two Sundays off in one month and 

you’re not allowed to do that. So we’re getting pressured like that. 

Moreover, Tom, a temp working for a different warehouse company, shared his 

experience of how he was dismissed from the workplace because he took a day-off to 

visit his doctor: 

I used to go to work every day for six months. Then one day I fell sick so I 

took one-day holiday. I went to the doctor that day. Next day I came back 

and they cancelled all my assignments because of that one holiday. That was 

very heart-breaking and rude to me. I asked them about that, look, this is not 

fair, and the agency manager said, “we haven’t fired you but the company 

manager cancelled all your assignments. You are still with the agency so we 

are trying to put you somewhere else.” I said that this is not fair, I worked 

there for six months with my honest labour and everything. She said that 

they cannot do anything about that. 

The agency moved Tom to another warehouse. De-facto employer wanted him on site 

every day for seven days a week and because Tom missed a day at work he never worked 

for this company again. For the company, it did not matter if he was sick or not. Today, 

Tom, like other temps, hopes for a day when the new company where he works now will 

hire him directly. He does not know if or when the company is going to employ him. He 

works for them every day but officially, he is still a leased labourer whose “assignments” 

can stop anytime. Tom is aware that he cannot miss a day. According to Quinlan (2011), 

for “temporary workers the pressures are stark – non-attendance means no pay as well as 

the risk of being down-shifted in ranking for future work/preferred shifts or losing their 

job altogether” (p. 23). Most temps therefore work six or seven days a week (over 50 

hours) which critically increases the risk of work injuries and an impact on workers’ well-

being. Chelsea, a worker who is concerned about health and safety standards, is just in the 

process of becoming a permanent worker. She has been a temp for more than five years 

and she observes that “factories and warehouse businesses are taken far too much 

advantage of temporary workers.” Furthermore, union representatives observe that five-

year period of working as a temp before being offered a direct employment is a very 

common timeframe. 
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Practices described above are legitimised by law and the New Zealand state. The 

individual employment agreement that was shared to me by another source illustrates the 

issue of subcontracted temporary work that is made legal and accepted by the state. The 

agreement is between the worker and the agency (coded as the ‘Company’): “The 

Company is an employment agency which employs me as a temporary employee to work 

on assignments (“Assignments”) for third parties (“Clients”)” (first clause of the 

contract). In the contract, the worker must agree to the following terms and conditions:  

Due to the nature of temporary work, the Company [the agency] may not be 

able to provide the following information in writing before commencing 

work on an assignment as would otherwise be required by the Employment 

Relations Act 2000: the work location; the hours of work; the rate of pay; 

the description of the exact duties /…/ I understand and accept that upon the 

termination of early cessation of any Assignment for any reason whatsoever, 

the Company shall not be under any obligation to offer me an alternative or 

additional Assignments. 

In clause 5 (Completion of Assignments), the contract requires that workers 

“acknowledge that the length of any Assignment may be reduced without notice for any 

reason given by the Client or the Company”, whereas in clause 9 (Payment) the worker 

agrees that his or her “wages shall be based solely on the hours worked on each 

Assignment. I am not entitled to remuneration when not working on an Assignment”. The 

contract clearly shows power imbalances in favour of the ‘Client’ or actual employer also 

under the clause of ‘Termination’ where “The Company may terminate my employment 

at any time without notice /…/ I understand this is due to the uncertainty of the 

availability of temporary work. An example of this is if a Client reassesses its needs and 

terminates an assignment early.” Many unions, struggling with legal action to prove 

employer-employee characteristics between engaging companies (‘clients’) and 

temporary workers on court, therefore, see the issue of leased labour and exploitation of 

migrant workers as the main fault of neoliberal governmentality. Kane (Union B) asserts, 

“where there’s imbalance in power, it’s open to abuse and there’s going to be a victim. 

What we mostly see is migrant workers and labour hire workers being extremely 

exploited.” Being deprived of standard labour rights or protection is therefore a very 

common characteristic among precarious workers. 
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The presence of occupational violence 

The final issue of precarious work that creates the feeling of powerlessness among 

workers is occupational violence. Workers are often subject to subtle violence, micro-

aggressions (‘I have ten other workers waiting for your position’), bullying and even 

sexual harassment. Many of these practices tend to be hidden or not revealed to 

regulatory institutions and the public. As in the case of a fast-food restaurant worker 

whose story is presented separately in chapter 6, precarious workers experience various 

forms of occupational violence. Such examples include bullying, gossiping and yelling at 

workers by their managers or supervisors. Nina, a barista in a café, used to work in a 

restaurant where the manager “would yell at you in front of customers about the smallest 

things, like, I forgot to put an extra bowl of rice on one table and I got yelled at for that”, 

whereas Simone, a room attendant, said that her “boss has a tendency to come across the 

wrong way and it causes a lot of friction in a hotel, like she’ll treat people in a certain 

way and then she’ll treat other people in a certain way, like favouritism. She makes 

people cry. She gives a more hard time to new workers, especially visa students.” In 

another Auckland hotel, room attendants are subject to severe psychological violence in 

relation to high work intensity: 

Fale: If we don’t clean all the rooms on time, they send someone to come 

and hurry up the work. And then after that, you’re gonna be punished the 

next day. No one will tell you that but day-by-day you will see it. They will 

do something to you so that you remember. They will put you somewhere 

else to work to punish you. You stay there by yourself and your roster will 

be cut down a week later. Instead of having five days of work she [the 

manager] will cut down to four days or you will only have two or three days. 

That’s the penalty we get. She never says it but we can see it. It’s a big stress 

for us staff. 

Throughout the interview, Fale repeatedly navigated the topic back to the abusive 

manager. She used the word ‘scared’ multiple times and it was obvious that she is afraid 

of her manager. When asked if the manager yells at her, Fale answered: 

A little bit. She talks properly, not yell or shout but the words she uses are 

so hurtful. She told us off and she said to us, “whatever you say about me, 

how I do the work, it comes back to me”. She’s ruining everyone. 

Everybody is scared of her, supervisors too. Like, she’s threatening us but 

she’s not, you know? The way she talks is like a threat, so it’s the way she’s 
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telling us off and everybody gets scared of the way she talks. She’s 

threatening that you might lose your job. 

According to Anika and Ngaire, in retail (clothing stores), workers are often put into 

uncomfortable situations by the management, particularly when they are required to be 

flirtatious with customers in order to increase sales. Anika asserts: “You don’t have a say 

in terms of expectations that are put on you. That’s the environment they create at work, 

like, you’re working for me so you are going listen to me otherwise I have control over 

your hours and that kind of stuff. You are constantly being surveilled and under pressure 

so that you conform to whatever is expected from you.” Women are particularly 

vulnerable in these situations and when they feel uncomfortable because of various forms 

of harassment, they are often not taken seriously by management. For example, Charlotte, 

working in sales, experienced sexual harassment from her boss (telling her that he 

employed her because of her appearance, and other inappropriate things that made her 

very uncomfortable), whereas Nina, when she worked in the restaurant with the ‘yelling’ 

manager, experienced a sexual assault by one of her co-workers: 

Nina: There was one situation where I was kind of pushed into the corner 

and he tried to kiss me but I just wouldn’t have a bar of it; I pushed him 

away and walked outside. 

Marko: Was it co-worker or boss? 

Nina: Co-worker. I told the manager and he just said, “oh, forget about it, 

don’t worry about it.” One of the guys that worked behind the bar, he was 

similar age to me, part Pākehā part Māori, he dealt with it in his own way 

and kind of punched the guy after work that night. I never would have 

expected that. I wouldn’t have dealt with it in that way but it was the only 

way that it was going to be dealt with because the manager just said forget 

about it. It was at that point, after this situation, when I said no, I’m 

quitting. I didn’t want to be near this place after that. I think that happens 

to a lot of girls in workplaces though. 

In sum, employers use various tactics to maintain their power, including psychological 

pressure, fluctuating hours, increased work intensity and (in)direct threats. They also use 

precarity traps such as unrealistic demands to finish tasks on time. If the worker is sick 

too often, they cut his or her hours and eventually, as Anika said, “they slowly fire you”. 

In general, workers have to do more work in less hours and not show any kind of 

dissatisfaction or rebelliousness. Through high work intensity, the manipulation of shifts 
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and various forms of occupational violence, the making of precarious habitus incorporates 

another dimension – repressing solidarity. 

Management strategies to repress solidarity 

Favouritism 

The process of repressing solidarity is identified through three markers of structural 

constraints and everyday struggles of precarious work: first, favouritism or rewarding the 

most obedient workers. This includes a habitual lack of acknowledgment for precarious 

workers who do not subordinate to various management practices of exploitation or are 

simply not identified as persons with a character favoured to them. Second, the 

imposition of competitive work environment and superficial solidarity. And third, a 

division among workers based on race/ethnicity or citizen/migrant status. All dimensions 

are patterned, implying that they are the outcome of intentional management practices to 

individualise workers and build a competitive work environment with obedient, 

disciplined and conformed employees. Our analysis of primary data reveals that 

favouritism, particularly in relation to fluctuating work hours, is a critical and widespread 

issue in industries all over the board:   

Ngaire: The management had favourites and if you weren’t the favourite 

you could feel how the manager was bitchy to you, like treated you 

differently. They put you on a shitty job or they gave you less shifts, that 

was really common. So they gave us shorter shifts or less shifts and on shitty 

days or shitty times … When I was not a favourite I was getting maybe 5 

hours a week. 

Although most precarious workers love to work, they feel that their hard work is not 

appreciated by their managers and supervisors. As we illustrated earlier, they work for 

low wages and they are constantly struggling with insecure and fluctuating hours, high 

workloads and various forms of occupational violence. For example, those workers who 

are in the union, or workers who are not conforming to unreasonable and often unethical 

demands by their managers, often get bad shifts and fewer hours. Their prospects of 

promotion are significantly reduced. This research finds that solidarity is intentionally 

substituted by competition among workers to be ‘loyal’ or, more correctly, servile to the 

company. Because of the employer’s constant threats regarding decreased shifts or 

dismissal (migrant workers are particularly vulnerable in this situation), workers tend to 
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be afraid of voicing their concerns, much less seeking collective redress. The research 

points out that many of them are reluctant to join the union, particularly migrant workers 

who are afraid that they might lose their jobs and with this the right to work and live in 

New Zealand. 

Workers’ efficiency or productivity often does not represent a measure for the 

management to promote, keep or appreciate them. Their successes at work, acknowledged 

either by customer reviews (in hospitality) or other positive experiences, deepens their 

feelings of injustice. Abbie, for example, is a waitress in a hotel on a part-time contract, 

working full-time hours (around 35 per week). She usually works evening/night shifts, 

mostly 5pm to midnight and sometimes midnight to 8am, excluding irregular on-call 

shifts. Because of unsocial work hours Abbie does not see her little son often. She has 

very good customer reviews and throughout the years in the hotel, she has worked very 

hard. However, her work has not been acknowledged by her manager: 

Marko: Are you satisfied with your work situation? 

Abbie: I’m not satisfied. I am because I love my job but I’m not because I 

wanted to be a supervisor. I’ve been trained, I’ve been there for two and a 

half years. I don’t want to be a waitress for all my life. So I put forward to 

my manager last year that I want to be a supervisor and he declined it. He 

said I needed to train more, be more punctual and then this year I would be 

put forward again. I was getting heaps of really good feedback from guests 

and staff, so he was like “okay”. He goes “If you do a few things, I will put 

you forward; I just want you to be more dedicated to the hotel, be more 

reliable and be an example, like, be a leader”. So I said “okay, I want to do 

that”. I came pretty much every day, I worked six days every week this year. 

I organised the staff barbeque by myself, which was for 40 people. I 

organised everything from food, to set-up everything while I was doing six 

days. I also did some extra work in hotel. So I was pretty confident what 

I’ve done but then he turned around and said “Oh, actually, I feel that you 

need to practice more”. I was like, “are you serious?” And there is another 

guy who hasn’t done anything extra for the hotel and the supervisor’s role 

was then handed to him. 

Marko: So he said “you have to be more reliable”? What does that mean? 

Abbie: He said “you have to be more dedicated to the hotel”. What more do 

you want from me? I see you more than my son! 

Abbie’s experience is not an isolated one. Sixteen out of twenty-one participants pointed 

out the issue of favouritism even though there was no direct question about it on the list 
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of topics. They noted that favouritism plays a role in the allocation of work hours: those 

who are favourites are rewarded by more shifts (or promotion) while the rest of the 

workers continue to struggle with irregular and low numbers of work hours. Illuminating 

the issue of high work intensity in relation to hours or shifts, room attendants note the 

very same:   

Elaine: If you are not fast enough, you get less days [to work]. That’s why 

some people are not precise when they clean the rooms. It’s quantity over 

quality. But if you mess up something, you also get less days. And if you 

complain about shifts or anything, it’s even worse; you maybe get two or 

three shifts instead of five … They have double-standards because there are 

some co-workers who do mistakes but they are never punished. It depends 

if the manager likes you. They don’t like those who are in the union. 

Simone: A lot of us are over-worked. Our main supervisor pressures us; she 

pushes some people more, again, favouritism. She puts pressure on people 

who are not her favourites. 

Solidarity among workers is therefore habitually repressed. They are often afraid of their 

managers who take advantage of workers’ vulnerability and precarity on a regular basis:  

Fale: Co-workers are good. We are all in the same situation. We look at the 

way they use us, how they mistreat us. But we don’t really trust each other. 

We feel like we all work together but sometimes when something comes 

from her [the manager], you know, she said, “whatever you talk will come 

back to me”, scares everyone. We, the old staff, we talk about how she has 

been unfair to us, how she is giving more hours to people of her choice. 

We’d like to have extra work but she is only giving to people of her choice. 

It’s hard to trust each other. 

Favouritism appears as the management strategy with a double effect: repressed solidarity 

and the imposition of a work environment where competitive behaviour, manipulation 

and opportunism are valued more than a person’s hard work. In other words, besides the 

competition for work that historically undermines solidarity (Marx, 1976, p. 591), a 

neoliberal anti-worker process of domination ritually rewards conformism while hard-

work is assured by repressive tools such as threats and the manipulation of work hours, 

together with the ‘legal’ advantage the employer enjoys over the worker. Consequently, 

workers become disciplined and unequal partners in the capital-labour relation. Chelsea, a 

precarious worker from the warehouse, also observes the phenomenon of favouritism. 

She asserts that relationships among co-workers are very concerning: 
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Chelsea: We have the team leader who has no experience, who’s racist, 

sexist. He likes to have a male co-worker-friend right beside him and they 

stand around and talk while we’re running around and do all the work. I 

raised this with the manager and they don’t care because the work is getting 

done. The rest of us are working hard and we are just clashing all the time. 

It’s not just where I’m working now. I’ve seen that in other workplaces too 

where team leaders are not people who bother that the work is being done 

properly.  

Marko: Do you have an idea how someone like that becomes a team leader 

or supervisor? Isn’t that interesting? 

Chelsea: [pause] I have to try to find a better word what we use. 

Marko: Just say it.  

Chelsea: Because they suck up to the managers and they’ll get it by default. 

For example, when they were looking for a team leader we applied for it and 

didn’t get it. They said we haven’t got the experience. But neither did he, so 

they chose a guy with no experience in a team leading role. A couple of 

months later the guy was given the job in the office, in administration, and 

he’s without that experience either. We were like, what?! You see job 

advertisements everywhere and it says, 5-year experience required, and then 

they employ people without experience. It’s just crazy.  

Marko: Do you think connections play a significant role? 

Chelsea: Definitely, but also how you behave, sucking up to the boss.  

Marko: If you do not conform what’s your future? 

Chelsea: You just have to stay where you are in a horrible job that you really 

don’t like. You try to find another job but you are competing with two 

hundred or four hundred other people so you end up being stuck.  

Chelsea’s experience points to the making of precarious habitus that results from 

structural constraints of precarious work and its relationships. Social settings at 

workplaces that favour particular patterns of behaviour have a critical impact on a 

person’s social dispositions (perceptions, responses, actions). They signify an active 

process of normalisation of certain norms, rituals or categories that become possible 

under conditions of precarity. The imposition of responses and perceptions – “sucking up 

to the boss”, as emphasised by Chelsea, or becoming bitter and conformed in a 

disadvantaged situation – indicates an outcome of domination that forces workers into 

manipulative behaviour or the acceptance of exploitation. Being deprived of standard 

social protection, accompanied by a constant threat of unemployment that keeps workers 
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in social environments where they would not normally stay, precarious workers become 

caught in the cycle of instability and social vulnerability. By imposing favouritism, 

companies, on the other end, receive another leverage to maximise their profits at the 

expense of precariousness of the other (workers).       

In terms of gender and ethnicity, it is difficult to prove if certain social groups are 

privileged in relation to others. However, based on workers’ responses, there are trends in 

terms of gender and ethnicity: significantly more women than men are precarious 

workers, and Māori, Pacific Islanders and non-Western migrants represent the majority of 

vulnerable workers. There are more men in managerial positions, including those who are 

promoted from worker to a supervisor and from supervisor to manager. The 

disproportionality is not extreme but there is a tendency. In relation to ethnicity, some 

participants point out that managers tend to promote workers from the same ethnic group 

that they are from. Again, this was pointed out by a few workers so there is not a clear 

indication. However, as we illustrate later, race/ethnicity is a factor of dividing workers at 

the workplace. This also works against solidarity. 

Thus, standing up for your rights in the workplace is not tolerated by management. Anika 

(retail) shared the story of how she and her co-workers came together in solidarity and 

demanded better working conditions, particularly more hours and regular shifts. It is 

important to note that not a single worker in a clothing store was a union member which 

signifies another concern in relation to workers’ vulnerability. Both Anika and Ngaire 

emphasise that they do not know if the union exists in workplaces like theirs: “I don’t 

think there’s a union. Or if it is I never heard about it” (Ngaire).  

However, in Anika’s workplace, all workers decided that they would jointly complain 

about irregular hours and working under pressure: “We gathered our group together, as 

workers, to form a letter to managers about the situation because a lot of pressure was 

put on us. Because they weren’t listening to what we were saying, we gathered people’s 

opinions together and wrote a formal letter, addressing the issues that we had, to the 

head office.” Anika says that they also contacted other stores from the same retail chain 

and asked workers to join. The management responded by adding more hours to all 

workers. However, this was only temporary: after a couple of months they started 

‘restructuring’, making redundant many workers who were active in the process of 

workers’ solidarity. Or, as Anika notes, “they decreased the number of workers, 
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decreased the number of hours but still had the same level of expectation of work to be 

done, so there was even more pressure after that. That was also the way of forcing you to 

resign because you don’t have the means to pay your rent.” In hospitality, the situation is 

very similar: 

Fale: You know what happens if you say something back? You will never 

get a chance to go up. Even if you have a good personality, good 

performance and if you do everything for the hotel, no, you will never get a 

chance to go up. You will never become a supervisor or get rewards, 

nothing! It’s like you’re out of the family. 

Fale has been working in a hotel for more than seven years and she was never promoted. 

As an experienced room attendant, she trained new co-workers, never being paid for this 

extra work or promoted into a supervisor whose role she actually did (and still does) on a 

regular basis. Some of the co-workers she trained became her supervisors while she 

stayed on the same position. This issue was emphasised by most precarious workers and 

an auto-ethnographic vignette in our previous chapter also pointed out the same problem: 

namely, workers are often doing unpaid extra tasks such as training. In some cases, a 

worker can also be officially promoted to a supervisor or a low-level manager without a 

wage increase.21 Nevertheless, the issue Fale emphasises in relation to favouritism is that 

there exists a pattern when it comes to promotions. It is not a coincidence that Fale’s 

manager, a former co-room attendant who demonstrates abusive behaviour towards Fale 

and other co-workers today, was put into a managerial position after years of servile 

behaviour to the previous manager (who was abusive as well). As a room attendant, 

Fale’s new manager was never a union member or a colleague who demonstrates care and 

solidarity. Fale, a union member and a person who trains new co-workers without getting 

anything in return, never got that chance: “I was trying my best to become a supervisor 

                                                 
21 Jane, a part-time barista in a café, observes: “You’re on minimum wage. Both in the bar and café you 

work really hard for minimum benefit. I was doing a higher role but I wasn’t getting any benefits for doing 

the supervisor’s job. Then I became a supervisor but the same thing happens again: you’re doing a 

supervising role and then you’re still doing more on top of that that’s not expected. You’re not getting paid 

for what you’re actually doing”, whereas Anika (retail) asserts: “They are very sneaky in doing certain 

things, like, they pushed some of us to assistant manager positions. They put us on a trial period that lasted 

many months and then they just said, oh, you haven’t met the expectations, so we’re putting you on another 

trial. They’re constantly doing the same so that you are paid minimum wage while doing the work of 

someone who is paid more.” 
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but they never gave it to me because they knew I joined the union. They don’t like anyone 

to join the union.” The same issue was emphasised by other room attendants (Elaine and 

Simone) which further points out that employers and managers are consistently trying to 

hide unethical and unprofessional practices that have been present in their companies.  

Hence, although most precarious workers possess a strong work ethic, their work is not 

acknowledged or valued by their managers. Being under pressure, workers agree to work 

extra shifts and to train new co-workers. However, their voices are overwhelmingly 

silenced or ignored. Struggling with heavy workload due to understaffing, irregular shifts 

and destroyed work-life balance, workers become caught in the circle of precarity and its 

social immobility: “Our opinion doesn’t count, not at all. I’ve suggested so many things 

but no one listens. Your opinion is not valued in our hotel” (Simone). Or, as Ngaire and 

Fale summarise: 

Ngaire: In retail I hated my bosses. I hated the management. They are 

obviously the top dogs but I always hated how they treated us. I’ve been 

there the longest in the team and I’ve seen heaps of girls come and go, being 

abused by the management staff. They promoted one of the girls but they 

didn’t give her an actual contract or pay her more so she was doing 

management hours for shitty pay. That was just normal and I was really over 

that. 

Fale: It makes me angry the way the manager tells us off every morning. 

She comes and tell us, “these are complaints we have from the customers”, 

but she never appreciates the work we do every day. You know, the mistake 

will always come but she never appreciates the good work we do … I don’t 

feel valued or acknowledged. They never acknowledge people who do good 

work.  

Imposed competition and superficial solidarity 

The second marker of repressing solidarity that relates to favouritism is the imposition of 

competitive work environment and superficial solidarity. Although many companies 

make an extensive use of precarious workers they are marketing an image of a friendly 

workplace, characterised by warm relationships and mutual respect. As pointed out by 

many participants, companies even draw an image of a family. Although the latter has 

typically been a feature of ‘better jobs’, particularly in making playful and relaxed work 

environments in order to encourage worker productivity (Kunda, 2006; Fleming and 

Spicer, 2007), the fuzzy line between public and private spheres has affected precarious 
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workers too. The research finds two features in relation to that: a) imposed competition; 

and b) superficial solidarity. 

In retail and hospitality, ‘targets’ represent the main element of imposed competition. 

According to Nina (barista in café), “you are competing with your co-workers for kind of 

like the top spot I guess. The person who gets the most hours or bigger tips and stuff like 

that. The competition never hurts but it’s also not a nice environment to be constantly 

working in.” In Ruby’s hotel where she works as a receptionist, the management 

promotes a “reward system so there’s a loyalty programme where we have to sign up so 

many people and we get points”, whereas in Anika’s clothing store, competition is set by 

target sales and rewarding the worker with the most sales (the prize does not include 

getting more work hours). Additionally, the store occasionally organises dress-up parties. 

By spending a lot of time together, some participants often become friends with co-

workers, which sometimes represents the main network of friends at the time of working 

together. However, in the case of losing or changing jobs, the worker loses that network 

too. Jane, a part-time barista, illuminates her experience of working in a previous café: 

It’s difficult because I have always been so involved in my workplaces. 

Because I often work jobs where my weekends are at work, evenings are at 

work, you end up going out together. Yes, work does become your life and 

your friends tend to be your work friends. I really noticed that when I left 

the café and went working at the pub that was just around the corner, but 

suddenly I’m not going to those social events, social things anymore. 

Many participants feel that the solidarity is present among them but, at the same time, 

they understand competition at the workplace as a process that renders this apparent 

solidarity superficial. Yet, the issue does not only signify competition over targets, rather 

it is an embedded social environment of precarity where workers – particularly younger 

ones – compete for jobs and promotions in order to stay above the surface level of a 

Socio-Darwinist sea of survival. Charlotte, a commission-based precarious worker, finds 

that “on a surface level there is a perception that everyone is friends in order to help 

each other out, but if you dig a bit deeper there’s this underlying pressure and this 

underlying competition that’s going on that you don’t always see. I think different work 

environments breed it.” This is particularly evident when a worker is promoted into a 

supervisor’s or manager’s role. Abbie, for example, who has been struggling with her 

manager, observes that when the manager was a worker like her (they were co-workers in 



127 

 

a food and beverage team), he was showing another face: “As a co-worker and when he 

was a supervisor he was cool but he went to be a manager and he changed. His attitude 

changed.” The question that remains open for chapter 6, particularly in relation to 

downward and upward mobility, is why particular workers tend to be promoted and 

others not, and what is the price of upward social mobility? 

Because of structural constraints of precarious work and life under pressure, many 

workers become silent and introspective. In order to keep the job in an uncertain situation 

the worker may become passive or even numb in relation to their working conditions. As 

we noted in previous chapters, this results from the individualisation of employment 

relations since the 1991 Employment Contracts Act and current Employment Relations 

Act that removed unions from protecting all workers to be replaced by the individual 

responsibility of every worker to fight or not fight for his or her rights (Rasmussen and 

Lamm, 2005). The feeling of powerlessness by individual workers therefore takes the 

form of self-censorship that can be identified in relation to workers’ fear of joining the 

union, and the acceptance of precarious reality. Chelsea, who has been a worker for 

almost twenty years, including five as a temporary agency worker, captures the very heart 

of the issue:  

We’re all competing against each other. Like, 20 years ago you could get a 

job just like that; you could walk into the business and say, if you need 

someone, and many times they said yes and you got a job. But nowadays 

it’s a huge competition; you have two hundred or four hundred people 

applying for the same job so you have to make your CV stand out, you have 

to say the right things at the interview, and it’s almost impossible to get a 

job. It’s just a great big fight, we are fighting against each other which is 

just silly. We shouldn’t be fighting each other, you know, but get along. 

Imposed competition and superficial solidarity represent a significant feature of neoliberal 

understanding of social relations and ‘flexibility’ in relation to work and life. Signifying 

everyday pressures and uncertainty in order to control workers and reduce labour costs to 

a minimum, precarity does not cultivate care for others or the well-being of people 

outside individual or small collective units. It “doesn’t cultivate that. Solidarity that we 

see is superficial because it is not supported by institutions and by the culture” (Jackson).  
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The (mis)use of vulnerable migrant workers 

The final dimension of repressing solidarity and structural constraints of precarious work 

is a cycle of exclusion in relation to race/ethnicity and migrant/citizen status. We focus on 

extreme precarity suffered by migrant workers in New Zealand, emphasising a societal 

need of recognising precariousness of the ‘Other’ and each other. Because of a colonial 

history and the country’s trajectory of excluding ‘others’, particularly Māori and non-

Western migrant workers, this dimension is crucial in understanding precarity and 

discussing solutions for the well-being of workers, communities and the society as such. 

Extreme exploitation 

In 2016, Christina Stringer published the first independent report of migrant worker 

exploitation in New Zealand. Her research was based on secondary data about migrant 

work and semi-structured interviews with 105 migrant workers who work and live in 

New Zealand. For many members of the public, research findings about the extreme 

exploitation of migrant workers in the country, accompanied by human trafficking, were 

shocking. 

According to Stringer (2016, pp. vi-vii, 21-35), the exploitation of migrant workers in the 

dairy industry, horticulture, hospitality, construction, fishing and international education 

ranges from various forms of wage abuse (non-payment and underpayment) and forced 

labour, to different elements of deception and occupational violence. Stringer asserts that 

workers have been exploited by immigration recruitment agents from countries of 

workers’ origin and, particularly, by New Zealand’s employers. Migrant workers have 

been subject to extreme exploitation by not being paid for hours worked; excessive 

working hours without breaks (working 12- and 18-hour shifts and being paid for half of 

it); physical, sexual and psychological abuse; poor working conditions; and withholding 

of workers’ documents (Ibid., p. 21). The research also found that migrant workers have 

been threatened by their employers with dismissal or reporting them to Immigration New 

Zealand if they complain about anything: “Some workers felt they were not treated as 

‘humans’ but as ‘slaves’” (Ibid., p. 35).  

Rose from Union A asserts that, based on her experience, people on work and student 

visas represent the most vulnerable group of workers. She argues that the immigration 
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law of tying the work visa to employers is the main reason for it: “if they annoy the 

employer in any way they get very scared that their employer will fire them and that their 

visa is going to be void.” This situation keeps migrant workers within the cycle of 

extreme precarity where people are afraid to report various forms of exploitation and 

occupational violence. Rose shared a shocking story of an Indian migrant who was 

working in Auckland for three years. His work visa was tied to the employer (hotel). The 

worker both worked and lived in a hotel: “He worked 24/7. He was on-call 24/7. He 

could not leave the hotel, he could not have a day off so he had to be on hotel premises all 

the time.” Except for one day, he never left central Auckland in three years. The worker 

was also sexually harassed by one of his managers over a long period of time. Being 

afraid and under pressure, he did not do anything about his situation. However, when he 

found out that the hotel was going to be closed he realised that he had nothing to lose. He 

knew that his visa was going to be cancelled anyway:  

He contacted the union and told us his story. We directed him to the Ministry 

of Business, Innovation and Employment because he wasn’t a union 

member. They rejected him. They would not help him because they said that 

his case was not as important as other people’s. So we did it as a charity 

case for him and he won easily because he had all of the evidence. He had 

the computer logs showing that he had been working and logging-in the 

computer all hours of day and night for all those years. He also had text 

messages going back over a year for sexual harassment. He won a 

settlement, fine, but it doesn’t make up for all the torture. 

Many participants – both workers and union representatives – are disappointed with the 

work of Ministry of Business, Innovation and Employment, particularly because of their 

lack of assistance and poor knowledge about the employment law. Rose asserts that “in 

reality, it is a call centre of a few people who do not believe or have understanding of 

issues that workers are facing with today.” This is evident in state’s complicity in 

migrant worker exploitation by not following up on accusations stated above. Empirical 

evidences confirm critical theories of precarity in which the state – influenced by the 

interests of chrematistics-based businesses – is understood as the main generator of 

precarious work and life. Unions therefore see the ministry and its Department of Labour 

as an example of state’s failure to address the issue of precarity and its mode of 

domination. 
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Building on embedded racism and xenophobia 

In chapter 2, we looked at the history of precarity in Aotearoa New Zealand that revealed 

the trajectory of targeted precarisation and the structure of dispossession. We identified a 

historical presence of precarity that has been systemically imposed upon Māori, Pasifika 

and non-Western migrant workers (particularly Chinese). This structural violence 

translates into everyday struggles and social harms that have excluded targeted social 

groups and, simultaneously, embedded racial division of labour and other forms of 

racialisation into the imaginaries of mainstream settler society. Hence, when neoliberal 

anti-worker reforms increasingly began to affect a society as a whole the lack of 

recognising the precariousness of others and each other enabled the rise of neoliberal 

racial stereotypes about the unemployed, along with xenophobia towards new migrants 

from Asian and African countries. Although subtle, and often hidden within a discourse 

of ‘post-racism’ and ‘post-colonialism’, non-Western migrant workers have been facing 

significant obstacles in their quest for non-precarious jobs.     

For example, all migrant precarious workers who participated in this research are New 

Zealand residents. Jackson, Fale, Tom and Sanjay came to the country with work visas 

but since then they have obtained residency. However, they all emphasised that their time 

on work visas (first 2-3 years) represented the most difficult part in their lives. They had 

to start from the scratch, working low-paid precarious jobs, although – except for Fale – 

they all have university degrees. Moreover, they are still struggling today. Jackson and 

Sanjay are continually applying for jobs close to their fields of study but they both find 

that employers who offer non-precarious jobs prefer local workers over migrant ones. 

Sanjay, who has been working in the supermarket for almost ten years, observes: “It is 

very difficult. First of all, nobody accepts migrants here; unless you have reference from 

here nobody wants to recruit you. That’s the main problem. I worked for the 

multinational bank in India. I applied for a job in a bank here but never got a chance.” 

To escape from a precarious situation, Sanjay invested significant amounts of money to 

study Information Technology in one of Auckland’s private educational institutions. After 

graduation he applied for jobs in the IT sector: “Most of the time no interview. I got an 

interview once but further, no.” Sanjay feels that his ethnicity might have an impact on 

that: “They say that we don’t have racism in New Zealand but racism is there. It’s not so 

obvious but it is there.” He often meets highly educated young migrant workers from 
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non-Western countries working in places like the gas station or the hotel. As we noted 

earlier, Sanjay works three jobs in order to get by and he is becoming to realise that he 

might never work in a sector of his expertise. He adds: 

My wife has same struggles, same situation. She graduated from commerce, 

worked in accounting; we both have experience from accounting but here, 

no. We have tried everywhere. The bank sector said that I have the 

experience for management level but they are not ready to give me job as a 

teller. 

Jackson shared his experience from the job interview for a job in a public sector. The 

interviewer liked his presentation but by the end of the interview, Jackson got the 

following answer: “The answer was kind of, ‘well, we are looking for someone who really 

knows the local situation.’ The key word was local”. Jackson’s experience corroborates 

many non-Western migrants who cannot find a non-precarious job in New Zealand: 

Michael Macdeba, a Nigerian migrant with a PhD in engineering from University of 

Auckland and strong work experience as an engineer and a lecturer, works as a security 

guard in Auckland; he applied for 500 jobs related to his expertise and never got called 

for a single interview. His wife is a registered teacher in Nigeria, but her qualifications 

are not recognised in New Zealand (Christian, 2018). Many other non-Western migrants 

with master’s degrees or doctorates are facing the same issue, working low-paid 

precarious jobs while being rejected or ignored by New Zealand employers (Ibid.). 

On the other end of this spectrum, migrants from Western countries do not face these 

issues. Based on workers’ testimonies and personal experience, both Jackson and I agreed 

that many of these obstacles do not apply to migrants from Western countries. Based on 

New Zealand’s colonial history and the history of unofficial white immigration policy 

that was in play until the 1970s (Ward and Lin, 2005, p. 156), “New Zealand as a country 

has always valued immigrants from UK, Western Europe and North America who fit 

within white establishment and Eurocentric values. There’s definitely hierarchy there.” 

Jackson further emphasises that this hierarchy, although in a subtle way, is still present 

today: “You can see at the university where we are right now; immigrants that are 

employed here come mainly from the United States and UK and that is not a coincidence. 

It is very much shaped by the history of this country. It is not being talked about it, that’s 

what concerns me.” Both Jackson and Sanjay emphasise that their credentials and work 
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experience from their home countries in Africa and Asia have been questioned in New 

Zealand. 

Migrant workers constitute a significant proportion of all precarious workers. With a hope 

to stay in the country, they are more likely to accept low-paid precarious jobs than ‘local’ 

workers, which signifies a division within the working class, fuelled by neo-colonial 

relations between the capitalist centre (Western countries) and the periphery (Wallerstein, 

2011; Jonna and Foster, 2015). Because of the international division of labour, together 

with the ongoing neo-colonial plunder by transnational corporations, many workers from 

the periphery are forced to leave their homes and migrate to privileged countries like New 

Zealand. Once the migrant leaves his or her home town, the new chapter begins: a 

struggle to find a job, paying various fees to the destination country such as medical 

examinations, court translations of education credentials, obtaining a New Zealand driver 

license and so on (some of these requirements do not apply to Western migrants). Stringer 

(2016, p. viii) further maintains that non-Western migrants pay between 15,000 and 

60,000 dollars to immigration agents in their home countries who promise workers to 

assist them with obtaining New Zealand residency. For a migrant, returning to his or her 

country is often seen as a regression, or as Sanjay asserts, a personal failure. In 

desperation, many migrants therefore end up doing jobs that they would not do in their 

home country. Yet, only 17 per cent of non-Western migrants on work or student visas 

gain a permanent residency in New Zealand (Walters, 2018).  

Furthermore, many employers who take advantage of migrants’ vulnerabilities to 

maximise their profits and control the workforce, often get away with their 

entrepreneurial crimes of extreme exploitation and the systematic breach of human and 

employment rights. For example, as asserted by Samantha (Union B), employers are 

usually ‘punished’ by paying fines and being banned of employing migrant workers for 

18 months. Thus, in relation to extreme vulnerability, suffered by migrant workers, Rose 

(Union A) argues that “Employers don’t like people joining the union so I think that 

employers, on purpose, like to hire people on work visas and student visas because it’s 

easier to control them. They are less likely to complain and they are less likely to join the 

union.” As it is evident through multiple cases, the state is aware of this issue.  

According to Samantha (Union B), there are examples where employers divide workers 

based on migrant or non-migrant status. A bus company in South Auckland, for instance, 
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has two different lunch rooms at separate locations for bus drivers to rest: one is a 

spacious room with kitchen equipment, a microwave and beds, whereas the other one is a 

small empty room without beds or other equipment. The first room is dedicated to New 

Zealand workers, while the other room waits for bus drivers on work visas. Samantha 

further observes that migrant workers are the only workers in the bus company who feel 

threatened to join the union and are required to work above the legal amount of work 

hours for drivers: 

It doesn’t happen to any other workers, just the migrant workers. And those 

migrant bus drivers who have joined the union have been pulled to separate 

meetings, individual meetings without representation, being told by the 

employer that “if you join the union you are going to be put on the worst 

shifts.” And they proved that by putting our delegate on worst shifts, by 

putting any worker who joins the union on bad shifts, so now, none of those 

workers want to be seen talking to me on site because all of the rumours that 

are going around get back to management and they are putting them on shifts 

that are unmanageable. 

Because of the lack of acknowledging the precariousness of the Other (Butler, 2004), 

many local workers do not understand the specific situation of migrant precarious 

workers. Simone, a room attendant of Pākehā ethnicity, for example, acknowledges the 

precarious situation of her migrant co-workers but, at the same time, she does not 

understand it: “I tried to get them to join the union but I think they’re just too scared of 

what could happen to them. Nothing happened to me when I joined. There’s so many 

people who left the hotel because of the way they were being treated.” Simone continues 

that because of their migrant status, “they are just gonna take what they get, they won’t 

argue with anyone but I feel like they should. They need to be vocal themselves.” Simone 

transfers the responsibility to migrant workers themselves. This is not unusual: because of 

management techniques of separating workers based on race/ethnicity and migrant/citizen 

status, many workers in workplaces group themselves into small, often insular, identity 

groups. For many workers, this appears naturally but these relationships of separation, 

fuelled by underlying xenophobia and other ideological apparatuses, have a certain 

purpose: 

Marko: How do you get along with co-workers? 

Simone: I get on very well with the senior staff. I try to get along with the 

newbies but they’re stupid. And they’re all Filipinos, Indians and I just, I 

can’t be bothered anymore.  



134 

 

Marko: Do they stick together? 

Simone: Yes, it’s quite cliquey, like an American high school. We are all in 

our little groups, although in our group you’ve got me who’s New Zealand 

born European, then you have Maria who is Samoan, Talia who is 

Rarotongan, and we brought a couple of newbies into our group. 

Simone’s example demonstrates fragmentation of workers that results from division 

based on race/ethnicity. The nature of separation varies from workplace to workplace: for 

example, Penina, a fast-fast food restaurant worker whose story is presented as a case 

study in chapter 6, talks about division between Pākehā, Indian and Pasifika workers. 

Elaine (room attendant), like Simone, emphasises a division between domestic and 

migrant workers, regardless of their ethnic background. What all experiences have in 

common is that they are fuelled by external impacts, particularly social media and the 

mainstream media, where workers already have an image of particular ethnicities. It 

therefore often happens that they do not communicate with each other much but rather 

group themselves based on ethnicity. However, Elaine continues, “when you start to 

know each other better it becomes much easier. The problem is because they rather group 

themselves and talk their language which you don’t understand”. Recognising the 

precariousness of others and each other therefore carries a significant importance of 

mutual respect and care. 

The issue of extreme precarity of migrant workers calls for better regulatory practices by 

the state and its willingness to challenge an ongoing exploitation of migrant workers in 

New Zealand. Considering research on migrant precarious workers in relation to 

occupational health and safety (Sargeant and Tucker, 2009, p. 605; Boocock et al., 2011, 

pp. 123-124), it is critical to identify layers of vulnerability suffered by migrant workers 

and challenge hidden practices of extreme exploitation of migrants by their managers and 

employers. This includes a critical discussion about migration factors, regulatory 

standards, the role of New Zealand in employing social security for everyone who work 

in the country (not only its citizens or residents), and racism in relation to unequal job or 

career opportunities. This closely relates to the commitment of challenging existing 

country’s myths (Jackson, 2004; recall chapter 2) in order to accept the reality of these 

problems and work together to solve them.      
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Conclusion 

Working. Coming home in the evening. The juice of hops doesn’t really 

help. Tomorrow is a new day. A day to sweat again for low pay. But always 

staying strong and tough. They won’t break us! (an excerpt from fieldwork 

diary)  

This chapter looked at worker-centred responses to everyday experiences of precarious 

work. We identified various dimensions of the structural constraints of precarious work, 

ranging from the structural imposition of the feeling of powerlessness among workers to 

the process of repressing solidarity. The former results from fluctuating hours and low 

pay, high work intensity, being deprived of standard labour rights or protection, and 

occupational violence. The latter can be observed in managements’ impositions of 

favouritism, imposed competition with superficial solidarity and dividing workers on the 

basis of their ethnicity and citizen/migrant status. As analysed in chapter 2 (historical and 

structural context of precarity), characteristics of precarious work are legitimised by 

current neoliberal employment acts.  

Thus, on a day-to-day basis, precarious workers struggle with low-pay, insecure or 

fluctuating work hours, working under pressure, limited access to labour rights, and 

various forms of manipulation by management. They usually work more hours than they 

are paid for and they typically do not receive positive acknowledgment from their 

employers. Workers are expected to be flexible whereas the same criteria do not apply to 

employers and management staff. Union membership is low, although, according to union 

representatives, it is slowly growing again. However, because of structural obstacles, 

recruiting precarious workers continues to be a struggle. 

Specifically, precarious work correlates with worsening occupational and health 

practices, hidden management practices of exploitation and occupational violence. 

According to Boocock et al. (2011), “given that there [in New Zealand] are only 

approximately 150 occupational health and safety inspectors covering more than 500,000 

business, the chance of a workplace being randomly visited by an inspector is highly 

unlikely” (p. 136). This implies that precarious workers, both domestic and particularly 

migrant, are more likely to be exposed to hazardous work conditions (Ibid., p. 122). The 

lack of protection further shows a presence of occupational violence. 
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The chapter pointed out concerning employer-employee relationship where the former is 

exempted from precariousness at the expense of imposed precarity of the latter. Equipped 

with pro-employer employment acts, companies are able to hire and fire precarious 

workers at will, dictate terms and conditions of employment and, most importantly, take 

advantage of vulnerabilities suffered by workers. Hence, the process of precarity – in 

neoliberal language often coded as ‘optimisation’, ‘restructuring’ and ‘rationalisation’ – 

enables companies to reduce labour costs and maximise profits at the expense of workers’ 

precarious existence. 

In sum, the following diagram illustrates two dimensions of the making of precarious 

habitus – the feeling of powerlessness and repressed solidarity – that emerge from 

structural constraints of precarious work: 

 

Precarious work creates precarious life. Working under pressure generates a state of 

permanent insecurity and social vulnerability that critically affects workers and their well-

being. Workers emphasise that precarious work and life are closely bound to each other, 

signifying everyday struggles such as precarious housing, budgeting and the lack of 

community participation. Arising from precarious work, precarity captures and colonises 

people’s everyday lives and social dispositions (Barchiesi, 2012). It creates and re-creates 

precarious habitus or everyday propensities to think and act in certain ways. The next 

chapter therefore focuses on the second driver of the making of precarious habitus – 

precarious life. 
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Chapter 5: The Making of Precarious Habitus – Precarious 

Life 

Introduction 

Short-term, part-time and temporary workers of every category, in industry, 

commerce, education, entertainment, even if there are immense differences 

between them /…/ all live in fear of unemployment and, very often, under 

the threat of the blackmail that can be used against them. [Precarity] of 

employment opens up new strategies of domination and exploitation, based 

on intimidation through the threat of redundancy (Bourdieu, 1998b, pp. 89-

90).  

Because of the fear of unemployment in the social environment characterised by the 

punitive welfare system, the lack of social protection and deprivation of existential 

stability, people’s lives become increasingly precarious. With precarity signifying a tool 

of domination that regulates workers, while providing means for capitalist ventures to 

dispossess resources and maximise the exploitation of workers, the burden of everyday 

precariousness becomes accumulated in the everyday lives of dispossessed precarious 

workers. Because precarity is “divided up and distributed through protection, care and 

safeguarding” (Lorey, 2017, p. 200) where certain social groups enjoy the latter at the 

expense of the precarious existence of others, precarious life critically affects the well-

being of workers and their families. Based on workers’ centred responses, this chapter 

reveals how precarious workers get by, how they cope with structural constraints of 

precarious work and what their survival strategies are.   

International research about work-life balance over the past decades has suggested a 

progressive blurring between private and public spheres (McDowell, 2004; Boltanski and 

Chiapello, 2005). Authors emphasise an increased issue of work-life imbalances or 

workers’ preoccupation with work. Women are particularly affected by this issue, 

especially because of unpaid domestic labour (the “second shift”) and family 

commitments where women still do most of the work (Mitropoulos, 2005; Lorey, 2015). 

Quinlan et al. (2001a, p. 361) assert that precarious work critically affects workers’ 

everyday lives and personal relationships within households. Maribel Casas-Cortés (2014, 

p. 220) argues that production (precarious work) and reproduction (non-waged activities) 
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“are so interwoven that it is no longer possible to speak just about precarious labor, but 

rather precarious life.” Hence, the feeling of powerlessness and the process of repressing 

solidarity pave the way to beyond-work dimensions of the making of precarious habitus.  

This chapter reveals dimensions of precarity in relation to precarious life: how precarity 

captures, colonises and appropriates every aspect of workers’ activities, and how workers 

respond to it. Two dimensions of precarious habitus, identified in relation to precarious 

life, are a constant state of stress and the appropriation of everyday life. Signifying 

everyday struggles of precarious workers, particularly destroyed work-life balance, it 

comprises the following themes: total work availability, budgeting and the housing issue, 

coping with the punitive welfare system and forced identities, gaming the system, the 

cycle of precarity and appropriated social life. The chapter is organised based on markers 

of precarious life, demonstrating the beyond-work dimension of the making of precarious 

habitus. We begin with looking at workers’ attempts to navigate the blending of work and 

life. 

Navigating the blending of work and life 

Total availability 

The precarious work situation has far reaching impacts on one’s life. It 

causes a lot of disruptions. Not only in terms of personal emotions but in 

terms of family kind of situation, it is far reaching in that sense. And is far 

reaching in a sense that not only you have to keep explaining to kids why 

we can’t go there but sometimes you have to... not sometimes, all the time 

you have to constantly keep in mind what’s in play. (Jackson) 

Working unprotected precarious jobs strongly impacts on the well-being of both 

individual workers and their families. By colonising everyday life, precarity appears as a 

social harm that often results in a cycle of destroyed work-life balance and constant 

stress. As asserted by all research participants, precarious work creates a lifestyle based 

on insecurity and uncertainty. To navigate precarious work and life, a worker must feel 

the game (Bourdieu, 1990a, p. 66) in order to survive, “to constantly keep in mind what’s 

in play” (Jackson). Because of fluctuating and insecure hours, along with employer’s 

demands of total availability and servility, every aspect of social life becomes 

subordinated to work. Consequently, workers cannot commit to anything outside their 
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job, ranging from community participation to essential medical appointments. Kane 

(Union B) asserts that precarious workers face additional life expenses compared to non-

precarious workers: 

It is costing them a lot of money, you know, running around with childcare 

arrangements or travelling because they don’t know where and when they’re 

working. Because of the nature of their work they end up having to do so 

much extra stuff in life that they can’t actually participate. They don’t have 

space to participate in other things.  

Precarious workers who are parents and work on-call face additional costs in relation to 

last-minute childcare arrangement whereas precarious workers in general spend 

additional time navigating various social services. For example, if worker’s hours are 

changing week to week, a person needs to be constantly going to WINZ to apply for 

assistance or accommodation allowance to get by. Workers say that this causes a lot of 

stress in their lives. 

Chelsea, for example, emphasises that any appointment outside of work represents a 

‘battle’. The boss expects her to be at work for all hours between 7am and 5.30pm, except 

for lunchtime. She always tries to make an appointment at the time of her break. 

However, most appointments do not happen at that time: 

An appointment with a doctor or dentist doesn’t normally happen at 

lunchtime. Like, I have orthodontic retainers. They broke so I had an 

appointment to remove it. Then I needed a second appointment to replace 

it. During that week, my fridge also broke so I had to call a tradesman to 

come, assess the fault and order a spare part. Now he needs to come back to 

replace the part. So right now I am getting heat from my team leader that I 

am taking too much time off work. My orthodontist is not far from work and 

my home is even closer so I always go as fast as I can, no mucking around. 

I’m away from work for half an hour and I am happy for the half hour to be 

deducted from my wage. Anyway, they’re still not happy. It’s ridiculous to 

expect from people not to have a life outside of work. 

Navigating work and life is a very difficult task, particularly for workers with children. 

Thus, rushing is not the characteristic only of the workplace but also outside of it, 

particularly in relation to medical appointments, childcare arrangements and other social 

services. Most participants in the research assert that they are “literally just running 

around” (Shanice), trying to make their lives somehow work around their jobs. In 
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Precarity: Uncertain, Insecure and Unequal Lives in Aotearoa New Zealand (Groot et al., 

2017), Delta King, Mohi Rua and Darrin Hodgetts (pp. 131-132) present an example of 

Miriama, a Māori woman who has to navigate 19 separate services while being a 

precarious worker. These services range from WINZ, Housing New Zealand and the 

Salvation Army, to the Māori Women’s Refuge, various medical appointments and 

family commitments. To navigate social services, Miriama categorises them in terms of 

importance: ‘have to go’, ‘need to go’ and ‘choose to go’. Because of the punitive welfare 

system, institutions like WINZ have to be prioritised whereas services of care and dignity 

fall outside of priority commitments. This example strongly relates to workers’ 

testimonies in this research: Chelsea, Shanice and Anika face similar struggles. Because 

they work more than 40 hours a week with completely random shifts and the on-call 

nature of their job, they take all their non-work time for their families and domestic work, 

sacrificing leisure time, health and socialising with friends. They do not have time to care 

for themselves. Anika is further concerned with the accumulation of commitments 

(similar to Miriama), which results in constant rushing and significant stress: 

Marko: In general, what stresses you out the most? 

Anika: Time, being really busy. I’ve always had a lot of commitments, like 

different jobs, WINZ, Bible study group, family, friends, fitting time for 

exercise. I’ve always constantly felt that there wasn’t enough time for 

myself. My personality is like in-between outgoing and introverted but 

maybe I more leap towards introverted; I love being with people but 

sometimes I just need time for myself. This precarious situation puts me 

under stress because I have all these pressures and my time is spent 

constantly with people, doing a whole lot of different things, not taking 

enough time-out to re-energise. It is like being in a constant state of business. 

Balancing work and life often leaves precarious workers burned-out and exhausted. By 

navigating social services, work commitments and social life, a person becomes 

accustomed to precarity. “Being in a constant state of business”, as Anika says, forces 

precarious workers into a state of constant stress where they do not have a choice other 

than to spend a lot of effort budgeting and navigating work-life imbalances. However, 

although they become ‘crisis managers’ this crisis never ends. It becomes a condition, a 

habitual part of a person’s life. Workers’ experiences demonstrate that precarious workers 

have no control over their work-life balance. They are required to be totally available to 

their employers. Through precarious work and its structural constraints colonising 
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everyday life, precarity and its condition of social vulnerability becomes a norm in a 

worker’s life. Samantha (Union B) argues that, considering the fact that workers are 

exploited at work and exhausted outside of it, “precarity is like poverty on drugs because 

you are also spending heaps of energy working while you’re being poor. It’s really 

difficult to see people going through lives where their dignity is impacted every day.” 

The making of precarious habitus is not only limited to jobs in retail and hospitality. As 

Bourdieu (1998c) and Lorey (2015) assert, precarity is spreading to multiple industries 

and social fields. For example, John is a part-time teacher. He and his wife Lauren, 

currently an unemployed engineer, have university degrees but are finding permanent 

full-time jobs a struggle. They have three schoolchildren and they are renting an old, 

badly-insulated wooden house in South Auckland. In the interview, John emphasised the 

severe stress that comes from their precarious situation: “It’s tough but I need to keep the 

feelings of anxiety down”. In order to minimise work-life imbalances, Lauren and John 

try to hide their precarious reality from their children. Like other families who are 

struggling financially, they do everything to provide a good life for their children, both 

emotionally and existentially. John says that, “We have to battle the anxiety and convince 

ourselves that everything is going to be okay even if we don’t believe that.” Despite the 

fact that they cannot afford a holiday John decided that they should go anyway. He 

borrowed some money, topped up with hard-earning savings, for a trip to the National 

Park north of Auckland where they camped for a week: 

Lauren was like ‘what the fuck, we are going away on holidays? We are 

broke!’ But, you know, the kids don’t need to know that we are poor. When 

they go back to school all their friends say ‘oh, I went there’ so I don’t want 

my kids to be sad. 

Struggling to have enough money for basic needs and, in John’s case, to find resources 

for things such as holidays, requires good budgeting skills. Because of low-pay and 

underemployment these skills are often not enough to afford a holiday or even to get by 

the week. Nevertheless, budgeting necessarily becomes an important everyday survival 

strategy. For Jackson, a migrant worker who works contract to contract, the “priority is 

basically to survive first, so what informs my week is what can I afford to pay this week in 

terms of bills. Everything else follows after that.” Because his wife has a full-time job, he 

takes care of their young children when he is not at work: “We can’t afford to pay for 

childcare.” Navigating work and family commitments therefore represents a constant 
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struggle where “you have to constantly keep in mind what’s in play”. Jackson says that 

the precarious situation is offensive to people and that there is no dignity and respect in it. 

He asserts that it results in destroyed work-life balance, stress and significant impact on 

his family: “it causes a lot of emotional strain and if you have kids it becomes even more 

difficult.” Like Jackson, John admits that although he tries to fight everyday anxiety, 

“there are moments where I just want to go to bed and just lie down and feel hopeless. 

Anyway, I have to believe that everything’s going to be okay.”  

Convincing yourself that everything is going to be alright, while you never really believe 

in that, indicates a critical phenomenon of an emerging habitus where instability 

gradually becomes internalised as an inevitable part of an everyday life. Thus, when a 

person is used to living in precarity he or she becomes accustomed to it. You internalise 

the habitus of precarity in such a degree that it becomes known and familiar. Because of 

the everyday struggle to survive, a person becomes acquainted with the system’s 

operation, obtaining skills to navigate social services and privilege certain activities and 

commitments over others, as demonstrated by examples of Anika and Miriama (King, 

Rua and Hodgetts, 2017, p. 130). If the person does not follow the rules employed by 

WINZ he or she cannot access welfare entitlements (Ibid., p. 131). John and Jackson’s 

examples further show that a person needs to ‘sense the game’ and prioritise certain 

commitments while having skills to get resources for the household to get by. Good 

budgeting skills signify a crucial survival strategy.  

Budgeting and precarious housing 

All 21 workers who participated in this research have to budget in order to get by. This 

does not mean that all of them live in poverty. However, many of them do. Lucky, a 

commission-based worker from West Auckland struggles to get by. He earns between 

150 and 200 dollars a week. Because he is sent to different locations across Auckland to 

work he spends at least 50 dollars a week on petrol. To have enough for a week, Lucky 

sometimes skips a day without eating: “I don’t think about eating and when I do I try to 

convince myself that I had just eaten.” Because of a punitive welfare system, he does not 

feel comfortable to go to WINZ and apply for a food grant: “I just try to avoid them as 

much as possible”. Because he is divorced and has schoolchildren who live with their 

mother, he also pays child support. He gets around 200 dollars a week from WINZ as an 

accommodation supplement for a room he rents in a house with other flatmates. Lucky 
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therefore lives with around 70 dollars a week although he works almost 30 hours from 

Monday to Friday. He jokes that people who know him always say that he is a master of 

budgeting. 

Lucky has a ‘budgeting notebook’, divided into two categories: a) money for children (the 

most important category) and b) money for his survival (the second most important 

category). When Lucky and I met another time, he wanted to show me how he budgets: 

we went to the supermarket and to a Sunday flea market. I was stunned by his charisma 

and communication skills in getting fruits and vegetables for a lesser price. He said that 

many people know him – which I noticed too – and because he has always liked to help 

others or just be kind to people he feels that some people have recognised that. After we 

bought the whole basket of banana for a dollar, he told me that in this thesis he would like 

to be called Lucky: “Because I’m lucky, you see? It’s hard but I always find a solution.” 

He sat down under a tree and light up a cigarette, rolled from loose tobacco. Lucky said 

that this is the only ‘want’ and luxurious thing in his life: “I used to drink, I used to 

gamble. The only thing I’m not giving up is this [pointing to a cigarette]. Sue me if you 

don’t have a single bad habit in your life.” By noon, thanks to Lucky, I had a full basket 

of food, including meat, fruit and vegetables. In the interview, he said: 

Everything for me is a budget, everything I do. And I’m alive. People think 

that one or two dollars’ difference is nothing but at the end of the week, you 

can see that it makes a huge difference. Every week is a new budget because 

next week something can be broken in my car, then some other week I will 

buy pizza for my kids. Budgeting plus try to get up there and do good work 

is what drives me. It’s getting out there and trying. 

Lucky’s budgeting skills and inventiveness demonstrate his cultural capital that 

consequently relates to social capital that helps him with everyday commitments. He 

proudly says that he knows at least one person in every field: at least one car mechanic 

where he can bargain the price, or a person who can help him with housing. However, 

despite his motto, “find a way, find a solution”, he cannot escape the reality of economic 

deprivation and ongoing health issues that frequently become quite severe. Regardless of 

his positive thinking, the multitude of low-paid precarious work, budgeting, health issues 

and family commitments often leaves Lucky exhausted and burned-out. Precarity carries 

its price. 
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Other participants shared similar experiences with survival strategies. Anika and Nina say 

that precarious reality taught them how to budget well. Like Lucky, they are aware of 

every dollar they spend:   

Anika: I’m massive in budgeting, I’m very aware of how to budget. My two 

friends [who are also her flatmates] and I spend 120 a week for groceries. 

We calculate everything, so we have ‘wants’ and ‘needs’ and then you work 

out from there what you could buy and what you couldn’t. Because we all 

work part-time we all have similar experiences. We are all budget conscious.  

Nina: I like to go to some of the fruit and veggie markets because they often 

have like boxes of old leftover fruit and veggies so you can just work with 

that. They are a lot cheaper. Then I buy cheap things like rice and make that 

work. I spend about 50 dollars a week for food, including things like yogurt, 

milk and everything else.  

However, being constantly budget conscious causes a lot of stress, as participants assert. 

In other words, below the surface of good budgeting skills and hard work there are 

underlying structural issues that keep precarious workers under stress, including Anika, 

Nina and Lucky. All of them are still struggling with bills, debts and unexpected 

additional expenses. Therefore, the positive orientation of workers appears primarily as a 

survival strategy; namely, a precarious worker cannot escape from precarity, he or she 

cannot take a break. By contrast to privileged social groups and non-precarious workers 

where precarity signifies a threat rather than reality, a precarious worker is in a state of a 

constant struggle to get by: “You are in a fight for survival. It’s very stressful”, says 

Chelsea. Witnessing hundreds of precarious workers who struggle to get by, Samantha 

(Union B) observes: 

You know, we can all handle that for a day or a week but year on year on 

year of doing exhausting work and getting nowhere except backwards, not 

being able to stay on top of bills, not being able to stay on top of fines, the 

psychological impact on the individual and individual’s family and people 

around them is really significant. 

The most common and clear denominator of precarity in Auckland is the housing issue. 

All participants – except for three workers who live with their parents and pay a smaller 

rent – assert that they struggle with expensive rents. With Auckland having some of the 

most unaffordable housing in the world (Howden-Chapman, 2015; Harris, 2016), most 

precarious workers cannot afford to buy a home. Precarious work and precarious housing 
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are therefore inseparably connected, leading to a struggle among families to earn enough 

money to pay very expensive rents. Fale, a room attendant, says: “I budget but the thing 

that costs so much is the house we live in, so most of my money goes for rent, you know, 

just for the house.” Participants assert that more than half of their household income goes 

for rent, excluding bills, food and other expenses: 

Sanjay: I always think how many hours I will get this week. According to 

it, every week my wife and I have to fluctuate hours and to budget. We can’t 

plan, we can’t buy a home, even to have enough to rent a big wooden house. 

Every week is different.  

Marko: Is renting expensive? 

Sanjay: Very expensive, 530 for a two-bedroom unit. Forget about the 

house. 

Marko: Can you afford holidays? 

Sanjay: No. [long silence] Almost 75% of what we earn goes for renting. So 

it’s very hard to live. You have to be good at budgeting. Costs of living in 

Auckland City are very high. If you don’t have fixed full-time hours it is 

very stressful. That’s why I have to do other jobs, odd jobs … I’m very tired 

but there’s no other way because in Auckland the rent is constantly going 

up. You know, in the supermarket I only get 22 hours, so how to survive? 

The person has to do more jobs. If I would have enough hours here [in 

supermarket] then it would be a peace of mind. 

Michael, another precarious worker, battles precarity by working informally. 

Nevertheless, he, too, has been struggling with expensive rents: 

Twenty, twenty-five years ago, I was living in Ponsonby [once a working-

class community, today one of the most expensive inner suburbs in 

Auckland]. I was paying 60 dollars a week for my room. Broadly speaking, 

that was about a third of my weekly income and I was working part-time. 

Today, more than half of your full-time income goes for rent. Because of 

gentrification in Ponsonby and Grey Lynn, I can’t live there anymore. It’s 

too expensive. My original point is that it is much harder today. I think 

young kids are really screwed. All those people that are really struggling, 

they are really smart and motivated but they are still struggling.  

For temporary agency workers, casual and other sub-contracted workers, frequent 

changing of workplaces represents a significant issue. They have to move to other parts of 

Auckland in order to be closer to their workplace or when they are without work they 

have to move out and find a temporary solution while they are applying for a new job. In 
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relation to precarious housing, Chelsea (temp) asserts that “the low pay dictates if you 

either share a flat, which can be hard because some flatmates can be overbearing and 

just dreadful, or you try to rent a nasty flat by yourself. Anyway, you are always hoping 

that you are not going to lose your job tomorrow so that you can keep the flat.” Because 

most precarious workers do not know how long their employment will last they are not 

able to settle and perceive a rented place as their home. Therefore, not having a stable 

space where a worker can relax further exacerbates the feelings of anxiety.  

Many participants said that although they are struggling with precarity, they acknowledge 

that there are many people in the city who struggle even more. Significantly increased 

homelessness in Auckland (Collins, 2015; Bazley, 2016) is a constant reminder of what 

can happen if a person loses the battle with today’s mode of domination. Nina observes: 

“I’m very lucky that I’m still able to pay rent because I know a lot of other people who 

have to camp out in backyards because they can’t afford proper housing”. John further 

asserts: 

I’m just scared of what is coming at the end of the day. It’s very much like 

living week to week. In saying that, I know it’s a lot more difficult for a 

whole lot more people out there. My friends have to make decisions, like, 

do you buy toilet paper or food? I’m painfully aware of the fact that my 

precariousness is no way precarious as other people’s but at the same time 

it’s still shit, it’s still a shit place to be.  

The average price for a house in Auckland exceeds one million dollars (Fonseka, 2017), 

with rents following the trajectory of this significant rise. Many workers are therefore 

forced to live in their cars, friend’s garages or in overcrowded family houses. Because of 

the neoliberal restructuring of society and imposed precarity, Aucklanders have been 

witnessing a visible increase of homelessness, both in the City and working-class suburbs. 

Lucky, who has been working on Auckland streets for the last seven years, said:  

What really pisses me off is that the people that really need help are pushed 

away. New Zealand needs to fix that and they need to fix it fast because in 

the last seven years that I have been fundraising, when I first started I saw a 

couple of beggars. I challenge you to walk down Queen Street [today]; you 

can see beggars every two meters and it’s getting worse. Living costs are 

too high. Why is a simple house that I bought for 170 thousand dollars 10 

years ago now worth one million dollars? It’s because the rich are getting 

richer and they are pushing people on the ground. New Zealand has to fix 

that because you don’t want this country to end up in a mini war. 
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All participants are aware of, and critical about, increasing social inequality and 

homelessness, particularly in already marginalised communities (Māori, Pasifika). 

Although they are proud to be New Zealanders they see these social issues as a “hidden 

side of our society” (Penina). Participants assert that many people who are exempt from 

precarity do not see or do not want to see that.22 Yet, precarity historically creates poverty 

and the issue of precarious work and life in relation to unaffordable housing paves the 

way to a very uncertain future for the country. Or, as Rose (Union A) observes: 

The main consequence of precarious work is poverty. We have many 

workers who live day-to-day. A lot of them live with their relatives so 

you’ve got multiple family members or multiple generations in one 

household. Some are living in boarding houses because they can’t afford to 

get a flat or even a unit. They often have their kids living with them even 

though their kids are older and are still supporting those kids because their 

kids are then the second generation coming to this zero-hour culture … We 

do have some workers who are homeless, who live in cars. And then they’re 

going to work in the fancy hotel. The shocking thing is that people don’t 

realise that they are all employed. 

Paying rent on-time signifies a top priority among workers, even at the expense of food. 

They do not want to be kicked out from their apartment or house and, consequently, 

forced to be moving from one hostel to another or even end up on the street. Constant 

thinking about rent and bills in a cycle of hyper-calculability and stress is therefore a 

common feature of precarious habitus. Jane, a part-time tutor and café barista, says: “You 

have this thought on the front of your mind, you know, I need to get this amount of money 

by these dates to pay rent.” In a constant chase for more profits, landlords continue to 

raise rents which results in people’s sacrifices at the expense of their own health: 

“Sometimes I do sacrifices with other things so that I can pay rent and live”, says Ngaire, 

whereas Elaine, a room attendant, adds that “I just can’t afford anything because rent is 

                                                 
22 Living in Glen Innes, a suburb that has been subject to gentrification and evictions of working-class 

people (mostly Māori and Pasifika), Nina shared her experience of living there: “a lot of people have been 

disoriented. They are kinda being told that they have stable homes but then they are taken away from them. 

A divide between the rich and poor in Glen Innes is so obvious. It was even more obvious for getting into 

school for school zoning. One side of the road was accepted into a better school and the other side wasn’t 

because they were all state houses. There was this literal street divide which made this more obvious but 

still ignored. It’s strange to me that people can say no, there is no inequality in New Zealand because it’s 

obvious that there is.” 
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so high. I have a feeling that I’m working for landlords, like, most of the money I earn 

goes to them.” 

Because of high housing prices in the country, a person would expect that apartments and 

houses in Auckland and beyond are of a high standard. However, the reality is different: 

many houses tend to be badly- or non-insulated. Workers and families are therefore 

struggling with mould, cold and other issues of inadequate maintenance by landlords: 

John: The reason our power bill is 600 dollars a month is because if we 

don’t use heating all the time in winter, the kids are all the time in hospital. 

[They live in a very old house without insulation] That sounds more 

dramatic than it is but you have to take these things seriously. I mean, me 

and my wife could probably sleep in a miserably cold and a damp room and 

that would probably be okay; but I certainly will not put kids in the position 

where their health is at risk so I bought a heater and dehumidifier, everything 

to keep them warm. To be completely honest, fuck these 600 dollars! But 

having said that, it sounds like I’m kind of brave but I’m not. At the same 

time, I’m terrified. 

Budgeting, that starts and ends with the issue of expensive housing, signifies a critical 

marker of a person’s precarious life. Precarious workers must constantly calculate 

priorities (things they must, have or need to do) and be budget conscious. This also 

includes navigating state’s social services where a worker can apply for accommodation 

supplement or financial assistance at the time of unemployment and underemployment. 

However, social welfare institutions do not appear as public services where unconditional 

solidarity and care are employed. Hence, the following paragraphs explain the next 

marker of precarious life – coping with the punitive welfare system and forced identities. 

Coping with the punitive welfare system and forced identities 

Because of poverty and social vulnerability, some precarious workers seek help with the 

state’s welfare services. However, as evidence suggests, these institutions appear as 

places of conditional help, a system of workfare rather than a welfare system of 

unconditional care. Participants who have used assistance from WINZ – about half of 

workers (11/21) who participated in the research – assert that their experiences with a 

state’s social service have not been pleasant. Lucky and Enele, for example, say that they 

“sort of gave up with WINZ” (Enele), trying to avoid them as much as they can (Lucky). 

Jane’s testimony might give us the answer why: 
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Jane: I’ve been on a benefit a couple of times. Anyway, it was always 

difficult to go to WINZ. It just frustrates me the way they look at you. The 

way they look at you and the way they treat you is horrible and it makes you 

feel like you are nothing. Sometimes I feel like yelling, you know, I’ve done 

all of this, I have a degree, you know, I’m trying, I just need some help for 

the time being. It’s a system that is supposed to help but it doesn’t help, and 

they make you feel horrible. They make the process really difficult, and they 

take from you as well. If you get part-time work or any form of income 

coming in it’s automatically docked. I grew up with a solo mother so I saw 

her struggles with WINZ too. They make it very difficult to actually move 

forward when you’re using them. But there’s nothing else in place to help 

you so you have to use them. 

Considering workers’ testimonies, the contemporary welfare system appears as an 

inherent part of the systemic precarisation of society. Isabell Lorey (2015, p. 13) argues 

that Bourdieu’s understanding of precarity as a mode of domination implies that it 

simultaneously signifies a mode of governing. The state-crafting of precarious work, as 

Wacquant (2012, p. 66) puts it, particularly the demand that the unemployed apply for 

precarious jobs (recall Charlotte from the previous chapter who was “sort of pushed into 

work by WINZ”), signifies an instrument that serves both as a basis of capitalist 

accumulation and social regulation (Lorey, 2015, p. 1). In other words, it is through the 

state’s compliance with business interests where precarity decisively captures and 

colonises workers’ lives (Barchiesi, 2012, p. 21). Workers’ experience with public social 

services demonstrate the effects of the ongoing process of governmental precarisation and 

the shift from the right to welfare to the obligation of workfare – a forced participation in 

precarious employment as a condition of public support (Wacquant, 2013).  

New Zealand psychologists Darrin Hodgetts, Ottilie Stolte, Kerry Chamberlain and 

Shiloh Groot (2017) find that with this shift to the ‘free-market’ logic, the welfare system 

in New Zealand became punitive and exclusionary: “the rise of penal welfare has resulted 

in the increased dehumanising of people seeking welfare assistance, and an increasing 

propensity towards punishment and paternalistic control over their lives” (Hodgetts et al., 

2017, p. 66; drawing on Wacquant, 2012, p. 74). According to Wacquant, governmental 

precarisation has been assuring laissez-faire or ‘freedom’ for the dominant while being 

intrusive for precarious workers and the sub-proletariat as such. In the research of New 

Zealand’s penal welfare system that included detailed interviews with 100 impoverished 

families over a year, Hodgetts et al. (2017) found that people who live under conditions 
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of precarity have had very negative experiences with social services such as WINZ. From 

the case managers at WINZ, workers have continually experienced hostility, humiliation, 

blaming, lack of compassion and degradation. The latter has included various excuses and 

techniques by case managers who have offered precarious workers a reduced amount of 

assistance. In some cases, they even denied help. Hodgetts and his colleagues concluded 

that “[t]his system only exacerbates hardship in already stressful lives, deprives people of 

basic necessities, such as food and shelter, and undermines their dignity and self-respect” 

(Ibid., p. 68). 

Similarly, in this research, Jane, Charlotte, Lucky, Enele and John all emphasise that 

WINZ does not represent a social institution of care and unconditional help. Based on 

experience, Lucky argues that representatives at WINZ may not always give people all 

the information about their entitlements: “If you’re entitled to a lot more they will not go 

back to you, they will not tell you that”, whereas John, similar to Jane, says:  

I don’t know what’s going to happen after my contract ends. I have 

absolutely no idea how we’re going to get by. I can go to Work and Income 

and ask for help but that’s just awful, you know, it is the most dehumanising 

possible thing that you can imagine. You can see people being ground down 

by them. It’s just awful. 

Wacquant (2013) argues that the pressure to accept precarious employment by institutions 

of workfare – together with other requirements if a person receives a benefit such as 

participating in workshops that propagate the entrepreneurial spirit – paves the way to a 

“quasi-contractual relationship between the state and lower-class recipients, treated not as 

citizens but as clients or subjects, stipulating their behavioural obligations as condition for 

continued public assistance” (p. 82). This dehumanisation signifies the heart of a violent 

neoliberal imposition of economistic utopia and its social dispositions. Following the 

argument from chapter 2, it is therefore primarily through the state as the engine of the 

normalisation of precarity where precarious habitus is being made and reproduced. 

The making of precarious habitus is simultaneously occurring in the media where the 

interests of businesses, particularly transnational corporations, tend to be communicated 

and promoted easily and efficiently. Since the neoliberal takeover of the mainstream 

media (most of the media outlets in the world that create both news and entertainment are 
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owned by nine media conglomerates),23 a dominant media discourse has systematically 

imposed forced identities24 (McIntosh, 2005). Such examples include representations of 

particular segments of the working class and sub-proletariat as an uncivilised, violent, 

lazy and uneducated mass (Jones, 2012). This process has been fuelled by Socio-

Darwinist arguments that people are poor because of their own choices and that their ‘bad 

choices’ signify a culture of exploiting the welfare system and immorality among the 

‘lower’ classes (Hodgetts et al., 2017, p. 65). Eduardo Bonilla-Silva (2010) asserts that 

this process is inseparably connected to contemporary racism where solo mothers from 

marginalised communities – African-American and Latino-American in United States or 

Māori and Pasifika in New Zealand – are presented as ‘welfare queens’ and ‘dole 

bludgers’. Or, as asserted by Hodgetts et al. (2017), “[t]hose deemed to be promiscuous 

single mothers or work-shy delinquents are caricatured as defective citizens lacking the 

motivation and skills to lift themselves out of poverty” (p. 65).   

As analysed in chapter 2, historically, racism has represented a critical marker in relation 

to precarious work and precarity in New Zealand. In the context of a settler-colonial 

society, racial division of labour – where certain jobs become associated with dominated 

races or ethnicities (Quijano, 2000) – and racialised inequality have been strongly present 

in New Zealand society to this day (Poata-Smith, 2013). All research participants of 

Māori, Pasifika and other non-European ethnicities emphasise that their precarious lives 

critically connect to society’s imposition of forced identities, particularly racial 

stereotypes and everyday forms of racism that they must deal with on a regular basis. 

Although often in a subtle way, racism continues to be present in mainstream society. In 

New Zealand, forced identities of the lazy underclass, dole bludgers and criminals most 

often refer to Māori (Wall, 1997; Hodgetts et al., 2017) whereas generations of migrant 

workers from Asia and Africa are represented as job-takers and a threat to the symbolic 

order of the country’s historical myths (Jackson, 2004). Ngaire’s example reveals 

                                                 
23 For analyses of media monopoly see Baker (2006), Bagdikian (2007), Herman and Chomsky (2010).  

24 According to Tracey McIntosh (2005, p. 48), forced identities “are cast upon individuals and groups 

without having been formed by them. All identities are formed from within and without, but the forced 

identity is one that is predominantly based on the perceptions of the outsider group. While, then, identities 

are always social constructions, here we have identity formations where the individuals have little control of 

the process.”  



152 

 

embedded forced identities where even those who are subjected to them can internalise its 

stereotypes in their everyday social dispositions:  

Ngaire: Like for years I hated being Māori because of what everyone said 

Māori was, like what being Māori means, so I hated that.  

Marko: For example? 

Ngaire: Like druggies, criminals, unemployed, poor, high-school drop-outs, 

pregnant, drunk all the time. 

Marko: Where did you hear that? 

Ngaire: In school. 

Marko: From Pākehā or also non-Pākehā? 

Ngaire: Both. I think the worst is when you hear from Māori who believe 

that. That actually breaks my heart when I hear Māori saying stuff about 

them because it’s sad. It’s coming to the point when they just accept it that 

that’s who they think they are. But it’s so not true. And the church is another 

one, and comedy, like humour and stuff on TV. It’s always masked so it’s 

not like really racist but it is. All this contributed that I hated to be Māori in 

the past. 

Being influenced by the demonization of welfare recipients, some workers start to believe 

in these stereotypes. Through imposed connotations and workers’ cognitive and affective 

responses, forced identities become internalised either by seeing yourself as a hard 

worker and powerless victim of the system (but not as an important part of the economy, 

a worker with agency) or through accepting a dominant discourse of blaming the 

unemployed for their own precarious situation. The latter is internalised by two Pākehā 

workers. They say: 

Chelsea: I would work-out some better policies about people who take the 

dole because we have so many people in the country who are sitting on their 

arse, taking our money. I’m sick of it. 

Simone: There’s more money coming out of my pay for people that are 

unemployed. I wish that they would just get rid of the benefits, it’s their own 

fault, some of them. There are some people who are trying, I know that, I 

was one of them, but some people are just sitting on their arse, on a benefit 

and not being bothered. 

“Sitting on their arse” is a key phrase that distinguishes workers, either precarious or not, 

with the unemployed. This mythology can be observed in phrases like “taking our 

money” as a demonstration of ‘we’ that represents a pseudo-collective majority. David 



153 

 

Neilson (2015) argues that in New Zealand, “the neoliberal model of exclusive solidarity 

centres around the distinction between worthy working taxpaying citizens who are 

contrasted with unworthy citizens who do not work or pay taxes but rather receive 

benefits. In this model, the ‘working precariat,’ is positioned within the neoliberal social 

bloc” (p. 9).  

Hence, the assumption that ‘people like me are trying’, in contrast to the imaginary group 

of dole bludgers who do not, further exacerbates division among precarious workers. Not 

actually knowing people who are supposed to be on a benefit while not bothering about 

finding a job represents a clear example of how images come to create reality (Debord, 

1998). The interest of big businesses and the system as such is to have a large pool of 

precarious workers – and less welfare recipients – who can contribute to society (pay 

taxes) while being exploited and dominated by precarity and its agents (see chapter 2). 

Those who do not want to play this game are ritually thrown out from the social space of 

contemporary society, assuring that exploitative relations of domination are not at risk of 

being destroyed from below. Such examples include the structural violence in forms of 

homelessness, neo-colonial dispossession and hyper-incarceration of targeted social 

groups, particularly Māori and Pasifika (Curcic, 2019). Thus, it is not Chelsea’s or 

Simone’s lack of recognising the precariousness of the Other (the unemployed) that 

primarily fuels this division – throughout the interview, for example, Chelsea showed a 

high degree of solidarity for precarious workers and eagerness for a fairer society – but a 

systematic construction of images, imposed by the media, politicians and other 

‘commentators’, that are ritually repeated by members of the public.    

Nevertheless, the rest of the workers in the research, particularly Māori and Pasifika 

participants, demonstrate unconditional solidarity with the unemployed. Coming from 

marginalised communities where precarity and racial stereotypes have been long present, 

they understand the system’s operation and its ideological companion very well. The 

historical effects of precarity in relation to colonialism and racism, along with a period of 

exemption of white working classes from precarity in the era of capital-labour consensus, 

signify that precarity has been imposed relationally. According to Lorey (2015), 

Precarity can therefore be understood as a functional effect arising from the 

political and legal regulations that are specifically supposed to protect 

against general, existential precariousness. From this perspective, 

domination means the attempt to safeguard some people from existential 
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precariousness, while at the same time this privilege of protection is based 

on a differential distribution of the precarity of all those who are perceived 

as other and considered less worthy of protection (p. 22). 

The naturalisation of neoliberal thought through abstract liberalism and cultural racism, as 

Bonilla-Silva (2010) asserts, decisively strengthens the interests of dominant social 

groups and the status quo as such. Through the media, where “[f]or what is 

communicated are orders; and with perfect harmony, those who give them are also those 

who tell us what to think of them” (Debord, 1998, p. 6), poverty and precarity become 

“widely believed to be the results of the choices and the reckless behaviour of the 

‘underclass’” (Hodgetts et.al., 2017, pp. 65-66). Consequently, with imposed images 

based on forced identities that are put onto vulnerable social groups, the state’s social 

services are justified in adopting a ‘tough love’ strategy where welfare ‘clients’ are 

perceived as potential criminals (Ibid., p. 66). The prison-like identification process by 

security guards in the front of every WINZ building in New Zealand is one of many 

examples of that.  

Therefore, influenced by neoliberal structural reforms and ideology, the state’s redirection 

from social to corporate welfare resulted in conversion of social services into instruments 

of discipline and surveillance, fuelled by the ongoing cost-effective discourse – an 

ideological phenomenon that measures social relationships, the environment and people 

through the lenses of cost and benefit (or cost-reduction).25 Consequently, in everyday 

life, the measurement of human worth became a person’s value in the ‘market’, which 

systematically dehumanises all people and activities that are not applicable for a profit 

production and neoliberal plunder. In relation to homelessness in New Zealand, Penina, a 

fast-food restaurant worker, says: “homeless people are humans but they disregard them 

like trash. They see people who don’t contribute to society as trash. We are losing 

humanity. I feel like money makes the world around. It changes the person big time.” 

                                                 
25 The cost-effective discourse has a long history in the trajectory of capitalist propaganda. This discourse 

became very visible in Nazi Germany (1930s) when authorities used images to legitimise their political 

decisions. A famous poster Neues Volk (New People), for example, focuses on legitimising the killing of 

thousands of disabled people under the cost-effective pseudo-argument that keeping disabled people alive 

costs the country too much money. The text on the poster says: “This genetically ill person will cost our 

people’s community 60,000 marks over his lifetime. Citizens, that is your money.” For the original, see: 

http://www.bytwerk.com/gpa/posters/neuesvolk.jpg  
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Within the cost-effective discourse, where dehumanisation becomes normalised 

(particularly of non-Western migrants and Indigenous peoples), the doors for brutal 

exploitation of precarious workers by businesses become wide open. Precarious workers 

are therefore caught between low-paid and uncertain precarious jobs on the one hand, and 

the constant threat of being unemployed, denigrated by WINZ, and dehumanised by 

society’s cost-effective measures and forced identities on the other. 

Gaming the system 

The next dimension of precarious life is the resort to illegitimate means in order to 

survive. To get by, some people in marginalised areas have been involved in the informal 

economy, ranging from work under the table to selling drugs. Although this dimension is 

identified only with a few participants and, therefore, does not appear as a part of the 

precarious habitus in general, it is important to note it. Because precarity pushes 

precarious workers into the state of social vulnerability, illegal activities might be more 

significant than our data analysis suggests.      

As an answer to systemic precarity, a couple of participants have been less than truthful 

with the system. Michael, for example, is unemployed. However, to cope with precarity, 

he has been working odd jobs in the informal sector: “I’m pretty much working in the 

informal economy, you know, the black market, working under the table. I’m doing all 

kind of jobs: painting, being a security guard, handyman.” He used to be on a benefit 

after he was made redundant from his job, but for many years now he has not received 

any dollar from the state: “I never really knew how to cope with structure, so I just went 

out of the system, to be free.” Michael has been lucky in having good support from his 

friends and family in the case of significant financial strife. For years, he was also a 

caretaker in an apartment building. Not being paid money, Michael was compensated 

instead by living in one of the apartments for free. However, many people do not have 

this luck. Samantha (Union B) maintains that because of the poverty that accompanies 

precarity, “a lot of people end up either selling their stuff quite regularly or having to 

have outside work petty-crime in order to gain income.” Again, figuring out how to earn 

enough money boils down to the fact that people are struggling with expensive rents and 

high living costs. Sanjay, who has been working in the supermarket for almost ten years, 

for example, observes an increased issue of shoplifting:  
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It happens every day. Not only in our supermarket but also elsewhere and 

in dairies as well. All of the dairy owners are from my community and they 

say that they all have the same problem. We should not expect that from 

New Zealand. Here the major problem is just to eat. Sometimes we laugh 

because every morning at six o’clock people steal bread or eggs and run 

away. But that’s very sad. For the food they steal. 

Because of systemic insensitivity towards marginalised and dispossessed social groups – 

where governments allow poverty and homelessness to exist – Sanjay finds a “hidden 

side of our society” where New Zealand appears “incredibly harsh on people at the 

bottom of the socio-economic ladder” (Quince, as cited in Brooking, 2017). In Sanjay’s 

words: “I think the government doesn’t want to uplift them, like young Maoris, school 

dropouts and other poor people. They want them to live like that.” In deprived 

neighbourhoods of Auckland, for example, petty-crime is not rare. Enele, who lives in 

one of these areas, asserts that because of the lack of decent jobs, everyday pressures and 

the cycle of unemployment within households, many young people face only one choice 

in order to survive: to work low-paid and odd precarious jobs, or to make money illegally.  

A second participant that was not always truthful with the system is Lucky, a 

commission-based worker who has been struggling with poverty. Because of high 

expenses for petrol (every day he works at a different location in Auckland) he did not 

always declare everything he earned: “I didn’t declare because most of it went back into 

the car.” However, despite a small amount of money he did not declare to the state he 

became a subject of investigation by WINZ, being threatened with fraud charges. Because 

of a manager’s testimony that backed up Lucky, saying that the money he did not declare 

as income was compensation for petrol, he got away with a fine: “Imagine, I would be in 

jail right now for fraud.” What Lucky’s example implies is that the system appears very 

‘efficient’, strict and punitive when it comes to workers and welfare recipients. With the 

media attention to petty-crime instead of systematic plunder by big businesses, 

particularly transnational corporations, participants are aware that “little people get 

punished, not big fish” (Elaine). Having a belief that good work could one day be 

rewarded with a non-precarious job the rest of the participants said that they have not 

been involved in illegal activities. Precarious work that should be understood and 

recognised as an entrepreneurial crime, on the other hand, remains tolerated and 

normalised. 
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Destroyed work-life balance 

Becoming caught in the cycle of precarity 

Penina: You can’t balance your life. If the work was lenient with you, so if 

we would do the shifts what the contract says then I don’t think I would be 

stressed. 

Precarious work captures, colonises and appropriates a person’s everyday life. Because of 

the demands of flexibility and total availability a worker is expected to comply to 

precariousness of employment and accept relations of domination as a natural necessity. 

Destroyed work-life balance signifies the final and most critical marker of the 

appropriation of everyday live caused by precarious work. It reveals constant pressures on 

workers to comply to structural constraints, to be servile and hyper-flexible, and blame 

themselves for their precarious situation.    

Living in precarity, every aspect of a person’s social life becomes subordinated to work. 

In other words, precarious work comes to appropriate everyday life. Many workers say 

that they cannot maintain bonds with friends or have enough time and money for leisure 

activities. They respond to structural constraints differently, developing various coping 

mechanisms and channels of comfort. The common denominator that identifies a group 

habitus is that their precarity significantly impacts on their well-being and the well-being 

of people around them. The issue of destroyed work-life balance comes to the top of 

workers’ grievances: it suggests that precarity becomes a form of control over the 

everyday lives of precarious workers. As a mode of domination, it manages and controls 

workers’ lives from within (Tari and Vanni, 2005). According to Lorey (2015), 

“[g]overnmental precarization thus means not only destabilization through employment, 

but also destabilization of the conduct of life and thus of bodies and modes of 

subjectivation” (p. 13). Within an imperative of self-improvement and individual 

responsibility – where workers are expected to work on themselves, be flexible and blame 

themselves if they become caught in precarity – businesses are able to manage and 

minimise their own precariousness by imposing precarity onto workers. Thus, by 

individualising a person’s existential precariousness, particularly after social institutions 

of unconditional care and solidarity are dismantled, precarity appears as a wider social 

harm that strongly impacts on the well-being of workers, their families and society. 
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To battle precarity, workers become engaged in beyond-job practices of learning, training 

and self-improvement. By making themselves totally available, either because they are 

forced by the employer or ‘voluntarily’ (the latter is also the result of structural 

constraints and imposed discourse on flexibility), a person’s private and public spheres 

become indistinguishable. Research participants say that they are constantly thinking 

about their job, either in terms of its uncertain duration and everyday struggles in relation 

to work, or in terms of self-improvement and looking for a non-precarious job. Abbie, a 

waitress in a hotel, says: “I do, I think a lot about work. I’m one of those who stresses 

about everything, like, I try to organise a lot because I want to be a supervisor. When I go 

to work, I always think, like, what will I do different today?” Charlotte asserts that she 

feels she has to accept every job suggested by WINZ, whereas Elaine emphasises that 

“you are expected to be available to them all the time, you try to improve, show 

leadership skills if you want to become a supervisor. You are giving, giving, your life 

revolves around work, you do everything they want you to do. There’s no end to it.” Fale, 

a room attendant in her fifties, feels injustice, especially given her work experience from 

the past. Being dispossessed economically and existentially, she is thinking about how 

she and her co-workers are exploited and abused in a hotel on a daily basis. In tears when 

sharing experiences from precarious work and everyday struggles of her family to 

survive, she emphasises that her mind at home frequently returns to work: 

Fale: Working for money is a hard thing to do in life. And when you go 

there to work to get some money and people mistreat you but you need to 

have your money is like people are cheating you. I don’t feel relaxed when 

I come home because thinking about those kinds of people is like [pause] 

yes, cheating on other people’s life. 

Some participants try to escape precarity through obtaining a university degree: Penina, 

Ngaire, Charlotte and Nina are working students but they are all aware that credentials 

might not be enough to get a non-precarious job: 

Charlotte: It definitely stresses me and I’m trying to put it to the back of my 

mind. I feel quite anxious especially because I’m coming to the end of my 

undergraduate studies and I’m thinking, “Do I want to get further into debt 

and do postgraduate studies? Does that mean that I’m going to get a job at 

the end?” I like the idea of further education but is it worth it in the long-

term? I was told that you need start applying for entry-level jobs because 

there’s too many people who have qualifications so a bachelor’s degree 

doesn’t give you any advantage. 
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Nina: I have a large student loan. A lot of people in New Zealand have that 

issue. Hopefully, the student loan will be able to employ me [laughs]. 

The situation of precarious workers who do not have or never had the opportunity to enter 

the university is even more difficult. Shanice says that she needs to be available all the 

time for work in order to keep the job and get by; she works in a warehouse six, 

sometimes seven days a week: “I have no choice. I just hope that one day they will 

employ me so that I will have 40 hours and the annual leave.” Chelsea, also a temp, 

further asserts that she is constantly thinking about her work situation: “it consumes your 

thinking, you know, how can I break out of the cycle to get better money.” Samantha 

(Union B) asserts that once workers enter into a circle of precarious jobs it is difficult to 

escape: 

This mythology “if you come to work for us as a temp, you might be hired 

as a permanent” really reinforces a master-slave relationship. And also, once 

they get engaged in that kind of work you can be deemed to be the kind of 

worker that isn’t of the standard to be made permanent. Actually, you get 

trapped in the lifestyle of precarious work because once you are engaged in 

it you become a precarious work-class and getting a permanent job becomes 

very difficult. Also, I noticed with school leavers, with young people, they 

leave school and do a trial period, internship or do some form of precarious 

work and then they just end up going from one precarious job to another and 

never get a permanent job [emphasis added]. 

Living a precarious life that derives from precarious work critically impacts on the well-

being of workers and their families. Many studies that were undertaken in recent decades 

– 97 of them were analysed in relation to worsening occupational health and safety by 

Quinlan et al. (2001a) – suggest that precarious work significantly impacts workers’ 

health, both physical and mental (see also Vosko, 2006, p. 4; Barrett and Sargeant, 2011, 

pp. 3-4). Participants in this thesis point out that they have been working and living under 

severe pressure, stress and anxiety. To cope with everyday struggles, many workers have 

been sacrificing their health and well-being. Because of low pay and preoccupation with 

work, union workers observe that many workers do not heal their illnesses, either 

physical or mental ones. Unaffordable dental services, for example, impact precarious 

workers significantly: “Dental issues come again and again. Our workers can’t afford to 

go and get simple things like teeth cleans and fillings so the problems become more 

extreme” (Rose, Union A). 



160 

 

Because workers live day-to-day without an anchor of stability, precarity significantly 

impacts on relationships within households. Because of working three jobs from Monday 

to Sunday, Sanjay rarely spends time with his family, whereas Jackson observes that 

because they cannot go on holidays or buy things for their children, “you end up either 

blaming yourself or your wife and that creates a lot of conflicts.” He asserts that precarity 

“cultivates so much emotional time in the sense that you have to worry about survival, 

about payments, so you also can’t socialise with friends and colleagues. Not that you 

don’t like them but you’ve got so much more important things to do and worry about.” 

The work situation colonises lives of entire families where any kind of planning becomes 

impossible. Many families are therefore struggling both existentially and emotionally. 

Because of over-working and constant stress, workers say that they often feel exhausted 

or even burned-out. Ngaire, a working student with three casual jobs says: “When I have 

a really intense week, when I’m exhausted, that kind of drains me. And the last three 

months I have been really sick and the doctor thinks it’s stress.” She is only in her early 

twenties. Abbie and Penina say that they are sleep deprived, whereas Lucky and Enele 

struggle with severe body pains. Simone, a room attendant in her twenties, has been 

fighting a mental health illness. All participants feel anxiety in relation to irregular shifts 

and uncertain future of their jobs. Although they do their best in navigating precarious 

work and life, the consequences of precarity for them and their families are appalling.   

Appropriated social life and coping mechanisms 

Workers’ responses to precarious life vary from person to person. Nevertheless, all 

participants develop coping mechanisms to get by at work, along with channels of 

comfort outside of it. Nevertheless, precarious work critically impacts both mental and 

physical health (McKee et al., 2017). The following paragraphs illustrate how precarious 

workers battle precarity: how precarious work impacts on their social life and where they 

find their comfort zone. 

With precarity appropriating everyday life, particularly when workers work long hours or 

have two or three jobs, many participants say that they cannot maintain bonds with 

friends and have enough time for themselves and their families. Workers who work more 

than 40 hours a week are particularly affected:  
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Chelsea: During the week I have no time to see any friend. The only person 

I really associate with is my flatmate. When I come from work I am a wreck. 

From the time I get up, which is six o’clock and until I get home, everything 

is just a race. Having a shower, cook tea, wash clothes, getting lunch ready 

for tomorrow, clothes for tomorrow, eat dinner, do the dishes, lay on the 

couch, an hour of TV and that’s it. The same thing tomorrow. It’s almost 

zero socialising during the week and on the weekend, if I work on Saturday 

morning that’s it, but otherwise I need to do heaps of washing and cleaning. 

I have half of Saturday to socialise and then on Sunday I’m having a sleep 

but it’s not a good sleep because your body is used to getting up early. So 

Saturday and Sunday are the only days for socialising but your friends or 

family might not be available on those days so you don’t get to socialise. Or 

because you’re so exhausted you decide that you just want to be alone at 

home. 

All participants who work long and unsocial hours (Shanice, Tom, Penina) are facing the 

same issue – being preoccupied with irregular shifts, overworked bodies and minds, and 

navigating work-life imbalances. They simply are not able to have a social life. Workers 

with children, further, struggle with not having enough time for their families, friends or 

themselves. Abbie and John, for example, say that most of their time off-work is 

dedicated to their children: 

Abbie: I don’t socialise much. I can’t go on the piss in the pub at night ‘cause 

I’m at work, I can’t do it in the afternoon ‘cause I’m being ready for work, 

so there’s no time for this. When I’m off I’m trying to do things with my 

son … I’m pretty much sleep deprived because I work so late and my kid 

wakes up early in the morning. I’m tired and I miss a lot of his parent teacher 

things in kindergarten because they are all after kindergarten when I’m 

already at work. It is a bit unfortunate but it’s okay, he knows where I go, 

he knows that I work. We have a thing: he gives me a car that I take to work 

and I bring it back with a lolly from the hotel. He is a very good kid. 

John: Leisure time is more for kids. I say that but then I put them to bed and 

after they go to sleep Lauren and I or mostly just I will open a bottle of wine 

and sit in front of television. Well, it’s not exactly leisure time; to me, that’s 

just a period before sleep. So out of work I spend time with kids, worrying 

whatever bills are coming or drinking and watching TV.  

John’s response reveals a very common coping mechanism to cope with precarity, 

alcohol. This demonstrates that workers try to relax in various ways, from ‘productive’ 

activities (sport and socialising) to self-destructive ones such as drugs, alcohol, addiction 
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with food, internet or something else. Because of over-working, stress and the lack of 

time, many workers do not have time for socialising, art or being committed to sport on a 

regular basis. Workers with children often sacrifice their own well-being in order to care 

and provide for them and get by collectively. In general, precarious work deprives 

precarious workers from steady community participation and building relationships. 

Alcohol, therefore, appears as a handy substitution for many precarious workers, 

including Abbie: 

Marko: How do you relax? 

Abbie: I have beer, I drink when I come home, like, in the middle of the 

night when my son is in bed. I drink by myself, watching TV ‘cause I get 

SKY. If it was a bad night I would have, like, six beers, if it’s not so bad I 

would have one or two. 

Abbie is in her mid-twenties and just from the look at her during the interview it was 

clear that she was very tired and sleep deprived. As mentioned in the previous chapter, 

she has been struggling with the manager who made her to work extra things and 

overtime hours as a promise that she will be promoted to a supervisor. However, after 

months of extra work by Abbie, the manager handed the supervisor’s role to his favourite 

male-worker-friend. Abbie and John are aware that they drink too much. Nevertheless, 

living stressful precarious lives and coping with structural constraints of precarious work 

require substitutions in order to get by. All participants emphasise some form of ‘opium’ 

that serves as a stress reliever from precarious work and its relations of domination: 

Simone: If I’m completely honest, I used to get really drunk every time I had 

a day off. Any time I had a day-off I was drunk. But now I’m just lying in 

my bed all day. I watch TV, taking lunch in my bedroom. 

Chelsea: Playing computer games, like hidden object games. They help me 

to switch off things that are happening. There’s also a drinking culture 

across the board in the temp and permanent world so this gives me a little 

bit of relaxation. 

Ngaire: I’m on Facebook too much. Just like when I wake up I go on 

Facebook, before I go to sleep, just all the time.  

Fale: I go to church and I go to Zumba and to the mall, you know, just 

window shopping [laughs]. Sometimes it also helps when I talk with other 

staff members. Sometimes I go out but still, when I go back to work all these 

things come back. 
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Anika: It’s a constant fear of life, like, what job will I have next, will I have 

enough to get by. My faith makes it quite easier. With my faith there’s a lot 

less anxiety. That has been massive for me but there is still like an 

underlying anxiety about oh, what next, what kind of work I’m going into, 

and then another side of me is like just accepting it, that this is all what it is, 

this is my only option and I must live with it, not cry about it but accept it 

and move on. 

Shanice: How do I relax? Alcohol [laughs]. You just chill out. 

Anika’s experience captures the essence of precarious habitus where a person eventually 

accepts and internalises precarious reality: “I must live with it, not cry about it but accept 

it and move on.” Or, as Nina answered: “What if I lose my job? Oh gosh, yes, I think 

about that all the time because, obviously, I’m living week-by-week and there’s always 

going to be that uncertainty of what can happen, but you just have to figure it out, keep 

living as you are and just deal with it.” Precarious habitus appears as a necessity, the 

systemic process to dominate but also the way in which workers respond to it. A 

precarious worker cannot break down; he or she must battle precarity in order to survive.  

Hence, precarious workers in this research demonstrate that they are fighters, proud of 

their work ethic and the work they do. However, without unconditional care and 

solidarity from society (particularly the state), it signifies a battle lost in advance. 

Widespread use of alcohol and other physical or mental substitutions is a symptom of it, 

together with softer but also destructive opium such as internet or ‘smart’ phone 

addiction. In the system of unequal power relationships, where solidarity is systematically 

repressed, the only accessible solutions are presented by those who directly or indirectly 

reproduce the making of precarious habitus – “a perpetrator and saviour in one person, 

constantly polishing the rules of the game” (an excerpt from the fieldwork diary). 

Conforming to precarity while hoping to become a higher-ranked servant to capitalism 

therefore appears to be the only hope for a non-precarious life. Or, as summarised by 

Jackson: 

They [employers] want these alienated individuals who are uncertain about 

their futures, who feel disempowered all the time, who are not in a good 

position to negotiate for good salaries or for better work conditions. Because 

once you are in that situation, for them, it is pretty easy to exploit, it is pretty 

easy to get rid of you or to offer insulting contracts. And, of course, it causes 
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a lot of strain in your life because you don’t only work for yourself but for 

other people, your family. 

The awareness of vulnerability, a constant state of stress and the feeling of powerlessness 

in relation to precarious work critically impacts both conscious and unconscious mind. 

Workers come to live precarity habitually, as an inevitable part of their existence. Being 

deprived of existential stability and dispossessed from making one’s own history, it is 

“like an underlying anxiety” (Anika) that is constantly present. 

Conclusion 

Fale: You go [to work] to stress for them and then come home and try to 

rest because of them. That’s not fair. 

Workers respond to precarity with attempts to navigate the blending of work and life, 

budgeting and coping mechanisms to get by. Along with working hard for low wages, 

they are required to be fully available to their employers. Workers face additional 

struggles that are typically absent in everyday lives of non-precarious workers: they cope 

with the punitive welfare system, forced identities, precarious housing and social harms 

associated with existential and ontological deprivation. Their lives are appropriated by 

agents of precarisation, leading to day-to-day struggles and precarious existence among 

workers and their families where mere survival navigates everyday responses and 

activities. In other words, they cannot take a break from precarity. Being tough and trying 

to ‘feel the game’, precarious workers, therefore, respond to objective structures of the 

social field with pragmatic practices. 

Precarious workers are dispossessed from decent lives, community engagements and 

creativities in their leisure time. Their time off work is dedicated to priority commitments 

in order to get by; or simply to rest from work. They do not have time or resources to care 

for their emotional well-being. Their lives are critically dependent from precarious modes 

of employment, with structural constraints of precarious work capturing and colonising 

every sphere of existence. Thus, no precarious worker wants to be precarious. It is 

therefore logical to assume that the precarious worker wants to escape precarity often by 

any means necessary – paradoxically, often by being even more flexible and conforming 

to relationships of precarious employment. The chapter demonstrated the outcome of 
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precarious work in relation to workers’ everyday lives and that a person always develops 

certain dispositions in response to systemic conditions and its effects. 

Hence, precarious habitus signifies the everyday struggles of precarious workers who are 

struggling with various issues regarding precarious work and life. By developing 

budgeting skills, channels of comfort and other coping mechanisms, workers battle 

precarity and its impact on their lives. A worker’s sensibilities and conduct are shared by 

all those who have been sharing similar socio-economic and political conditions. 

Precarity impacts families, communities and, consequently, society as such. By 

internalising precarity as normal and taken for granted workers conform to precarity 

which further accommodates the accumulation of social harms and challenging everyday 

lives. The making of precarious habitus, therefore, signifies both structures, social 

processes and practices in social fields dominated by practices of capitalist accumulation. 

In particular, it demonstrates shared internalised dispositions associated with everyday 

work and life. The research confirms that precarity is a significant driver of stress and 

anxieties, various addictions, poverty and increasing social inequality. 

In short, the diagram below illustrates the third and fourth dimensions of the making of 

precarious habitus – a constant state of stress and appropriated everyday life – that 

emerge from the blending of work and life and destroyed work-life balance. 

 

How exactly does precarity become internalised? How do workers respond to either 

downward or upward social mobility that results from precarious work? What is the price 

of precarity? The next chapter, based on case studies, concludes the critical analysis of the 

making of precarious habitus by answering these very questions.   
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Chapter 6: Downward Social Mobility and the Price of 

Moving Up 

Introduction 

The following chapter investigates the outcome of the making of precarious habitus – 

downward social mobility and the price of moving up. These signify the result of four 

dimensions of precarious habitus analysed in previous chapters (the feeling of 

powerlessness, repressed solidarity, a constant state of stress and appropriated everyday 

life). We analyse how and to what extent precarious workers experience precarious 

employment as a mechanism of either downward or upward social mobility and how this 

is influenced by social dispositions centred around precarity. The chapter illuminates the 

process of accommodating and internalising precarity as a normal and inevitable part of a 

worker’s life, signifying the outcome of structural constraints of precarious work and life.  

What is the price of precarity? We try to answer this question by looking at two different 

examples of precarious workers. They are accompanied by workers’ responses and an 

auto-ethnographic vignette. First, we summarise the lived experience of precarity in 

Auckland through Penina’s case study. Penina, a precarious worker and student, sums up 

issues regarding precarious work and life that are analysed throughout the thesis. She 

works in a fast-food restaurant where working conditions and management practices 

signify a great concern regarding labour relations. Fast-food restaurant chains such as 

McDonald’s, Burger King and KFC, together with other transnational giants that 

maximise profits through precarisation of labour,26 are examples in the social field of 

work where precarity designates the conditions of domination (Lorey, 2017, p. 200). 

Penina represents a typical precarious worker, caught in precarity which cements social 

immobility and relations of domination. 

In contrast, we present the story of Ria, an actress whose work and life are precarious to a 

certain degree. She represents a borderline precarious worker whose investment in her 

career suggests upward social mobility. Nevertheless, although her story illustrates a 

                                                 
26 Amazon being an example of hyper-precarisation where every warehouse worker is required to pick up 

an item every nine seconds and pack at least two shipments per minute (Edwards, 2013; Selby, 2017). 
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different layer of precarity, we identify certain commonalities in relation to precarious 

habitus. This particularly applies to strategies of precarisation analysed in previous 

chapters. Ria’s experience of precarity is accompanied by a short auto-ethnographic 

account regarding precarity in academia; both experiences try to explain the price of 

upward social mobility by accepting and accommodating precarity as something normal 

and inevitable. In other words, we point out the paradox of attempting to escape the 

structural constraints of precarious work by accommodating precarity and internalising its 

social dispositions. If previous chapters demonstrated how precarious habitus is made, 

this chapter concludes the analysis by looking at how precarity is internalised. By 

emphasising the price of precarity, the chapter paves the way to the thesis conclusion 

(chapter 7) where we discuss strategies and solutions for de-precarisation of society.  

‘Every day I wake up on the wrong side of capitalism’: Penina’s story 

Penina is a 22-year old woman, of Samoan descent and working-class background. Every 

morning she wakes up on the wrong side of capitalism. Penina is a young brown woman 

and a daughter of immigrants, which points out at least three social divisions in modern 

societies where she is on the ‘other’ side: gender, class and race/ethnicity. 

Penina represents typical precarious worker and features which are shared with many 

other workers who do not enjoy the privilege of working within secure modes of 

employment. On an everyday basis she is faced with fluctuating hours and low pay, 

limited access to benefits such as sick leave and paid periodic holidays, bad occupational 

health and safety practices, management’s techniques of favouritism, and features of 

precarious life such as destroyed work-life balance. Furthermore, Penina is not protected 

against redundancy, bullying in the workplace, and various forms of discrimination. 

Because of the company’s principles aimed at maximising profit through reduction of 

labour costs, she is over-worked, pressured, exploited, unacknowledged and unheard. As 

with other precarious workers, she experiences the absence of a collective employment 

agreement, has limited or no opportunities to gain skills and she is unable to voice her 

position regarding the work process, conditions and wages. Finally, she is discouraged (in 

a subtle way) to join the union. 

Penina works for the famous American fast-food restaurant chain whose service workers 

are often represented as low-paid, even ‘unskilled’ and ‘uneducated’ employees. The 
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name of the corporation is changed for confidentiality to Kentucky McKing. Penina is 

paid a minimum wage. As a young brown woman, she struggles to balance work with her 

other commitment, being a university student: 

Penina: Average week I just work. I’m too tired because of work so I end 

up either oversleeping or I just can’t make it to go to uni. I miss so many 

classes because of work. I feel like my main priority is work … If it wasn’t 

for my family, I don’t think I would work and study. 

Raised in Pacific culture with respect towards elders and care for the extended family, 

Penina has always wanted to help her family. For decades, education has indicated an 

entrance to the labour market, particularly well-paid jobs; it has signified social mobility, 

the entry doors to the successful career path and self-fulfilment and/or to escape the blue-

collar or peasant reality of everyday struggle. To a certain degree, free public education 

provided good jobs for many citizens at the time of post-war welfare state (Bathmaker et 

al., 2016). Yet, neoliberal reforms that commodified universities – mostly through 

introduction of student fees and student loans – changed that. The university became a 

theological school of chrematistics and a source of profit production, particularly in 

relation to public-private partnerships and university’s surrender of autonomous 

intellectual space to the demands of transnational capital (Kramberger and Rotar, 2010). 

However, in the dominant imaginary, the university kept the image of future existential 

security, also by a discourse about ‘knowledge society’. Penina’s parents migrated from 

Samoa to New Zealand for better opportunities, especially for their children, so they have 

understood tertiary education as the main tool to obtain a stable job and live a good life. 

Not knowingly, this resulted in a burden for their children to go to university and gain a 

degree. Penina is one of many working-class youth who is caught in a circle of student 

debt and working while studying, accompanied by hopes of escaping precarity. 

Helping her family household to survive, together with a struggle to balance work and 

study, is the main cause of stress for indebted Penina. She is pressured to earn money 

while trying to build up a better future for herself and her family through university study: 

Despite the fact that I should put school as a priority, my boss is always 

asking me to come in, to come in. I feel like work is my main priority now 

instead of school. I literally miss a lot of my classes just to go working. I’m 

too scared of losing it ‘cause I really need the job and I really need to have 

some money to help out my family situation and stuff. 
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Working for Kentucky McKing as a part-time or casual worker reveals the main features 

of precarious work. Penina highlights the issues such as low pay, fluctuating hours (being 

on-call and available anytime), high work intensity (constantly being under-staffed), an 

abusive manager who misuses his power (favouring some workers in order to suppress 

solidarity), bad management practices and unsafe work environment. For example, 

working fluctuating hours on the minimum-wage rate, Penina constantly experiences high 

work intensity or doing a lot of work in shorter time. This results in high productivity but 

also in over-working where she burns herself out literally and figuratively. Although she 

is employed through a part-time contract, she is constantly called into work: 

Penina: My actual shifts are Monday, Wednesday, Saturday and Sunday 

and then other days I’m off but I always work other days because we are 

short of staff. 

Marko: So they call you to come? 

Penina: Yes, come to cover for that person and so on. 

Marko: When do they usually call you? 

Penina: [The] majority of the time just when I’m at uni on the same day I 

have to cover someone. Yes, that’s how bad it is … I don’t know, it’s like, 

it’s hard, especially within, how is it called, the food industry, those fast 

food restaurants. It’s because, like, if you don’t have enough staff, we get 

calling and we end up missing classes because we don’t have enough staff 

so we have to go. We also don’t have enough breaks. We only have two 

breaks instead of three. So I have to work tonight. I start at 5, the store closes 

at 12 but we finish at 1 or depending on how long it takes for cleaning but 

we only get two breaks. No matter what. Even if you ask the boss, they are 

like, “Oh no, it’s busy”. It’s nothing we can do so you just have to work. 

But we need our breaks so it’s kinda hard. 

Being available all the time and not receiving adequate breaks are only the tips of the 

iceberg that reveal other very problematic and even unlawful strategies of exploitation 

and reduction of labour costs. A longer excerpt from the interview illuminates the 

accumulation of issues regarding hours and work intensity: 

Marko: Are you employed part-time or casual? 

Penina: Part-time. It doesn’t really matter if you say part-time. Right now, 

Kentucky McKing is going through this thing called fixed shifts so you have 

to go to your actual hours, so you don’t cover for anyone else. So if they’re 

sick you don’t come for them but despite the fact it is fixed hours we are 

still coming in to cover for people. We still have to come in. It’s pretty stupid 
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that they say that we have to come in despite the fact that we have fixed 

hours. 

Marko: So how many hours do you work per week, like in average? 

Penina: Like 40.  

Marko: Oh really? 

Penina: Yes, we do overtime. It’s that bad.  

Marko: So you work every day?  

Penina: Yes. This week I work from Tuesday to Monday. 

Marko: That’s probably very difficult. 

Penina: Yes, it is. I don’t have time to sleep. Literally, I only had two hours 

of sleep and then I had to come early ‘cause I have an early class … Last 

night I worked from 5pm and I finished at 12.30 and I got home around 1am 

‘cause I live kinda far from where I work. From then on, I’d do some work, 

do some studying and go to sleep and then come back to uni if I have early 

classes. If I’d have a choice then I would love to work in the mornings 

instead of nights. On my contract it says I can work 29 hours. They offered 

me 29 but the fact that we are short of staff, we don’t have a choice but to 

come in and cover for people. I don’t understand why is there a contract 

when my own employer is telling us to come in. It’s hard. They don’t know 

how to manage. I asked them if they’re hiring but, I don’t know, they just 

say yes but I don’t see any interviews there /…/ Our managers are abusing 

their power, their status and stuff and we can’t really complain. 

Marko: Why? 

Penina: I don’t know. I just, it just feels weird. I can’t do that. 

Marko: What about other co-workers? 

Penina: They haven’t said anything. I don’t know, I think it’s because they 

work with them so long that they’ve accustomed to it … It’s hard, especially 

because you don’t have people to talk to. I heard that we have a union where 

we can complain to but no one uses it. It’s not so effective.   

Paradoxically, workers at Kentucky McKing are aware that they are replaceable at any 

time although they are short-staffed. In fact, Penina and her co-workers know that the 

management is reluctant to hire more workers. Supply of workers is constant and, as 

Penina says, most of her co-workers in fast-food restaurants have been on average 

employed less than a year. The management manipulates workers by promising them that 

they will hire new workers. It is an eschatological waiting. Moreover, the lack of trust in 

unions and the inability to demand basic workers’ rights and connect in solidarity, signify 
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a concerning issue of the making-a-disciplined-worker that emerges within precarious 

work. Thus, workers in Kentucky McKing do not openly question management and their 

exploitative and often unlawful strategies in running the business. At the same time, they 

know very well that they are being exploited but their voice is consistently repressed 

through both repressive (abusive manager) and subtle mechanisms (favouritism): 

Marko: Does the manager or someone else put you under stress? 

Penina: Yes, all the time. With dealing with customers, if you stuff up your 

orders, if you stuff up whatever, they’ll yell at you despite the fact that 

you’re under stress, like, it’s busy and stuff. No, they’ll still yell at you, no 

excuses. There’s no excuse. If you stuff up, it’s your fault, so you can’t make 

any excuse. 

Marko: Do they want you to do more in a short time? 

Penina: Yes, they don’t want us to get overtime. They want us to do it really 

quickly but not getting enough staff, it just doesn’t make sense to me … The 

manager is using us. He just doesn’t understand what we are going through. 

He’s like “No, you have to come” even if people are sick. They call them 

in. They are like “You have to come in”. For example, one of the girls rang 

in and she told them she was sick. The supervisor said “I don’t care if you’re 

sick, you have to come in!” And the parents were listening so the parents 

complained. If the parents don’t take a role in it, then basically we don’t 

have a say. It’s really bad, especially with food takeaways, fast-food 

restaurants. 

Penina’s testimony reveals the relationship by the management to workers who are 

treated as children. Although all workers in Kentucky McKing are grown people 

(everyone is at least 18 years old), the infantilising and lack of respect plays an important 

role in maintaining control over workers. In general, the relationship between managers 

and workers is concerning, even alarming, particularly in relation to the psychological 

pressure and injustices workers feel when it comes to promotion or pay rises. 

Penina: They abuse us big time. One of my supervisors once asked me, you 

know, when you get drinks from Kentucky McKing and you press it? 

Marko: Yes. 

Penina: So it was out [of work]. The supervisor yelled at me and she was 

like “Can you not hear, it is finished!” And I said “Ok, which one do I use?” 

So I only asked her a question and she came up to me, she pulled my shirt, 

she pulled me all the way to the back and she shoved me. She was like 
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“Listen!!!” I was so close to punching her but I was like, naah, I can’t do 

that. I feel like we get abused at work but we choose not to speak. 

There’s also favouritism at work. So my managers favour workers from 

their own ethnicity. One time me and my Islander co-worker, we were 

speaking in our language but we got told off. I said “Don’t tell us off. You 

guys always use your Hindi language at work. We never.” And she 

[supervisor] was like “But you guys might be talking about us”. I was like 

“I never question you guys when you are talking in your language. Why are 

you questioning us?” It’s definitely favouritism and problems at work. For 

small things but heaps of problems. For example, right now the manager is 

favouring one co-worker. He’s giving her more shifts, giving her more 

money. I say “who cares” but still. Then the supervisor got her role only 

because the manager liked her. I asked my co-worker how long does she 

work here and she said five months. I was like “wow, still new, why is she 

getting a promotion?” I was shocked. Then I found out they were close with 

the manager. I was like “oh my gosh, kill me now.” So there’s a lot of 

favouritism at work. It’s kind of annoying. 

Stereotypes play a significant role in creating division amongst workers who, as a result, 

are unable to collectively collaborate in solidarity. The ‘divide and rule’ technique used 

by management is very common. When I asked Penina if she feels acknowledged at work 

she immediately answered “No, no way. No one feels acknowledged. I feel like they feel 

little you depending on your ethnicity.” As a Pacific Islander, together with Māori 

stereotypically represented in a racist discourse as big and strong but not very bright 

(Wall, 1997), Penina is always required to lift heavy things at work: “They will always 

use your background as an excuse, like ‘only Islanders can lift up heavy stuff’. They 

[manager and supervisor] will just say that. It’s annoying. It’s all ethnicity based.” 

One of the issues that relates to occupational health and safety is a lack of training, 

together with a very unjust division of labour where the worker must do additional tasks, 

even those that he or she is not paid and responsible for. On the one hand, as a new 

worker, a person is required to learn and adapt to the new work environment in the 

shortest possible time, although the required training is usually not performed by a person 

(supervisor) who is responsible for that. On the other hand, the training by the supervisor 

tends to be performed quickly and sloppily. 

Marko: How is the training at Kentucky McKing?  
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Penina: They don’t train people. The supervisors should train new people 

but we train them. I have to train new people. They say, “Oh Penina, can 

you look after her?” and then they go and do their own thing. 

Marko: So what does the supervisor do? 

Penina: Just walk around. They do the most easy tasks leaving the hard ones 

for us … We have to lift and we get burned at work because of the oil and 

stuff. I have so many bruises from work. So we have to carry those trays of 

food and they are actually quite heavy. And then we have to clean, literally 

clean everything with our hand scroll. It’s hard. People think it’s actually 

easy but it isn’t.  

Marko: Do you think you should be paid more for the work you do? 

Penina: Hell yeah! People think it’s easy what we go through. It’s not! Our 

rate is so bad, we do way more work and go through all these struggles. 

During the conversation with Penina, I caught myself looking at the bruises on her hands. 

A lack of protection in the workplace (ignoring occupational health and safety standards), 

especially in the food and beverage industry where workers are exposed to hot oil, has 

been very common amongst fast-food restaurant workers. But at Kentucky McKing 

Penina also notes another aspect of the unsafe work environment – a lack of security. 

Famous ‘viral’ internet videos of customers yelling and throwing things at fast-food 

restaurant workers in the United States (so-called freak out videos) show that workers are 

often exposed to both physical and psychological violence. Because fast-food restaurant 

workers, similarly to cleaners, room attendants and many others, are often represented as 

unskilled, uneducated and less worthy of respect, they often become a target of various 

forms of violence and dehumanisation. Consequently, many fast-food restaurant workers 

feel ashamed about their job, and they tend to suffer from low self-esteem and feelings of 

despair. Psychological and physical violence by rude customers towards fast-food 

restaurant workers can also be found in New Zealand. Penina has a constant fear of 

working evening/night shifts and of the dangerous situation she is exposed every night 

when she finishes work: 

Penina: We’ve had problems with customers yelling at us, throwing things 

at us, even trying to threaten us. We’ve had to call the police so many times. 

And it’s only us, girls, we don’t have a guy. Even our supervisors are girls. 

We only have one supervisor who is a guy but he does days. So yes, it’s 

really hard. Sometimes when we finish, there are people sitting outside and 

they are like just waiting there so we have to stay inside the restaurant and 
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be locked until we go out together as a group. I wish we could have more 

guys at work. 

Being preoccupied with precarious work, Penina is struggling with school. In her second 

semester, she stopped attending university, trying to earn enough money to get by. At the 

same time, she has been struggling with job-related stress and anxieties. Her work-life 

balance is destroyed. Although she does not drink, smoke or take drugs, she finds her 

comfort zone in another addiction – food: “I just go drag my sorrow in food. I just have 

to eat, eat it away. I just eat and deal with it by myself” (Penina). As we noted in the 

previous chapter, for precarious workers who work long hours, it is very difficult to 

maintain friendships and social networks as such. Penina, like Chelsea, emphasises that 

she does not have a social life: 

Penina: I don’t have a social life. I mean, I had a social life. I only have 

school and work. Yes, I literally don’t have a social life. The only thing that 

I have a social life is like with close friends just catching up over the phone. 

Nothing else because I don’t go out. I think that’s why the majority of my 

friends drifted away from me because they go out … It’s really hard to 

maintain friendship. You have to, in order for you to have friends, you have 

to do something. 

An interesting issue that arises from Penina’s testimony is the contemporary imperative to 

enjoy (McGowan, 2004). In interviews and conversations with students and my co-

workers, I noticed that the imperative to enjoy, produced by the culture/media industry, 

appears as the anti-political substitution to temporarily escape from precarity. This 

includes a process of internalising images of a person’s ‘success’ measured by the 

‘market’. Because we are constantly bombarded by these images on social media or on 

television (they are carefully crafted to appear perfect), we often think that others have 

access to enjoyment and pleasure while worrying that we do not enjoy enough. Precisely 

this deficit mobilises our desires to keep striving for it.27 However, for many precarious 

workers, particularly those who struggle existentially, the imperative to enjoy is the 

empty paradigm: overworked precarious workers do not have time or the financial means 

                                                 
27 See Jacques Lacan’s concept of jouissance for deeper explanation of this process. It signifies the point of 

pleasure that causes an illusion of accessibility but is, at the same time, always unachievable. In sociology, 

Todd McGowan (2004) and Renata Salecl (2010) use jouissance to analyse consumerism. In relation to art 

and advertising, John Berger’s BBC documentary series Ways of Seeing provides another in-depth source. 
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to play the game of ‘free choice’. They even do not have time to think about stress or take 

care of themselves:  

Penina: I sleep less because I don’t have time. There’s no time for me to be 

stressed, to be honest. When I work I have to be on my game, I have to 

focus. The moment I stress is when I break. But it’s hard being tough.  

Penina’s seemingly never-ending drive in a circle of precarious work and life results in 

her pessimism about the future. Although she is a fighter she does not have any personal 

goal in her life except for taking care of her family and surviving. Her story becomes a 

very sad testimony about the working poor or those workers from deprived socio-

economic communities who are trapped in a cycle of poverty, low-paid precarious work 

and social immobility. She is aware that many people who graduate find it difficult to get 

a decent job. Thus, Penina does not see the point to continue her studies anymore. 

Considering dominant neoliberal discourse, Penina holds the individual responsibility but 

coming from marginalised socio-economic background, she never had a free choice or 

equal opportunities in the ‘labour market’. She is precarious and trapped in relations of 

domination and social immobility. 

Marko: What are your goals? 

Penina: [silence] 

Marko: Do you have some goal? 

Penina: No [starts to cry]. Whatever comes up I just go with it. I don’t really 

have a goal. I only came to uni for my parents’ sake. I don’t like studying, I 

don’t like uni at all. Other than that, I don’t know what I’m gonna do. Just 

pray to god that I’ll find something better, something that will pay better. I 

just want to help my family.  

Marko: What about you? 

Penina: I don’t care. I don’t have time to think about myself. I’m just 

worrying about my parents. Being the eldest is even harder because my job 

is my responsibility and to figure out how I’m gonna be there for them when 

they get older. Because I can’t and they can’t provide enough for 

themselves. For us Islanders, it’s always our family first. That’s why I think 

I’m pushing myself, that’s why I don’t really think about myself. Like, I 

don’t really care for myself. I wanna do stuff but no, I can’t do it. 

Penina’s responsibility of fa’asamoa (Samoan traditions) and collective solidarity as such 

are ignored by the system that is built on the ideological base of individualism and self-
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interest. Penina cannot just escape her family situation, especially because of their 

economic and existential condition. She does not even think about that. Although both of 

her parents work they struggle to survive. It is important to note that no one is paid a 

living wage in this household of three working people and four schoolchildren.  

Penina was one of twenty-six participants in this research and one of the last workers I 

interviewed. The conversation was emotional and although I have been a precarious 

worker too, I was shaken by her story. Not only because her story exposes the reasons for 

‘success’ of fast-food corporations; it also illuminates the price of precarity that affects 

not only individual workers, but their families and communities. Penina lives with her 

parents who both work but they are all on minimum wages which cannot ensure a decent 

standard of living for a household, especially because they must pay expensive rent.  

In sum, Penina’s everyday work and life are characterised by precarious work, resulting 

in feelings of powerlessness. This is indicated by examples of fluctuating hours, over-

working, high work intensity and various forms of manipulation by management in order 

to decrease labour costs. Because of favouritism and rewarding the most conforming 

workers, her workplace systematically represses solidarity. The nature of relations is 

particularly evident in workers’ distrust of unions and the inability to organise themselves 

and demand better working conditions or at least request that the employer respects the 

employment contract. Understandably, because of intimidation by management and the 

lack of worker protection, Penina and her co-workers find it very difficult to demand their 

basic rights.  

Being on minimum-wage rates, Penina and her parents have to budget so that a household 

of seven can get by the week. This causes extensive anxiety, particularly because Penina 

always has in mind what is in play, including the danger of ending up on the street if they 

are unable to pay their expensive rent on time. Moreover, because she is preoccupied with 

work – working long and unsocial hours – this significantly affects her social life. This 

precarious situation, therefore, appropriates her life to the degree that she cannot 

maintain bonds with her friends or have enough time and money for leisure activities. She 

is in a state of constant stress. Not having a goal for the future is therefore a symptomatic 

indicator of the internalisation of precarity where a person cannot plan or anticipate the 

future in any way, and where the question of downward social mobility and the price of 
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upward trajectory becomes the analysis of structural inequalities. In other words, what is 

the future of precarious workers like her? 

Financial difficulties, despair, social disconnection and the repression of solidarity from 

the management point to the internalisation of precarity that results from precarious work. 

Everything in Penina’s life revolves around precarious work. Penina can therefore only 

live for the present and try not to think about the future.  

‘Everyone is playing the game’: Ria’s story 

Penina’s story signifies a precarious worker who is affected by precarity to the degree that 

it appears almost impossible to escape the cycle of precarious work and life. Because of 

the preoccupation with work and everyday struggles to get by, Penina does not have time 

to study. She has a student loan while struggling in Kentucky McKing with the violence of 

precarious work. Neilson argues that precarious workers like Penina, Chelsea, Shanice or 

Lucky signify a particular sector of the precariat. He calls it ‘the precariat: falling into the 

abyss’ (Neilson, 2015, pp. 13-14). He points to the working poor, migrant workers, the 

unemployed and informally employed whose only goal is to get by each week. This 

vulnerable section of society also includes the homeless. Emphasising the silenced side of 

New Zealand life, Neilson (2015) asserts that “the circumstances of these desperate strata 

of the relative surplus population are characterised by extreme material precarity 

combined with almost non-existent opportunities for upward mobility” (p. 14). 

On the other end of the precariat are workers, particularly youth, who want to escape 

precarity by obtaining educational credentials and invest in their careers in order to find a 

non-precarious job. According to Neilson (2015, p. 13), ‘the precariat: moving up’ 

represents precarious workers whose aspiration of upward social mobility stands against 

the opportunity to achieve it. Because they do not come from privileged socio-economic 

backgrounds or ethnicities, they have to work even harder to be accepted into the pool of 

workers who are competing for secure jobs. For example, Nina, who has been working in 

cafés and restaurants while studying at the university, sees further education as the way to 

exit precarity whereas Anika (retail) works a second contractual job as a youth worker, a 

job that could eventually lead to stable employment. Another student from the Māori 

working class, Ngaire, hopes that obtaining a university degree and the possibility of one 

of her three causal jobs becoming permanent will result in a stable life. Nina, Anika and 
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Ngaire are all optimistic about their future, working hard and going ‘the extra mile’ to 

achieve their dreams. However, Neilson (2015, p. 13) notes that although the aspiring 

precariat have to believe in their abilities and the fairness of the system in order to stay 

optimistic about upward social mobility, the system only selects a minority of them to 

join the securiat, a social bloc characterised by existential security, high incomes and 

secure employment relations.  

In this context, the case study of Ria is interesting as it shows that even people whose 

work and life are partially precarious are struggling with precarity. It analyses what 

Bourdieu asserts in his political writings – that precarity is becoming present everywhere: 

“a Darwinian world emerges - it is the struggle of all against all at all levels of the 

hierarchy, which finds support through everyone clinging to their job and organisation 

under conditions of insecurity, suffering, and stress” (Bourdieu, 1998c, para. 9). Ria’s 

story shows how precarity and its habitus colonise the lives of semi-precarious workers.  

Meet Ria, a young actress from Auckland. To protect her identity, we decided not to 

reveal her ethnicity. Ria comes from a working-class family. She is a professional actress 

who graduated from drama school. She has been acting in various theatres across the 

country. Ria is a freelancer, working contract to contract. Although she does not suffer 

from systemic precarity like the other participants in this research, elements of precarity 

are present in her daily work and life: 

Ria: It’s really hard. It is stressful because when you’re doing the job, the 

job usually isn’t that long, so if you do quite a big theatre production you 

might be employed for like three months and then if you’re lucky enough, 

the show comes back around and you tour again. But it all depends who gets 

funding. It’s stressful because it’s kind of a rollercoaster: you have heaps of 

work and then it’s massive debt. It’s a contrast between your lifestyles and 

adjusting your mindset for that lifestyle is quite difficult. So, you can be 

working solidly for like three months every day. You are so busy, you are 

rehearsing during the day, you got a show at night, you’re touring, you are 

on the road. You are really busy and you are getting paid really well. But 

when the show ends you might not have another contract for another how 

many months, so while that show is going you still have to be hustling for 

other stuff because you know it’s gonna end soon. So you always have to be 

looking for work, you can’t ever just take a break. It’s hard. And with 

freelance work you don’t have holidays because when you are in downtime 

that’s your holiday. You can’t afford to just muck around. 
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Unlike countries that have maintained national and regional theatre companies under the 

ownership of the state (directly or through city councils), New Zealand’s theatre 

companies are private entities financed by the state through grants. This public-private 

fluidity enables the establishment of multiple start-up theatre companies but, at the same 

time, as Ria asserts, it privileges bigger companies. Because the latter master the language 

of grant applications – having teams who are specialised in them – the grants are usually 

allocated to the country’s six biggest theatre companies. Ria says that being contracted to 

one of those companies is the only way to secure your job for some time. However, the 

system of oligopoly opens the doors for the system of privileges and disadvantages where 

certain people enjoy secure lives at the expense of the precarity of the others: 

Ria: There’s a lot of discrimination in the industry. If you pick up the 

programme on the way out you’ll see that all the shows are white, most of 

the casting is white. They don’t have any Māori or Pacific shows next year 

even though they are obligated to when they get funding. And how do they 

get around that? They will do community workshops, they will do stuff 

down in Mangere, but away from the mainstream. So the industry itself is 

generally run by white New Zealanders. They choose plays, they cast actors 

… The state funding goes to all major companies and they get locked in 

funding for like five years whereas being new we have to apply every time 

we do a show, every time we do a thing. And like the same people will get 

the same funding every time and those people are white people who are 

doing white shows for white audiences over fifty, they are casting the same 

people every time. It’s not just white people all the time but the same white 

people all the time, with one or two tokens of Samoan or Māori actors. 

Talking about equal opportunities is just laughable. You look at the 

programmes of the last five years and it’s just, it’s perpetuating this horrible 

cycle of like, your stories are not important, you don’t mean anything to us; 

we don’t care enough about you to talk about you; we don’t understand you, 

we don’t want to understand you; you’re an outsider, we are the heroes.  

Non-white and working-class actors like Ria are struggling in a Pākehā-dominated social 

field of art where many actors, writers or directors come from wealthy socio-economic 

backgrounds: “It’s just this vicious cycle of the system. There’s kind of like particular 

families, like theatre royalty”, says Ria, referring to structural inequalities within the 

field. As a young actress who does not come from a privileged family, Ria observes: 

You have to prove yourself more. It’s luckier for me because I was raised 

white, so I have a white sensibility to go okay, these things are important. I 

understand the ways of working but if someone is from South Auckland, a 



180 

 

Samoan family, it’s harder because they have different ways of working and 

those ways are totally valid. So, they are already on the back foot. 

By ways of working, Ria refers not only to the interpersonal social relationships and ways 

of interacting that are homogenised and dominated by white bourgeois taste (Bourdieu, 

1984), but also to the social field of the industry itself. Structural inequalities within the 

field determine what kind of relationships are in play, naturalising hierarchies to the 

extent that they become normalised and taken for granted. Again, according to Bourdieu 

and Wacquant (1992, p. 111), it is the state – in the forms of rituals (rewards) and 

financial grants – that canonises a certain class or cultural taste. Workers in the social 

fields of arts and academia, amongst others, who do not come from privileged 

backgrounds are therefore disadvantaged in advance. For independent actors like Ria, 

whose ideas and stories do not comply with the dominant taste, it is a struggle to make 

their way in a competitive and stratified environment:  

Ria: We just don’t have enough money to back ourselves so that’s the main 

struggle. So we want to make work but we don’t have enough money and 

all the support, like, you’re not taught as an actor how to run a business but 

it is what you end up doing. It’s what we have to do. If you wanna make it, 

you have to do your books, rehearsal spaces, do your accounting, apply for 

funding all the time, be a good writer, you have to do your full budget to 

give them [to the state agency that decides who will be granted the money 

for the project]. 

Marko: So, like being an entrepreneur? 

Ria: Yes, yes, every single person is like their own individual company. You 

have to think about yourself as a business, you know, how to sell yourself, 

how to deal with facts and figures, make yourself sound big fuckin’ legit. 

But in the lower levels, we don’t know how to do that. Those who always 

get the money, the privileged, they are really eloquent, organised, they know 

money, they know what to do with it, how to crunch the numbers to make 

things work in a budget that looks awesome. They know the system, they 

know the language so when they apply for funding they get it. 

Ria’s experience demonstrates that structural constraints of the social field are embedded 

in subtle ways. This implies that it is even more difficult to challenge the existing order 

that includes high work intensity by those who are struggling to be in the ‘game’ (to get 

funding in order to work). Trying to be one of the few who succeed in a social field where 

the privileged are ritually settled, artists are forced to subordinate themselves to the rules 
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of the field: think as an entrepreneur, become a homo oeconomicus (Foucault, 2008), a 

subject who measures and is measured by their value on the ‘market’. The primary role of 

the actor (or director, researcher) becomes how to sell yourself instead of mastering your 

potentials and bringing forward non-censored ideas that do not always comply with the 

system’s dominant taste. In other words, the prevalence of commodification prevents an 

artist from being free, particularly in relation to political critique. Trying to sense or feel 

the game’ therefore puts workers in a difficult position of navigating their ways within the 

structure of the field. The issue of favouritism further exacerbates domination and 

represses solidarity among workers:  

Ria: When you first come out it’s a solidarity thing, you know, make 

friendships with everyone, you want that support network to be really wide; 

and you’re feeling really vulnerable and you don’t know what you’re doing 

so you’re just making friends with everyone. But you soon realise that 

people are very competitive. And some people can be real shitty: they will 

deliberately not help you, they just don’t want you to take their jobs, they 

just don’t want you to be good so they bitch about you. 

Ria further notes that, because of competition, actors rarely stand in solidarity when a 

director abuses them. This includes the possibility of discussing common problems with 

other actors in the team: “you have to be very careful what you say because it gets back, 

you know, that’s dangerous for your employment opportunities.” Competition therefore 

signifies a tool for systemically repressing solidarity. Everyone is against everyone which 

further signifies the forced emotional labour of faking solidarity such as expressing to 

each other that everything is alright. In other words, actors have to be constantly aware 

what is in play, to accept domination with a smile and be on the stage literally and 

figuratively: 

Marko: You’re playing on the stage and stuff, so do you think that off the 

stage relationships are also like being on the stage? 

Ria: [laughs] That’s funny. Yes, because everyone is playing the part. Yes, 

it’s true, you just nailed that. People are such bullshitters, you know, it’s not 

all the time, the people that are really honest and they will always be straight 

up with you, those are the people you want to work with. But everyone has 

their own agenda at the end of the day. Everyone knows it is about who you 

know. Everyone is playing the game. 
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Although precarity appears in different contexts and to a lesser extent, workers like Ria 

experience elements of precarity with its relations of domination. She says that a person 

eventually learns how the play the game, accepting the imperative of networking and 

exclusionary relations within the field: “You kind of get used to it, to be honest. It’s more 

like that I’ve learnt coping mechanisms but I would definitely say that there’s no stability 

in my life.” A gym helps her to release frustrations, “go pump weights, exhaust yourself.” 

She tries to navigate structural constraints in the field but, at the same time, to continue 

with her dreams and ideas. However, being under pressure to stay in the game, adopting 

competitive social dispositions and working extra hard to get a new role, precarity 

appropriates her life. She is not struggling with poverty like many precarious workers but 

the threat of being without a job remains omnipresent.  

Ria loves being an actress and to challenge the system of privileges and disadvantages. 

She wants to create – together with actors that are in a similar position – an independent 

theatre company where they “can actively empower people from marginalised groups”, 

“just doing things in our own way, be proud of your work, be paid, tell your own stories. 

Diverse cast, heaps of women.” Ria’s story therefore also shows that although every 

habitus strives to reproduce practices in the social field, it is never static. Being 

characterised by dynamic power relations in the field, both habitus and social field can be 

restructured and changed over time. Precarity is not a natural phenomenon, much less an 

individual condition or an economic necessity. Rather, it is an intentional and imposed 

relation, a mode of domination, that can be reversed at any given time. This implies that 

precarity can also become a common point for collective political action against relations 

of domination.  

The price of precarity 

Jackson: [The] precarious situation benefits some. Certain groups of people 

make sure that they are not put in this situation. They fight and protect their 

privileges, they make sure that they care for their own because they don’t 

want to be in that situation. 

Being caught in the cycle of precarity, precarious workers have been subject to the 

process of downward social mobility or social immobility. Overworked and under 

pressure, workers like Penina do not see any future for themselves other than to keep 

working hard and trying to get by the week. Jackson asserts another interesting point that 
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is present in both Ria and Penina’s stories: that precarity also signifies an engine of social 

inequality. In other words, precarity always emerges relationally where certain social 

groups are exempted from precarious work and life at the expense of others. Instead of 

dealing with everyday precariousness together – with fairer distribution of wealth, labour 

and responsibility – capitalist ventures and privileged social groups in society shift their 

own risk and precariousness onto workers (Lorey, 2015). The accumulation of 

precariousness, instrumented by the state, therefore signifies a systemic governance of 

precarity that is imposed into multiple social fields.     

On the other hand, precarity signifies a site of constant tension among precarious workers 

to escape from precarious reality. This research finds that the price of the upward 

trajectory results in a cycle of struggling to escape precarity while accepting it as an 

inevitable and natural part of a person’s work and life. Working hard to obtain a non-

precarious job paves the way to overworked and burned-out bodies and minds. It requires 

workers to accept exploitation and enter a Socio-Darwinist game of competition. For 

many, the goal is to obtain a supposedly secure, middle-class lifestyle: “The dream is to 

buy my own house. I don’t want to live in apartments”, says Tom, whereas Nina wishes 

that she could earn enough money to travel around the world.  

However, as the structural constraints of precarious work suggest, trying to feel the game 

and enter the securiat requires the worker to conform to precarity and its relations of 

domination, which often includes exclusion of those staying in the precariat. The issue of 

favouritism and rewarding the most obedient workers is evidence of this (chapter 4).28 

Hence, the price of upwards mobility signifies imposed conformity as a rite of passage 

into the securiat where unconditional solidarity and improvement of the collective are 

systematically repressed. This includes a person’s subordination to the opportunistic 

entrepreneurial spirit in the pseudo-collective job environment with fictive solidarity and 

constant internal competition that benefits the employer. It is important to maintain that 

this is a systemic process that cannot be reduced to the characters of individual workers. 

                                                 
28 According to Rose (Union A), “the empathy gets lost. The people that we promote to managers are a 

certain type of person, the kind of people who can be cold and tell someone with cancer, hey, why aren’t 

you coming in today, why are you not back at work, those kinds of things. It’s culture. That seems to be 

widespread over many companies and I think it’s about short-term gain rather than long-term gain.”  
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Having experience from both sides of the precariat, I witnessed forced conformity in both 

worlds. As a precarious worker in events and hospitality, I noticed that the process of 

accommodating and internalising precarity appears strictly through structural constraints 

of precarious work, independently from a worker’s consciousness. In other words, a 

precarious worker must accept precarity in order to survive. Being vulnerable and 

preoccupied with work, a worker must “just deal with it”, as Nina says, and get by each 

week. The price of precarity on both physical and mental health is therefore very critical 

(Quinlan et al, 2001b). Precarious work occupies every element of workers’ lives and 

they are aware that the future is not very bright for them. This is captured in Chelsea’s 

testimony: 

Marko: What pisses you off the most? 

Chelsea: The whole bloody thing. You know, the long hours, taking away 

social time, relaxation time, taking away the work-life balance. Together 

with crappy workmates, it’s a whole thing that is just frustrating. It’s the 

whole spider web, it pisses me off. And it pisses me off that I can’t find a 

better job somewhere else so that I can get away from that crap. 

Marko: So where do you see yourself in five years? 

Chelsea: I don’t see anything. 

However, in the social field of academia or with working students, the accommodation of 

precarity appears in relation to the promise of a possible non-precarious life in the future. 

By accommodating certain activities, behaviours and other social dispositions, the person 

enters the Socio-Darwinist game of competition as part of the career investment and 

possible entrance into the securiat. Nevertheless, if we recall Neilson (2015), “[y]oung 

educated people with aspirations of achieving secure work and high income – but who are 

without advantages such as rich parents or social capital – are especially confronted by 

extremely limited opportunities. An attitude of disavowal is needed to bolster self-belief 

in the face of the reality of intense competition in which only the very few can be 

winners” (p. 13). For example, based on my personal experience as a part-time 

contractual teacher at the university, I realised that hard work – such as going beyond 

work tasks or working extra hours – do not reduce precarity. On the contrary, you make 

yourself available for more exploitation. Neilson (2015, p. 13) argues that “aspiring 

individuals in [the precariat] are subject to the discourse and practice of super-human 

performance in order that they may have a chance of competing for a position in the 
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‘securiat.’” Precarious working students like Ngaire, Anika and myself have therefore 

tended to do a lot more work than the job requires us to do, including voluntary work and 

additional training. Because we live without social protection, knowing that we do not 

have resources or social networks to rely on or even to take time out, we must keep 

fighting and hope for the best.  

Precarity in academia: The auto-ethnographic vignette 

The social field of academia is not immune to precarity. On the contrary, industries like 

tertiary education, research, media and fine arts have become increasingly precarious 

(Bourdieu, 1998a, p. 95). Ria’s story is one of many examples of how precarity is 

spreading to other social fields. In the following paragraphs we look at precarity in the 

social field of academia. 

In the research of precarity in academia, George Morgan and Julian Wood (2017, p. 82) 

emphasise that, as the result of the corporatisation of higher education, “universities have 

come to rely on sessional staff to cover classes that would once have been taught by full-

time staff. Casualization has sandbagged the conditions of tenured academic staff against 

the rising tide of neoliberalism” (Ibid.). Both PhD students and contract teachers with 

PhDs (known in the USA as adjunct professors) have been struggling with low and 

irregular incomes, a lack of labour protection and other features of precarious work. In the 

United States, for example, three quarters of all academic staff are adjuncts or casuals 

(Hall, 2015). Because most of the academic precariat does not make a living wage they 

work secondary jobs in retail, hospitality, private tutoring and such in order to survive. 

Lee Hall, an adjunct professor of Law in Delaware, for example, earns less money than a 

pet-sitter. Because she is deprived of academic benefits (an office, research grants) and 

standard labour rights, she also works in a retail store (Ibid.). By comparison, the annual 

salaries of university Vice-Chancellors (Presidents) have skyrocketed to over a US$ 1 

million dollars in the United States (Ahktar, 2019) and between NZD$600,000 and 

NZD$800,000 dollars in New Zealand (Williams, 2017).  

Hence, precarity as a mode of domination and social regulation has been widely present 

in academia too. Morgan and Wood (2017, p. 84) emphasise that the university became a 

corporate organisation, characterised by line-management chain where neoliberal 

technocrats implemented principles of scientific management in order to minimise labour 
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costs and discipline the workforce. The insanity of measurement has signified the 

imposition of a neoliberal paradigm of commodification where academics are assessed by 

abstract measurements of performance (the number of citations), external research 

income (public-private partnerships) and maximising consumer satisfaction through 

student evaluations (Morgan, 2016, p. 161; Morgan and Wood, 2017, p. 84). By offering 

short-term precarious arrangements instead of tenured positions, university managers 

have imposed obedience and pragmatic accommodation of precarity in the wider social 

field of academia: 

They have little time to pursue their research careers and thus are 

condemned to trying to survive in the increasingly crowded pool of the 

secondary academic labour market. They cannot plan for long-term adult 

life – relationships, family, home ownership – and are stuck in a poverty 

trap. In addition, they suffer a lack of professional recognition, condemned 

to be academic outsiders, even where they work for many years at a single 

institution … They are usually appointed to teach courses at very short 

notice and so have little time for preparation, and will often teach those 

courses only once and so, unlike tenured staff, do not have the opportunity 

to develop and fine-tune curricula over time (Morgan and Wood, 2017, p. 

88). 

Morgan and Wood’s analysis of the academic precariat strongly relates to my own 

experience of precarity at the university. Coming from a musical background, I adopted 

my father’s worldview that ‘whenever you play the music you are opening hearts’. Thus, 

when I got the opportunity to teach at the university, I perceived it in the same light as 

when I was singing on stages, for people in need or in a circle of friends: as a vocation or 

calling rather than a career (Ibid., p. 83). Experiencing precarious work as a migrant 

worker in New Zealand and witnessing career-oriented relationships at the university, I 

tried to emphasise social issues and voices that have been ignored in today’s economistic 

world. As a contractual tutor and lecturer, I advocated critical pedagogy and songs of 

resistance in sociology classes. Instead of technicist, human-capital education that 

prioritises market relations, education for employment and ruling ideas as the expression 

of dominant material relations (Marx, 1976, p. 59), I emphasised the radical critique of 

the system and its distribution of labour and wealth (de Oliveira Andreotti and Ahenakew, 

2013, p. 233). This required unconditional solidarity, love and the inclusion of collective 

memories of anti-colonial or anti-capitalist struggles, particularly voices that have been 

historically silenced or repressed (Freire, 2013, p. 238).  
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Students from various backgrounds responded to critical pedagogy very openly. 

However, I soon began to focus solely on teaching. I worked significantly more hours 

than I was paid for and people around me began to tell me that I should not work so 

much. I worked short-term contract to contract, earning just enough to get by. Yet, having 

a job with a purpose after a year of minimum-wage casual jobs, I began to exploit myself 

to a high degree. Rather than writing research articles in order to ‘get some points’ to 

compete for academic positions in the future, I lived for the present, focusing on teaching 

while writing new lecture material for the course. At the same time, every short-term 

teaching gig was followed by months of unemployment and struggles to find other 

income or alternative ways to survive.  

After reflecting on the teaching situation with my partner after I was burned out, I noticed 

a paradox: although I followed the collective memory of our ancestors and the 

responsibility of having a clear ethical and political stance when giving the opportunity of 

the ‘place of declaration’ or topos, I still tried to escape precarity. Being trapped in the 

world of uncertainty, I caught myself thinking within the ideology of self-improvement 

(the aspiring precariat), hoping for some sort of security from the employer. 

Consequently, deep inside, I started to feel injustice, an emotion that was accompanied by 

fear of going back to a poor precarious life. I asked myself if teaching was a career 

investment after all? This was the point when I realised that my habitus, including my 

conditions and aspirations, was subordinated to precarity. I noticed that a critical part of 

the system of imposed precarity is not always to perceive work as a career or working for 

money as such, but also as a vocation in terms of a higher calling, ethics or even personal 

growth. To get by, I convinced myself that I was doing good work (the transmission of 

knowledge, work beyond the call of duty, being a referee for student job applications) and 

that one day, this work will be recognised in the work environment that includes secured 

positions. This form of self-deception – persuading yourself that you are not working 

primarily for money – is exactly what neoliberal managers are looking for: enthusiastic 

precarious workers who internalise the notion that their purpose for going ‘the extra mile’ 

is not money but their ideas, relationships, vocation and readiness to do voluntary and 

other forms of unpaid work.       

Based on my experience, for graduate teaching assistants and temporary lecturers at 

university in New Zealand, structural constraints of precarious work appear twofold: first, 
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although the hourly rate corresponds with the living wage, the low number of assigned 

hours results in low income. Tutors are paid between twelve and fifteen hours per week 

although they work many more. Every teaching assistant is employed for one semester 

(four months) and the number of tutorials and marking hours, signifying overall work 

hours, varies from contract to contract, depending on class size. This causes a certain 

amount of anxiety among PhD students, especially because future planning in relation to 

one’s personal financial situation is almost impossible. Second, trying to build an 

academic profile for possible entry into the securiat, PhD students must conform to 

neoliberal competition and manipulative relationships in order to strengthen their social 

networks. As Morgan and Wood (2017, p. 92) emphasise, “being ‘work ready’ as 

members of a reserve army”, they “have to rely upon networking, upon nurturing 

relationships with secure workers. They need to put in the emotional labour by keeping 

superiors ‘sweet’ and by managing upwards.” Thus, a person must sense the rules of the 

game in order to stay in play, redirecting behaviour and responses in relation to social 

dispositions of privileged agents of the securiat. 

Hence, having a feel for the game in academia does not depend primarily on a person’s 

work, knowledge or ideas, but on an individual’s obedience, opportunistic entrepreneurial 

spirit and the acceptance of exploitation. As in Penina’s and Ria’s cases, precarious 

workers at the university are forced to accommodate and internalise precarity to get by. 

They must become entrepreneurs themselves. According to Morgan and Wood (2017, p. 

93),       

The ‘post-modern worker’ is the idealized figure of the new economy, 

capable of embracing flexibility and instability, the infinitely labile 

vocational subject (Morgan and Nelligan 2015), with a manic eagerness for 

serendipitous opportunity, a capacity for self-reinvention, and a readiness to 

shed relationships with co-workers and to embrace the porous networks that 

are central to flexible capitalism. 

The experience of precarity in the academic field, similarly to those in the social field of 

fine arts (Ria’s story), suggests that precarious work is becoming a norm in professional 

jobs. Although there is still a higher probability of upward social mobility when 

compared to jobs in the service industry or positions covered by labour-hire agencies, 

precarity cements social inequalities and the process of making-disciplined-workers in 

multiple social fields.     
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Conclusion 

Because of the feeling of powerlessness, repressed solidarity, a constant stress and 

appropriated everyday life that arise from the structural constraints of precarious work, 

precarious workers are forced to accommodate and internalise precarity. Penina’s story, 

that echoes testimonies of workers employed in industries such as hospitality, retail and 

distribution, suggests that precarious workers tend to become caught in everyday 

struggles of precarious work and life. Their life chances are significantly reduced.  

Ria’s experience and auto-ethnographic vignette demonstrate another element of 

precarious being, an aspiring precariat, who must open themselves for ‘voluntary’ 

exploitation and neoliberal social dispositions in order to compete for a possible position 

in the securiat. No worker wants to be precarious, which suggests that workers like 

Penina, Ria and myself are responding in various ways and with various coping 

mechanisms in order to get by, while trying to improve our life chances. What we all have 

in common is that precarity critically impacts upon our perceptions, actions and 

responses. It colonises our lives. We often feel powerless. Solidarity is ritually substituted 

by individual quests for a better position in society characterised by neoliberal 

dispositions. The latter includes a systemic process of the making of precarious habitus 

with its lack of sensitivity for the public good, the lack of recognising the precariousness 

of each other and the right to minimum existential stability for every person in society.    

The price of precarity therefore appears as total acceptance of the rules of the game set by 

capitalist ventures and their agents, aiming to reduce labour costs and maximise profits. 

Workers work more for less, convincing themselves that precarious employment could 

lead to a non-precarious job in the future. Employers who facilitate precarious 

arrangements systematically exploit people’s vulnerability and their precarious existence: 

Penina’s story, amongst others, shows that the well-being of workers is not important to 

managers. Instead of being understood as a fundamental part of the economy, workers are 

considered a cost and, consequently, dehumanised in a cost-effective discourse of 

corporate optimisation and rationalisation. Consequently, workers feel that they are 

replaceable or disposable at any given time, which opens a space for extreme exploitation 

and manipulation. The increased competition among a large pool of vulnerable and often 

desperate precarious workers to enter the securiat of professional servants to capitalism 
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therefore predicts an increasing work intensity, new techniques to avoid standard labour 

rights and management practices to discipline and exploit workers.  

Although the media, enterprises and political parties continually normalise precarity 

through neoliberal discourse that embracing flexibility and instability is simply a part of 

the modern lifestyle of personal choices and market demands (MBIE, 2015; 2015 

Amendment of the Employment Relations Act), precarious work is a political decision 

that can be reversed at any given time. Chapters with workers’ centred responses 

demonstrated the everyday struggles and social harms associated with precarious work 

and precarity. Hence, the process of de-precarisation of work and life appears critical for 

the well-being of workers, their families and the society as such.  

What are the possibilities for escaping precarity? What are the solutions and ways 

towards the de-precarisation of society? These are some of the questions that occupy this 

thesis towards the end. As with every habitus, precarious habitus is dynamic, constituting 

part of the social fields where intense power relations and conflicts are constantly in play. 

Can precarity become a platform for change? There are alternatives… 
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Chapter 7: Conclusion – Challenging Precarity 

Main findings 

Drawing on workers’ centred responses, auto-ethnography and the analysis of precarity in 

the long durée, this thesis illuminated structural constraints of precarious work, 

management strategies of imposed precarity and the real-life impact of precarious work 

on workers’ everyday lives and social dispositions. In particular, working in low-paid, 

insecure and unprotected precarious jobs results in precarity, a broader existential state 

that prevents workers from anticipating the future and living well in the present. 

Precarious work and precarity critically impact the well-being of workers, their families 

and society as such.  

The substance of the Employment Contracts Act (1991) and current Employment 

Relations Act (2000), analysed in chapter 2, demonstrate that in the contemporary era, 

precarious work is an intentional consequence of the neoliberal policies which attained 

global dominance in the 1980s and 1990s. Precarious work is a mainstay of neoliberal 

capitalism where employers’ precariousness is shifted and accumulated into the everyday 

work and life of workers. In chapters 4 and 5, we emphasised that the precarisation of 

labour goes hand-in-hand with the decomposition of the welfare state and the global 

neoliberal attack on the working class. For workers, precarious life is a calamitous 

admixture of calculation and desperation. On the one hand, work is the product of ever 

more fine-grained calculations by employers about marginal costs and benefits freed of 

any other considerations or obligations. On the other hand, the social life that precarious 

work engenders is marked by anxiety, insecurity, unknowable time horizons and struggle. 

As a direct result of precarious work, precarity signifies a mode of domination that 

systematically subjects increasing numbers of workers in various industries to uncertainty 

and social vulnerability. Primary data analysis confirms Bourdieu’s argument that 

precarity has wider consequences for society: 

there are the effects on all the others, who are apparently spared. The 

awareness of [precarity] never goes away: it is present at every moment in 

everyone’s mind /…/ It pervades both the conscious and the unconscious 

mind. The existence of a large reserve army, which, because of the 

overproduction of graduates, is no longer restricted to the lowest levels of 
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competence and technical qualification, helps to give all those in work the 

sense that they are in no way irreplaceable and that their work, their jobs, 

are in some way a privilege, a fragile, threatened privilege (Bourdieu, 

1998b, pp. 82-83).  

As in the past, the reserve army of labour of precarious workers continues to be used as a 

lever to reduce rates of wages, to increase work intensification and discipline both 

primary (secure) and secondary (precarious) workforce (Ballantyne, 1902, p. 101; Marx, 

1976, pp. 784-789). This results in undermining workers in various industries, including 

workers who work within secure modes of employment (Braverman, 1974, pp. 383-385; 

Jonna and Foster, 2015, p. 35). A systemic precarisation of labour corresponds with 

Castel’s (1995) claim of eroding the salary earning society or salariat and the ongoing 

process of the making of precarious workers, including the sub-proletariat and the 

working poor. Profitability of enterprises that make use of precarious work arrangements 

therefore continues to be achieved through greater labour flexibility which translates into 

imposed precarity, deprivation of standard labour rights and exploitation of disposable 

workers (Quinlan, 2011, p. 48; Arnold and Bongiovi, 2013, p. 294; Rodgers, 2013, p. 6; 

Vidal, 2013, p. 605). 

Concretely, an ethnography of work and precarity in Auckland illuminated that precarious 

workers are subject to severe pressures due to low-paid and irregular work hours, high 

work intensity, deprivation of standard labour rights, bad occupational health and safety 

practices, occupational violence and the lack of respect. Consequently, everyday work 

and lives of precarious workers are characterised by imposed social dispositions and 

accustomed skills that arise from structural constraints of precarious work. Low pay, 

insecure and fluctuating hours, limited or no access to labour rights and social protection 

result in the feeling of powerlessness among workers. Moreover, because of management 

techniques of disciplining workers through favouritism, imposed competitiveness and the 

imperative of individualised entrepreneurial spirit, solidarity among workers tends to be 

undermined or even repressed. Fale, Abbie, Chelsea and Penina, for example, have been 

working hard for their employers for years but they never got any pay rise or promotion. 

Workers’ experiences show that working hard and producing good results does not 

promise a pay rise or secure positions. In other words, the research finds that precarious 

work is not a bridge to permanent secure employment. In the case of labour-hire workers, 
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less than one in ten workers become permanent after years of working on temporary 

assignments:  

statistically, less than 8 per cent of labour hire workers obtain employment 

through labour hire work within the first 12 months of employment … The 

statistics shows that labour hire doesn’t lead to permanent employment and 

what we see in our job is actually the growth of labour hire. More and more 

permanent jobs are being replaced by labour hire jobs (Kane, Union B).   

Penina’s story demonstrated that workers often become caught in a cycle of precarious 

work. Although they might look for a better job or even come to the university to obtain 

credentials, precarious work preoccupies a worker to the degree where he or she must 

postpone or give up dreams of working within secure modes of employment. Testimonies 

of Chelsea, Shanice, Abbie and Lucky, among others, told us that for most precarious 

workers, chances of upward social mobility are minimal. Their main concern is to 

survive. They do not have significant goals or optimism to enter the securiat. Penina only 

hopes that she and her family will be able to get by the week: “I told you I don’t have a 

goal. I just go with whatever. I don’t plan because I’m just scared that it will not go that 

way so there’s no point in planning.” 

In everyday lives, precarious workers must acquire budgeting skills. Although this causes 

a lot of stress, particularly because of expensive rents that take a critical portion of a 

weekly wage, it represents a crucial survival strategy. Eventually, a precarious worker 

becomes a ‘crisis manager’ with the knowledge that this crisis never ends. Because 

precarious work impacts social life – it appropriates an everyday life – workers develop 

coping mechanisms and channels for comfort. Many of these are self-destructive, ranging 

from drugs and alcohol to addiction with to food and the internet. For Abbie and John, 

drinking before sleep became a habit without which they can hardly relax and get asleep. 

Furthermore, because of work preoccupation and precarious housing, most precarious 

workers cannot afford to store and consume a quality food. Due to irregular hours they 

also face additional expenses in relation to childcare arrangements. They are dispossessed 

and deprived of meaningful and fulfilling lives of creativity and community participation. 

Rather, they are forced into mere survival. The research identifies a totalitarian aspect to 

the contemporary neoliberal system through imposed precarity, where precarious work 

decisively directs a person’s life. For precarious workers, navigating external and internal 
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forces and stimuli, therefore, becomes a crucial element of maintaining strength and 

mental health. 

Hence, the price of precarity signifies not only worsening employment relations where 

workers are put into a disadvantaged position. It also signifies a system of imposed 

domination and social regulation that puts workers into social vulnerability and servility 

(redressing behaviours, activities and responses). This points to the making of precarious 

habitus, a process where workers’ everyday social dispositions are defined by their 

precarious existence. For example, in a constant competition to enter the shrinking 

securiat, the aspiring precariat must conform to the exclusionary rules of the field, 

rationalising themselves as self-made opportunistic entrepreneurs with positive thinking, 

while hoping to be chosen from a pool of both precarious workers and individuals from 

privileged social groups. For Ria, Anika, Ngaire and others who come from the working 

class and marginalised social backgrounds, it is therefore necessary to sense or feel the 

game, be enthusiastic and go ‘the extra mile’ in order to retain a chance of ‘moving up’. 

As a group habitus, precarious habitus signifies common and shared experiences, 

struggles and ways of responding. The research concludes that precarity disciplines the 

workforce and forces them to accept precarious work as something normal and inevitable.  

The following diagram and table summarise the research’s main findings: 
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The making of precarious habitus 

(dimensions) 

Markers of each dimension  

The feeling of powerlessness  

(precarious work) 

Power imbalance between employer and 

employee: fluctuating hours and low pay, 

high work intensity, deprivation of 

standard labour rights and protection, 

occupational violence 

Repressed solidarity  

(precarious work) 

Management strategies to repress 

solidarity: favouritism and rewarding the 

most obedient workers, fragmentation of 

workers based on race/ethnicity or 

migrant/citizen status 

A constant state of stress  

(precarious life) 

Navigating the blending of work and life: 

total availability, budgeting, precarious 

housing, coping with the punitive welfare 

system, gaming the system  

Appropriated everyday life 

(precarious life) 

Destroyed work-life balance: the cycle of 

precarity, appropriated social life and 

coping mechanisms 

All four dimensions pave the way to downward social mobility and forced conformity 

as the price of moving up. Precarity forces workers into submission and the 

internalisation of precarious habitus. 

The Making of Precarious Habitus: Everyday Struggles of Precarious Workers in 

Auckland, New Zealand therefore reveals the systemic process of the making of 

precarious habitus whose implications – the feeling of powerlessness, repressed 

solidarity, a constant state of stress and appropriated everyday life – result in social 

vulnerability and everyday struggle. The research confirms Bourdieu’s political critique 

of precarity where he argues that 

[t]he practical instituting of a Darwinian world in which the springs of 

commitment to the job and the company are found in insecurity, suffering 

and stress would undoubtedly not succeed so completely if it did not benefit 

from the complicity of the destabilized habitus produced by insecurity … 

The ultimate basis of this economic order placed under the banner of 

individual freedom is indeed the structural violence of unemployment, of 

insecure employment and of the fear provoked by the threat of losing 

employment (Bourdieu, 1998b, p. 98) (emphasis in original). 
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The historical analysis of precarity in chapter 2 showed that precarious work is a political 

decision. As the main structural force in modern neoliberal societies, the state carries a 

responsibility and power to either make and normalise precarity or to challenge and 

unmake it. For the well-being of workers, their families and society as such, we call for 

the latter – a process of recognising the precariousness of each other, the system of 

imposed precarity and a commitment for the de-precarisation of work and life.  

‘They’ve set us up’: An intergenerational responsibility 

Nina: A certain generation has been getting a lot of benefits and I’m all for 

the fact that we are the nation state, we are sharing taxes, services, subsidise 

health care, ACC and things like that. I’m all for that, but then when you see 

these people, like, they’ve got the free education, they’ve been able to get 

benefits and now they are getting their pensions as well. But they removed 

free education from us, they stopped or they’ve made it harder for us to get 

benefits and welfare. Maybe it seems that it’s not really a time for us to think 

about retirement time but after this large group of people will retire, those 

benefits will also be removed. I think that’s an unfair divide between who 

is getting what. That pisses me off. We [young people] don’t have stable 

opportunities that they had. They’ve set us up. 

Nina’s testimony about intergenerational responsibility is not an isolated grievance 

among research participants. Interestingly, the same observation was pointed out by Rose 

(Union A) and two other workers, all of them from different generations: Michael, who is 

in his late forties and was a teenager when neoliberalism came to New Zealand, and John 

who is in his late thirties. Rose is in her early thirties, whereas Nina is 24 years old which 

means that she was born when the new system of neoliberalism was already established. 

Many participants therefore feel that the rise of precarious work – and precarity as a 

condition of social vulnerability and the process of domination – could be avoided. 

Michael and Rose said: 

Michael: When I was fifteen the whole restructuring what we call 

Rogernomics changed our entire society. It didn’t just cut all the norms but 

they basically said that “we will reconstruct the economy and unless you are 

not looking after yourself, don’t have any expectation of us looking after 

you.” And that’s really been proven. You know, my granddad’s generation, 

they are all foundation labour people, they voted for the first labour 

government that said we want free health care, we want free education, we 

want to look after the people, you know, and we will build the country 
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together. That is all gone. Baby boomers got everything but they didn’t 

protect what their parents were fighting for.  

Rose: I think that in New Zealand the average person is only just beginning 

to realise what we’ve got ourselves into. We let this happen, but our parents 

let this happen, that’s the real issue, like, they stood by and just let this 

happen. They did nothing and we are suffering now. There are a lot of 

people around who still sit in union offices and let these things happen. I 

think it’s time for a clear out because people are suffering and you can’t sit 

there and earn your hundred grands, drive your company car when people 

are suffering. It’s wrong. 

When thinking about solutions and future policies aimed at the de-precarisation of 

society, it is important to think about intergenerational responsibility, particularly because 

of the effects – the accumulation of social harms – that precarity carries for both present 

and future. Current and future governments in New Zealand do not need to look far: one 

of the greatest strengths Māori have, according to Tracey McIntosh (2018, para. 14), is 

their “commitment to mokopunatanga: a recognition that our focus must be on the lives of 

our grandchildren and their grandchildren.” Following this principle, together with 

recognising the precariousness of the Other and each other, finding solutions therefore 

should not be a difficult task. 

Every government holds the responsibility to care for their citizens and manuhiri or 

guests (migrant workers). Precarious workers want to be heard. As producers of goods 

and services, taxpayers and, most importantly, human beings, they call for better working 

conditions, a living wage and the standard welfare or existential stability. 

Hopes and aspirations 

Ngaire: I’d love for people on the ground to be valued. There’s always such 

a high turnover of people coming and going in retail and I hate that they are 

always treated like shit because they [the management] know that they will 

just get someone else to fill in the place. I’d like that workers are noticed 

and actually asked about their opinion because workers have the most 

valuable knowledge /…/ Little people have to be noticed. Oh, and fair pay; 

I’d love not to be on minimum wage because that’s shit. Everyone should 

have a living wage because I think the minimum wage, especially in 

Auckland, is not working. It’s just not enough. That would be what I’d like 

to see change. 
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This research finds that all participants love to work. They have a strong work ethic and 

they care about each other. Although some participants are less optimistic than others, 

they are all fighters and experts of their own conditions, experts in understanding and 

surviving precarity. Motivated and sensitive to social issues in the country, they would 

like to see significant changes and, as Nina, Ngaire, Anika and Penina note, also be part 

of them: “I want to find a job where I feel I can make a change, whether that would be 

small change or big change, that’s my goal. I don’t know if it will happen, I might be just 

working in a café for the rest of my life but yes, that’s my goal”, says Nina. Ngaire and 

Anika are already becoming involved in their communities, helping the most deprived 

people in South Auckland, particularly Māori youth. Penina would like to have a job 

where she could help the homeless: 

I’ve always wanted to give them a second chance, do something that could 

help them, gain their own money and stuff and live a better life. I feel so bad 

for them because people judge them. That’s what I wanna do, especially 

those, while on the streets, who spray water and clean windows, it breaks 

my heart when I see them like that because people don’t know the situation 

they are going through. Automatically, they will judge them. 

Most of the research participants who are struggling for daily survival wish for three basic 

things: to be paid properly, to have regular and sufficient hours, and to be acknowledged 

as valuable employees. Fale, Shanice, Chelsea, Tom, Enele, Elaine and Lucky all stressed 

these very desires. All participants support the living wage campaign, a political action to 

uplift the minimum wage to the rate of human dignity and respect. Participants who work 

as temporary agency workers further assert that they would ban labour hire agencies from 

New Zealand’s workscape: “I would shut down the agencies. I would make the minimum 

wage the living wage or higher. This would completely change things” (Chelsea). Tom 

and Fale note that besides labour hire agencies all employers should respect labour rights 

and workers as human beings: 

Tom: If the worker works in agencies any kind of work, whether he is 

temporary or permanent, you know, they fired me because of one holiday, 

no respect for a person, so the government should work on that so that 

companies would not do that. It’s unhuman. The government should tell 

employers not to do that. 

Fale: We have a system in the country but our management don’t follow it. 

If they’d follow it then we’d all stick to one thing. But they go with “I’m the 

boss, I do it my own way, I choose the people in my favour, I don’t go with 
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the system because I have all the power.” Managers misuse their power … 

I can say today that this is the worst job that I have been working for because 

the way they run the hotel, the work they give to the staff, making the staff 

pressured – they give all the pressure to the staff, we don’t get all the money, 

they treat us bad just to get their money and that’s not nice, it’s not right. 

You go there to stress for them and then come home and try to rest because 

of them. That’s not fair. 

The final question in all interviews was what would you like to see change, or what 

would you say to the Prime Minister and others who are leading the country in terms of 

your situation? The following answers point to similar grievances and hopes among 

workers: 

Ruby: Try to live in my shoes for a month and see how you like it. You got 

the little people who are doing all the work and are paid peanuts whereas 

these people, you know, in high roles, we see that they do less work but are 

getting paid way more. You’re just like a pawn in the game. But yes, I’ll 

probably say, yes, John Key [the Prime Minister at the time of the 

interview], be a week in my shoes and see how it goes. 

Simone: I would literally just ask them to try to be a housekeeper for a week 

and see what happens. Like, would you enjoy working there? Would you 

enjoy these standards that we work under? Probably not. Come to work to 

my building for a week and just see if you still feel the same about our rights. 

Ruby and Simone’s answers corroborate other participants’ thoughts who emphasise that 

their work should be valued and properly paid. From fluctuating hours and decreasing 

shifts to everyday struggles off work, it boils down to the fact that precarious workers are 

significantly underpaid. They work hard but earn so little money in relation to their total 

work availability, high work intensity and work effort. Thus, precarious workers call for 

solidarity and compassion, particularly in relation to their work situation and welfare.    

Challenging precarious work: The role of unions 

Not so long ago, zero-hour contracts signified one of the most significant elements of 

labour precarity in New Zealand, particularly in the fast-food industry and hospitality. 

Workers on permanent part-time contracts, for example, never knew how many hours 

they were going to work on a particular day, much less on a weekly basis. Managers were 

legally entitled to offer a worker zero hours of work in a week, which led to a 

development of a system of rewards and punishments. The system of employers’ 
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blackmailing people with the available work hours in relation to workers’ conformity has 

been in play to this day. However, in 2014, the Unite Union, a small union that advocates 

for the rights of precarious workers, launched a campaign ‘End Zero Hours’ across the 

country (Treen, 2016). After initial surveys and first actions by the union, the campaign 

against zero-hour contracts gradually became well-covered by the media. The solidarity 

among the public to support vulnerable workers grew. Besides consistent activities by 

corporations – particularly McDonald’s – to undermine the union, workers continued with 

industrial action in order to reach their goal (Ibid.). In 2015, after a long and difficult 

struggle, the union forced McDonald’s to accept the proposal to end zero-hour contracts. 

A year later, the government agreed to ban this corporate benefit, implementing The 

Employment Standards Legislation Bill where the employer and employee must agree to 

hours of work (fixed shifts) that are stated in the employment agreement (MBIE, 2016). 

Although zero-hour work still exists across industries today – examples are casual 

employees, temporary agency workers and dependent sub-contractual workers who are 

not recognised as employees – the victory demonstrates the power of solidarity and 

successful work by the union. It signifies a historical significance that unions have in the 

employer-employee relationship and the implementation of labour rights. Thus, in 

collaboration with unions, this research calls for a new employment act that would end or 

at least significantly minimise the existence of precarious work in the country. The 

government – independent of its ideology, be it liberal, socialist or conservative – could 

play a historical role in co-building a de-precarised social space of unconditional care and 

solidarity, empowering unions as one of the main social institutions in this emancipatory 

process. 

The first precondition for this is easier (free) access for unions to visit workplaces at any 

time and the requirement for employers not to restrict or discourage workers from joining 

the union. Current management practices call for a thorough government investigation 

about hidden practices in workplaces – where employers or managers punish workers 

with less hours or bad shifts (also in cases when they join the union), or when they 

systematically breach the employment contract (recall our discussion of room attendants). 

Further debate about the exploitation of migrant workers and temporary agency workers 

is essential too. These are areas where union coverage is weaker, especially because of 

the constant employers’ threats and intentional misuse of power which results in 
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disciplined, totally subordinated and brutally exploited vulnerable workers who are afraid 

to voice their concerns. Today, most migrant workers are still afraid to join the union and 

the inefficiency of both the Ministry of Business, Innovation and Employment and 

employment courts calls for significant changes within these institutions. Kane (Union B) 

asserts: 

When you talk about employment law, it’s not like criminal law where you 

can report a crime and the police might show up within a day or two. In 

employment law, if you report a crime you’ll get into the court in six 

months’ time. And that’s quick. A case can take anything from six months 

to eighteen months just to get heard and in the meantime, there’s not really 

anything to do. If you’re relying on a week-to-week wage just to be able to 

pay your rent then there’s no real remedy in saying well, I can go six months 

without pay to take it to court. And even when you get there, the actual 

settlements that are being done in the courts over the years are so minor they 

would never compensate for that amount of time anyway. The system has 

got some rights in place that, with the help of the union, workers can enforce. 

But if joining the union means that you’re going to get no hours next week 

then obviously you’re not going to join the union because it’s going to mean 

you are going to starve. 

The inefficiency of employment courts relates to the ongoing surrender of political parties 

of all colours to the interests of big businesses. For example, amendments to the 

employment law often include ‘grey zones’ that give employers space to exercise their 

power or to avoid penalties. This includes numerous bureaucratic requirements that 

discourage workers to fight for their rights: for example, in the case of unequal pay for 

equal work employees must lodge the claim with their employer before going to the 

independent state body. Because of the issues of favouritism and the structural constraints 

of precarious work – where workers are afraid to complain because the number of work 

hours are dependent on their subordination to ‘non-problematic’ conformist relationships 

– most affected workers are not confident to file claims with their employers. If the 

worker does decide to lodge the claim the law gives employers 65 days to respond as to 

whether they consider the claim is arguable, and consequently before the claimant can 

apply to the Employment Relations Authority. In this particular case, the employment law 

further privileges employers by taking into the account “the ability of the employer to 

pay” the remuneration when a worker’s claim is successful (Section 13 of the 2018 Equal 

Pay Amendment Bill). This example implies two critical suggestions: one, the need to 

strengthen the power of unions to fight for workers’ rights; and two, the state’s 
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commitment to provide support for workers rather than instrumentalise advantages for 

employers.   

Together with efficient employment courts, every worker should have easier access to 

information about unions and labour rights. In some areas of hospitality and retail, for 

example, workers do not even know if there is the possibility of them joining the union: 

Marko: Did you have some experience with unions? Are you part of any? 

Nina: No, I don’t think in hospitality people really have a union as such, not 

that I know of. It’s not like, you join the workplace and someone there would 

say, hey, I’ve got this union, let’s do it. Hospitality is such a fluid 

occupation; people are always moving through jobs so in my case, I never 

really had the opportunity to find anything like that. 

Ngaire [retail]: I don’t think there’s a union. Or if there is I never heard 

about it. 

This suggests action where both unions and the government could work together in 

promoting not only the benefits of joining the union but also its social significance. 

Educating young people about the history of union struggles and victories – both in 

schools and in various forms of media – would bring positive changes. Unions could be 

celebrated as part of the country’s ongoing historical trajectory, a history to be proud of.  

Representing the process of recognising precariousness of the Other and each other, 

unions today carry a historical role of bringing workers from diverse social backgrounds 

together in unconditional solidarity. This includes an emphasis on New Zealand’s 

colonial history and critical reflection about the country’s myths of egalitarianism or 

inclusivity, particularly in relation to the Māori precariat and migrant workers. A process 

of decolonising New Zealand carries a significant meaning for building relationships and 

recognising the precariousness of each other. The role of unions in supporting Māori self-

determination, diversity, along with challenging racialised inequality and exploitation of 

migrant workers, is therefore crucial. 

Unions could also rethink their strategies of recruiting workers. A couple of participants 

who are unionised voiced concerns about the burden unions place on them to recruit co-

workers:   
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Chelsea: I’m the only union member in our workplace that I’m aware of so 

they want me to recruit the staff. No way, because the work relationships 

we have, it would just not work. I said that they [union] need to come in and 

do something; they need to come in and recruit people, not me. The union 

guy said, ‘oh, I’m away in July, we’ll try to do something in August.’ It’s 

now September and nothing happened. 

The process of recruiting workers should not include this expectation. Understandingly, 

these strategies appear because of the state’s long-term reluctance to emphasise union 

membership. Or, as Sanjay observes: “if the Ministry would support unions then it would 

be different but in New Zealand, multinationals, big employers, they have power and 

influence.” Transforming corporate welfare into social welfare is therefore a crucial goal 

in the battle against precarity. On a micro-level, positive outcomes of everyday union 

activity could be emphasised in public: from victories where corporations had to comply 

with workers’ demands, to the everyday work of union representatives who are taking 

care of workers. Ruby, a hotel receptionist, gives an example: 

Ruby: A few girls in a hotel, they did a night order job but were getting paid 

a reception rate. We have a grade scale on our contract and receptionist is 

grade one whereas night order is grade three so you get paid more. The union 

sorted that out. They also helped me. I was doing a dual role and I wasn’t 

getting paid the right rate for my role. Four months I was on the wrong rate. 

So they got that fixed too. 

Hence, the role of organised labour in securing a better deal for the most vulnerable 

workers continues to be crucial. Union victories in the past decade – particularly in 

relation to precarious fast-food restaurant workers (Treen, 2016), labour-hire workers in 

distribution centres who achieved significant wage increase and became employed 

directly (Edmunds, 2018) and the general wage increases of overworked nurses (Wiggins, 

2018) – suggest that organised labour through unions continues to be the most effective 

strategy to challenge precarious work and precarity. Nevertheless, a stronger role of the 

state in providing unconditional support for the most vulnerable workers and the 

unemployed is essential. This also includes state’s willingness to reject a neoliberal 

discourse of ‘flexibility’ and ‘free choice’. This research confirms that, overwhelmingly, 

the acceptance of precarious work arrangement is not a worker’s choice but a necessity in 

order to survive.     
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Concrete suggestions for the Government 

As demonstrated throughout the thesis, the historical trajectory of precarity has been 

inseparably connected to the state as the holder of meta-capital through which precarity 

has been implemented and naturalised. This also suggests that it can be unmade. 

Precarious work is a political decision and the role of the state in (de)precarisation of 

society is a key for the well-being of communities. 

Addressing current and future governments, this research calls for the following actions: 

1) Immediate implementation of a living wage as the minimum wage;29 

2) The complete ban of labour hire agencies; the argument of ‘flexibility’ is not 

sufficient for their existence and both domestic and international studies (Quinlan 

et al., 2001a; NZCTU, 2013; Lamare, Lamm et al., 2015) show exclusively 

negative impacts of this triangular relationship on workers; 

3) An investigation of management practices in industries where precarity is strongly 

present; to challenge the systematic misuse of power by managers and employers 

(including issues of occupational violence, systematic breaches of employment 

agreements and subordination of workers through irregular shifts);30 

4) Inclusion of dependent sub-contractors into the category of employee within 

employment law (full labour rights to all workers); 

5) Immigration reform whereby work visas are not tied to the employer;31 

6) Reform of public institutions that have been identified in relation to precarity 

(WINZ), focusing on transformation from the penal system of conditional support 

to the social welfare system based on unconditional care and support; 

                                                 
29 For 2019, the living wage has been calculated to be $21.15 per hour, $3.45 more than the minimum wage 

set by the Government ($17.70). For more information, see https://www.livingwage.org.nz/ 

30 Fale (a room attendant) explicitly calls for help in this regard: “There’s one thing I would like to add to 

your study because maybe you will have a chance to talk to those people in the government. They need to 

make a survey in the hotel industry. They need to make strict rules for them because, you know, the staff, we 

are making the value for them but we have been mistreated. If you come out to any of the MPs, they need to 

do something for all the hotel staff, especially about insecure hours. I hope that those people on top can 

help us because that’s the worst place I have ever been. This is all I hope. They need to go out there 

because they will see that workers are not happy.” 

31 Update: in 2018, the new Labour Government (2017-) has launched this reform process. 
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7) Closer collaboration between the Ministry of Business, Innovation and 

Employment (MBIE) and unions; 

8) Training and employing more labour inspectors (MBIE);   

9) Increased penalties for companies that breach employment agreements, exploit 

workers or similar; companies (employers and managers with names and 

surnames) who have a history of migrant worker exploitation and other forms of 

abuse should be banned permanently from employing migrant workers;32  

10) A discussion about taxation to help the most vulnerable workers who are 

struggling with poverty; for example, a tax exemption for earnings below 18,000 

or 20,000 dollars annually (as it is the case in Australia); and tax relief for 

multiple job holders who earn less than a living wage;   

11) And commitment to an economy that functions in the public good instead of 

chrematistics. 

To acknowledge employers who have been paying their employees a living wage and 

have had a good rapport with them – particularly small companies that value their 

workers despite the pressures to stay in business – the government could launch a website 

where these employers would be publicly acknowledged and given small rewards. Both 

union representatives and some of the research participants have noticed that many local 

businesses tend to have much better attitudes towards their employees. Nina, for example, 

is now working in a local café where she is highly regarded by the owner, not to mention 

the warm relationships which exist among the co-workers. Although this local café is a 

small family business all employees are paid a living wage. Rose (Union A) further 

asserts: 

Wages need to rise. Workers can’t live on these poverty wages. Every time 

we talk about wages the government says, oh look, if we raise the minimum 

wage too much or if we have a living wage, small businesses would go out 

of business. A lot of small businesses pay people properly; it’s the big 

businesses that don’t pay people properly. You have multinationals and they 

                                                 
32 Calls for increased labour inspectors and higher penalties have also been emphasised by unions: “There’s 

an inspectorate that is so small that they can’t oversee what’s going on. And also, what they do is that they 

issue improvement notices and what we have seen is that the same companies can be issued with the same 

improvement notices over and over again without actually improving or being subject to fines. We are now 

seeing that some companies have been banned from taking on migrant workers, however, that ban is only 

for eighteen months, and after that they are allowed to continue exploiting workers” (Samantha, Union B). 
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don’t pay any tax. Yet, they don’t pay proper wages. But I see the people 

who have small businesses, they own the yoga place or mechanics workshop 

and they actually do pay people a living wage. It’s the big businesses who 

are the problem. And the big businesses will only listen either when their 

workers stand up, which is rare, or when the government says, the minimum 

wage is going up. I have had employers say, “look, if the government raises 

the minimum wage we have to do it and it’s easier for us to explain to our 

shareholders so we prefer that this happens that way, but if the minimum 

wage hasn’t gone up we have to keep the wages low.” It’s really important 

to not give the employers the option to pay poverty wages.  

Rose’s testimony confirms observation of many precarious workers and union delegates 

that precarious work arrangements are systematically used by large corporations. 

Multinational and domestic big businesses that run fast-food restaurants, hotels, 

supermarkets, distribution centres, bus companies and similar should become a subject of 

the government’s inquiry into precarious work and migrant workers exploitation. This 

simultaneously requires a clear position of political parties in New Zealand regarding the 

question of precarious work.      

Unmaking precarious habitus beyond traditional organised labour 

Along with organised labour through unions, precarious workers and political activists 

could think about establishing a New Zealand Action against precarious work and 

unemployment, a pan-union movement that would include activist groups, unions and 

self-organised workers’ collectives. The latter part of the movement is particularly 

important to become visible and organised. Because precarious workers are often forced 

to change jobs regularly, they tend to work in very different industries that further 

suggests the importance of alternative forms of unionism that extend industry-based 

unions. 

Using unconventional strategies of strike such as wildcat strike action (unofficial 

industrial action without notice), along with recent techniques of communication, self-

organised workers’ collectives could push employers to accept standard employment 

relations. This improvisational unionism (known as alt-labor in USA or alt-unionism in 

Australia) would be particularly helpful in workplaces where collective employment 

agreements do not exist and where union membership is low. Due to the legal constraints 

on union activities by employment law, alt-unionism operates by less predictable extra-
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institutional means (Oswalt, 2016; Kaine and Josserand, 2017). Besides wildcat strikes, 

such means include exposing and publicising concrete examples of precarious work 

through various forms of media (workers’ networks), digital petitions and protests (Elliot 

and Lucio, 2011, p. 53). In some cases, these collectives form pan-unions of precarious 

workers such as the Mouvement National des Chômeurs et Précaires (National 

Movement of the Unemployed and Precarious), formed in 1986 in France, to recent 

‘precariat unions’ such as Sindikat Prekarcev in Slovenia (2016). 

Adopting strategies of past and current movements is therefore very useful, particularly in 

relation to understanding what precarity is and strategies to challenge it. For example, in 

Europe, following early collectives of the unemployed and precarious workers in the 

1980s and 1990s, a movement grew to a pan-European movement that focused on the 

critique of precarious work and life, migrant workers exploitation and neoliberal 

globalisation. Inspired by AC! Network (formed in 1993) and Assemblée de Jussieu 

(1998), “these unemployed collectives pushed the imagination to embrace a different state 

of economic affairs” (Casas-Cortés, 2014, p. 209). They emphasised the issue of non-

waged work such as self-training and networking, together with the unpaid labour of 

women that has been historically categorised as an activity instead of work. By the late 

1990s, the movement mobilised large crowds on the streets under the name of ‘Agir 

contre la précarité laboral’ [Action against labour precarity] (Ibid., pp. 208-209), 

resulting in ‘European marches against precarity and unemployment’ that spread from 

France to Italy, Spain, Greece, Denmark, Slovenia, Portugal and other countries.  

In 2001, the Italian socio-political group Chain Workers became strongly involved at 

May Day, a traditional march for labour rights. The EuroMayDay action spread from 

Milan to other European cities (Foti, 2017, p. 149). Activists emphasised various political 

goals: the main one was commonfare; it signified a demand to change the workfare 

system toward the system that would recognise labour time and compensate stolen 

resources and rights that were taken away by the privatisation of common goods. This 

also included the recognition of non-waged labour. Other demands were universal basic 

income and flexicurity (Ibid.). The precarious workers’ movement identified the nature of 

capitalist surplus extraction, based not only on the exploitation of workers through 

surplus labour, but also on “the exploitation of knowledge, culture, free time, the 

relational resources of individuals (such as communication, sex, socialization), living 
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material, imaginaries, and so on” (Casas-Cortés, 2014, p. 214; drawing on Corsani and 

Lazzarato, 2002, p. 178). The contemporary appropriation of personal data on the 

internet, particularly from users of social media platforms (Facebook being a prime 

example), corroborates this argument. By accessing big pools of personal data, 

corporations and consultancies have been able to design both consumer and political 

strategies to either design consumer products, ‘innovations’ and maximise capitalist 

profits or, in the case of political consultancies, control the population (Greenfield, 2018). 

Thus, past movements emphasised that precarity colonises both work and everyday life. 

This aligns with the research findings that illuminate destroyed work-life balance, 

particularly the imperative of work to be life’s only priority. Alt-unionism’s socio-

political movement could therefore add a critical dimension in the process of de-

precarisation of work and life. Highlighting the faults of precarious work and issues 

beyond it (non-waged modes of cooperation and self-training), together with calls for 

unconditional care and solidarity, the movement could open new discussions and political 

critique necessary for concrete socio-political change. This would need to include the 

voices of migrant workers and Māori, amongst others.33 Following the successful practice 

by the Spanish feminist group Precarias a la Deriva (Casas-Cortés, 2014; Lorey, 2015, p. 

94), the socio-political group against precarity could launch an action of a militant 

research based on daily interviews and conversations with a variety of precarious 

workers: from room attendants, workers in call-centres and supermarket employees, to 

taxi drivers, sex workers and people who work ‘under the table’. Asking them about 

struggles and what they would like to see to change, this militant ethnographic research 

could add another dimension to our understanding of precarity that the academic field 

perhaps cannot grasp. In the case of well-planned, collaborative and financially supported 

projects, such ethnographic research could also be a part of a post-doctoral study at the 

university.  

For society to flourish, unconditional care and solidarity should be the primary principles. 

Bound with unconditional help and love, they have the power to build bridges for 

                                                 
33 This includes the crucial role of existing organisations that have been striving to reduce poverty and 

precarity in New Zealand. These organisations – such as the Living Wage Campaign, Auckland Action 

Against Poverty (AAAP) and the Universal Basic Income (Guaranteed Universal Income) – should be 

recognised and supported at the state level.   
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compassion. In other words, when unconditional care and solidarity become part of group 

habitus, the principle of self-interest no longer dominates the collective. The logic ‘I’m 

giving you something so that I will get something in return’ is therefore substituted by a 

network based on unconditional solidarity where a person does not need to worry if 

someone will help them or not. The radical critique of a cost-effective discourse where 

workers are seen as cost or are measured by made-up classifications of supposed business 

success is therefore essential. Considering the research findings, the results of labour-

cost-reduction, optimisation and rationalisation strategies negatively impact the well-

being of workers and beyond. Thus, daily political action against precarity requires 

recognition of each other’s precariousness and the awareness that no human being can 

never be completely secured. In other words, calls for security can result in reactionary 

and exclusionary processes where certain social groups become targeted in the name of 

people’s security (Butler, 2004). A socio-political movement therefore needs constant 

critical reflection on precarity in relation to capitalism, colonialism (the structure of 

dispossession) and racism (ideological justification of precarisation of marginalised social 

groups). A further idea here pertains to the constitution whose first clause would be that 

‘New Zealand is a democratic and social state’, ensuring its commitment to social welfare 

and the well-being of all people. 

Concluding thought 

Que ha de ser la vida si el que canta 

no levanta su voz en las tribunas 

por el que sufre, ‘por el que no hay 

ninguna razón que lo condene a andar 

sin manta 

 

Si se calla el cantor muere la rosa 

de que sirve la rosa sin el canto 

debe el canto ser luz sobre los campos 

illuminando siempre a los de abajo 

What is there for life to be if the one who sings 

does not raise his voice in the stands 

for the ones who suffer, for which 

there is no ground to condemn them to be 

without a blanket  

 

If the singer is silenced, dies the rose 

what is the purpose of a rose without a song 

the song should be a light over the fields 

illuminating always those underneath   

An excerpt from the song Si se calla el cantor by Mercedes Sosa and Horacio Guarany 

When I applied to the University of Auckland with a PhD proposal entitled ‘The power of 

desire in the reproduction of inequality’ I planned do undertake a theoretical study within 

the fields of psychoanalysis and critical theory, building on from what I had studied in 
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Europe. However, before I started a PhD journey, I worked in various precarious jobs in 

Auckland. My partner left her job in an exploitative hotel and while we were battling 

precarity for the first time in our lives, we also witnessed the precarious lives of our co-

workers and neighbours who struggled with unemployment and precarious work. Being 

raised in a social environment with one of the lowest levels of social inequality in the 

world, it was shocking to see racialised inequality and its division of labour: the mostly 

white securiat on one hand, and often the migrant, Pasifika and Māori precariat on the 

other. Echoing Sosa, Guarany and critical intellectuals, I felt an obligation to raise my 

voice and change the research question in order to address the issue of precarity. I began 

to interview precarious workers, both white and non-white: “the song should be a light 

over the fields, illuminating always those underneath”.  

At the end of this thesis, I feel that my voice should be louder. Based on workers’ 

testimonies, an auto-ethnography and theories of precarity, this thesis found that precarity 

signifies a systematic mode of domination and existential state of social vulnerability that 

critically translates into the making of precarious habitus. This habitus, characterised by 

both workers’ responses to precarity and structural constraints deriving from it, reveals 

relations of domination and deep structures of exclusionary social fields under neoliberal 

capitalism and its mode of dispossession. Precarious work is not a choice but a necessity 

for an increasing number of people in New Zealand. It signifies the accumulation of 

social harms. This needs to be politically addressed. 

The relations of oppression, exploitation and domination are not eternal. The history of 

socio-political movements, revolutions, peasant revolts and other forms of liberation 

demonstrate that these relations can be changed. Aotearoa New Zealand has a rich history 

of challenging oppressive relations: from Māori anti-colonial struggles and socio-political 

movements such as Ngā Tamatoa and the Polynesian Panthers, to the feminist movement, 

Red Feds and a strong workers’ movement for labour rights. This collective memory 

should be nurtured and celebrated with pride. We – which includes all people living in 

New Zealand – have the commitment to our communities for the well-being of all people. 

For the present, past and the future. Nga iwi e! 
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Appendix 

The following table illustrates the history of employment acts in New Zealand: 

Act Government Focal points Later amendments 

Industrial 

Conciliation 

and Arbitration 

Act 1894 

The Liberal 

Government 

(1891-1912) 

 

Amendments 

by the First 

Labour 

Government 

(1935-1949) 

Requires workers to form 

unions based on their craft 

(not the workplace); 

establishes an Arbitration 

Court that mediates between 

both parties, sets minimum 

wage, working hours and 

conditions 

 

1936 Amendment (by the 

First Labour Government) 

implements the 40-hour week, 

basic or minimum wage and 

compulsory unionism; the 

latter is abolished with the 

1961 Amendment by the 

Second National Government 

 

Industrial 

Relations Act 

1973 

 

Third Labour 

Government 

(1972-1975) 

Introduces the Industrial 

Court; the role of collective 

bargaining and strike is 

enlarged 

Note: The Federation of 

Labour achieves better 

bargaining position and 

conditions for workers  

Labour 

Relations Act 

1987 

Fourth Labour 

Government 

(1984-1990) 

 

Ends compulsory arbitration 

but leaves unions’ exclusive 

right to represent workers 

Note: The Fourth Labour 

Government begins to 

implement neoliberal reforms 

Employment 

Contracts Act 

1991 

Fourth 

National 

Government 

(1990-1999) 

The imposition of individual 

employment contracts over 

collective agreements; 

union membership becomes 

voluntary and unions lose 

their special status in 

collective bargaining (ECA 

promotes direct bargaining 

between employer and 

employee) 

 

No amendments; workers’ 

unions are not mentioned in 

the act 

Employment 

Relations Act 

2000 

Fifth Labour 

Government 

(1999-2008) 

 

Amendments 

by the Fifth 

National 

Government 

(2008-2017) 

Like ECA, ERA promotes 

mediation to resolve 

disputes; ERA adds the 

notion of ‘good faith’ where 

employer and employee (or 

union) must not mislead 

each other but to act in a 

good faith; collective 

bargaining through unions is 

‘encouraged’ but there are 

no significant changes in 

relation to individual 

employment contracts and 

workers’ power 

2008 Amendment (by the 

Fifth National Government) 

introduces a 90-day trial 

where employers can dismiss 

workers after first three 

months of work without 

justification (workers cannot 

take a personal grievance 

against the employer); 2014 

Amendment increases 

‘flexibility’; 2016 

Amendment abolishes zero-

hour contracts (but not for 

casual employees)   

 


