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ABSTRACT

This article explores and contextualizes the issue of ‘precarity’ in
twenty-first century labour markets with reference to works of short
and long-form fiction by two important American writers at work
today. These fictions by George Saunders (widely viewed as a master of
the contemporary short story) and Dave Eggers (a unique present-day
instantiation of the ‘literary entrepreneur’), are equally pre-occupied
with the nature and meaning of the broad shift to service industry
employment since the 1970s. Both ‘Sea Oak’ and 4 Hologram for the King
explore with great critical incisiveness the social and psychological
impact of various ‘affective’ forms of labour associated with these
industries on the already fragile self-conceptions of the American
working- and middle-class. The article then contextualizes and develops
some insights derived from these texts and examines them in the light
of Eggers’ own efforts to re-think approaches to material production
within the American publishing industry.
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The notion of the West as having entered a ‘post-industrial age’” has,
since being popularized by Daniel Bell in the 1970s, served as a well-
established basis for subsequent analyses of socio-economic phenomena
and intellectual currents generated across the social sciences and the hu-
manities.' By the turn of the century, however, criticism of the effects of
post-cold war economic globalization in developing world labour mar-
kets that had long been unstable, was accompanied by recognition of
the increasingly ‘precarious’ nature of employment in the post-industrial
economies of the developed world. Prior to the onset of the Great Reces-
sion in 2008, growth in the ‘McJob’ sector — home to those insecure, non-
unionized, low prestige, low benefits forms of employment satirized in
Douglas Coupland’s Generation X (1991) — had long outran job creation
in more secure and prestigious sectors. This emphasis on employee ‘flex-
ibility’ in a fiercely competitive global market extended to those already
in work who now found their earlier security eroded by wage deflation,
‘downsizing’ and corporate assaults (often government backed) on un-
ions, pensions and healthcare benefits.

Whether under — or unemployed, low waged, re-contracted or laid
off, huge proportions of the western working and middle classes found
themselves with greatly diminished employment prospects even prior
to the market gridlock that followed the financial crisis. By 1998, the
French sociologist Pierre Bourdieu (1998: 96—102) could announce, in
this context: ‘la précarité est aujord’hui partout’. A widely reviewed post-
credit crunch work of popular social science would later introduce the
term ‘precariat’to a broader public (Standing, 2011). Forceful claims have
also been advanced along the lines that this has always been the privi-
leged model of the worker in the modern liberal state, that a unique
confluence of the shift to Fordist production and post-Depression social
reform merely enabled an ‘exceptional’ period of job security, roughly
four decades long, in the history of western capitalism. Nonetheless the
socio-economic fallout for those caught up in the process of readjust-
ment has already generated high costs in terms of social cohesion and
the psychological impact upon those directly and indirectly affected.

The eftects of neoliberal market reforms and the transition to a post-
industrial economy upon collective and personal identities has also
inevitably registered in both social scientific and more broadly cultural
depictions of contemporary society. In terms of social theory it perhaps
finds most incisive expression in Antonio Negri and Michael Hardt’s
concept of ‘affective labor’ articulated in Multitude (2005). In the wake
of the demise of industrial labour Negri and Hardt document the rise of
what they term ‘immaterial labor’, that is, labor that creates immaterial
products such as knowledge, information, communication, a relationship,
or an emotional response’. They see this as taking two forms. The first of
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these roughly comports with definitions of the widely vaunted ‘knowl-
edge economy’ and involves ‘problem solving, symbolic and analytical
tasks, and linguistic expressions’ (Negri and Hardt, 2005: 108). So far,
so familiar, certainly if we also pause to consider those many anatomies
of postmodern society that foreground the centrality of the image, the
spectacle and the symbolic realm of commerce and consumerism more
generally (see Boorstin, 1962; Debord, 1994; Klein, 1999/2001). The sec-
ond ‘affective’ strand of immaterial labour has been less widely discussed:

Affective labor, then, is labor that produces or manipulates affects such
as feelings of ease, well-being, satisfaction, or excitement, or passion.
One can recognize, for example, in the work of legal assistants, flight
attendants and fast food workers (service with a smile). One indication of
the rising importance of affective labor, at least in the dominant countries,
is the tendency of employers to highlight education, attitude, character
and ‘prosocial’ behaviour as the primary skills employees need. A worker
with a good attitude and social skills is another way of saying a worker
adept at affective labor. (Negri and Hardt, 2005: 108)

To this list we might add the long under-valued ‘caring’ professions
long associated with female employment, such as nursing and social
work, which have opened up to men as part of a more widespread ‘femi-
nization of labor’, itself linked with post-industrial society. Hardt and
Negri perceive emancipatory potential in this expansion of ‘affective
labor’, ‘affect’, in their view, being one important means of producing
solidarity among previously disconnected workers split between agri-
cultural and industrial sectors. This leads the authors into an effort to
rehabilitate a ‘material and political’ sense of ‘love’ to replace the evis-
cerated ‘privatized’ expression it has come to assume under capitalism.
The cultivation of affective relations in the ‘labor market’, for Hardt and
Negri (2005: 352), effectively trains workers to exercise those relations in
other spheres and induces the birth of new modes of ‘biopolitics’.

The utopian note this appears to strike and the ecstatic vision of a
future ‘absolute’ society wherein the downtrodden multitude is finally
redeemed nonetheless has not been without its critics (see Nairn, 2005).
In addition to its chiliastic political vision which appears dangerously
close at times to similarly ill-defined, faith-based varieties, it might be
argued that Hardt and Negri’s arguments ignore the psychological dep-
redations of much contemporary ‘affective labor’. The question of what
it means to inhabit a persona specifically constructed to facilitate con-
sumption in the ever more demanding and intensive ways apparent in the
twenty-first century is never adequately addressed. How do call centre
operatives, for example, remain adept at ‘affective labor” in work that pays
low, offers only short term contracts, provides few or no benefits and
permits surveillance cultures and technologies that monitor everything
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from response rates to toilet breaks? We might rather in this respect con-
sider the related term ‘affectation’” as a means of gauging the pernicious
nature of these new psychological demands placed upon such workers.
This would also allow us to think more critically about the impact of the
post-industrial workplace on questions of ‘character’.

In terms of the ways these ideas might be said to find cultural expres-
sion there is perhaps no finer illustration in contemporary literature of
the morally corrosive aspects of ‘affective labor’ than that to be found in
George Saunders’ celebrated short story ‘Sea Oak’. First published in the
The New Yorker in 1998, and later collected in Pastoralia (2000/2001),
‘Sea Oak’ provides a devastating phantasmagorical vision of three gen-
erations of the American poor. The narrator works as a male stripper in
an establishment where the clientele are encouraged to rank performers
as ‘Knockout, Honeypie, Adequate or Stinker’ (Saunders, 2001: 92). Aside
from the nod to the strange contortions of a post-feminist neoliberal
‘labor market’, the story also graphically illustrates the quotidian indig-
nities and ordeals that attend the lives of the poor. These include the
‘sneaking [of] toilet roll home’ and, when roaming the Sea Oak subsidized
apartment complex, encountering such horrors as the sudden appearance
of an ‘an ad hoc crackhouse in the laundry room’ or ‘brass knuckles in the
residential kiddie pool’ (Saunders, 2001: 96-7).

The narrator lives in a cramped apartment he shares with his sis-
ter Min and cousin Jade, two young single mothers with a child each,
and his ageing Aunt Bernie. Such merged families are the consequence
of economic attrition as real estate and rent levels make it impossible
tor low wage and welfare dependent families to live in single units. For
those in employment within the household immaterial modes of ‘aftec-
tive labor” have replaced the type of occupations that once served to ap-
portion greater wealth to working class families. Aunt Bernie works at
‘DrugTown’ store as a ‘Greeter’ after demotion from her previous role
as a cashier. This involves low-level affective duties that Saunders deftly
renders simultaneously poignant and absurd: ‘People would ask where
the cold remedies were and she’d point to some big letters on the wall
that said Cold Remedies’ (Saunders, 2001: 103). The narrator’s mother’s
partner Freddie is also integrated into the ‘affective labor’ market: ‘He
does phone polls. This month he’s asking divorced women how often
they backslide and sleep with their exes. He gets ten bucks for every
completed poll’ (Saunders, 2001: 97).

When Aunt Bernie dies, the narrator must bridge the gap between his
emotional response to sudden bereavement and the ‘affective’ demands
of his work. These pull, of course, in somewhat different directions — a
fact barely acknowledged by his employer who perceive benefits such as
paid leave, for bereavement or other personal matters, as an impediment
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to profit. It is clearly one thing to negotiate bereavement in the context
of employment that requires little or no affective labor’ but quite an-
other to deal with it in one that so clearly does. When the narrator, after
he is voted ‘Stinker’ for the first time, is told by his boss Frendt that he
can take a week off, it is offered without pay and primarily to ensure that
his employee doesn’t ‘take it out on our Guests’. After all, they ‘didn’t kill
your dang aunt.” In responding to his employee’s claim that he can’t af-
ford to be without money for a week, Frendt replies in seeming exaspera-
tion: ‘Is that my problem ... Am I supposed to let you dance without vigor
Jjust because you need the money? Why don’t I put an ad in the paper for
all sad people who need money? All the town’s sad could come here and
strip’ (Saunders, 2001: 111).

The socio-political import of the opening section of the story’s blend
of black comedy and K-mart realism, however, is then re-framed via a
turn to the supernatural. After her death, Aunt Bernie’s body disappears
from her grave before re-emerging in zombie-like form in her old apart-
ment chair, ‘dirt in her hair ... and teeth ... her tongue when it darts out
to lick her lips is black’. The formerly fatalistic, mild-mannered Bernie
is now fantastically transformed into a deranged model of financial and
sexual accumulation. The narrator is told to re-engage with the work-
place and ‘start showing your cock... at twenty bucks a pop’, a process
that will be rendered more efficient by Bernie using her fresh supernatu-
ral powers to identify those women willing to pay by placing ‘a thumb-
print on the forehead” (Saunders, 2001: 112). Jade is ordered to commence
work in a store the following morning (“Wear something nice. Show a
little leg. And don’t chomp your gum.’). Min is told to assume child-
care duties and learn how to cook ("We gotta eat right to look our best).
Meanwhile Bernie herself is going to make up for lost time after a life
lived without children or lovers (‘Nothing went in. Nothing came out. Ha
hal’). She envisages a lover and material rewards drawn straight from the
realm of her own repressed youthful fantasies:

Like in the movies, big shoulders and all, and a summer house, and nice
trips, and in the morning in my room a big vase of flowers, and I'm going
to get my nipples hard standing in the breeze from the ocean, eating shrimp
from a cup, you sons of bitches. (Saunders, 2001: 113)

As Adam Relly (2011) has noted, such explicit invocations of an imag-
inary ‘posthuman’ subjectivity heavily infused with gothic elements, have
helped refine the treatment of history in contemporary works of fiction
written in the shadow of postmodern cultures and societies. In one sense
these posthuman expressions of historical consciousness among young-
er novelists are a response to the stress on surfaces and immateriality in
neoliberal societies which have radically overdetermined the forms and
direction of technological change since the 1970s. As David Graeber
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(QOIQ) has written, despite being regularly promised as the future noth-
ing even close to the type of leisure-defined life dreamed of by Bernie
has materialized for the US working class. Instead, the atomization and
privatization of technological innovation and scientific research has fore-
stalled any possibility of a ‘postwork’ civilization. Most manufacturing,
by the turn of the twenty-first century, was not undertaken by evermore
sophisticated robots or mechanization processes as once widely imag-
ined, but outsourced to the men, women and children of the developing
world. In place of this lost vision of newly ‘time rich’ workers came
a postmodern mirage of immaterial labour in a self-regulating global
economy underwritten by neoliberal axioms. The computer, of course,
is the key technology that continues to drive this vision. Nonetheless,
whilst undoubtedly engendering a realm of freedom in certain respects,
as Graeber claims, microchip technologies have also:

Enabled a financialization of capital that has driven workers desperately
into debt, and, at the same time, provided the means by which employers
have created “flexible” work regimes that have both destroyed traditional
Jjob security and increased working hours for nearly everyone. Along with
the export of factory jobs, the new work regime has routed the union
movement and destroyed any possibility of effective working class politics.
(Graeber, 2012: 75)

In the recent emergence of interest among intellectual historians in
the origins and forms taken by modern conservative thought, the Ameri-
can techno-utopian George Gilder is a thinker who seems to have been
somewhat overlooked.” Gilder’s ideas were a major influence on promi-
nent figures responsible for the resurgence of conservative ideology
in the United States since the 1970s such as Ronald Reagan and Newt
Gingrich. To his orthodox fusion of neo-evangelical Christianity, free
market economics and social conservatism he added a remarkable brand
of high-tech boosterism. This helped define the modern prospective or
‘radical’ (rather than tradition-oriented) conservatism of the Reagan
era that ultimately overturned the New Deal Order. The latter had been
tounded on economic policy that valued collective as well as ‘free’ types of
industrial enterprise in which the state played an integral role. Gilder’s
vision was of an increasingly ‘immaterial’ world of hi-tech transactions
in a ‘post-industrial labor market’ free from government interference. As
Graeber summarizes:

The old, materialist Industrial Society, where value came from physical
labor, was giving way to an Information Age where value emerges directly
from the minds of entrepreneurs, just as the world had originally appeared
ex nihilo from the mind of God, just as money, in a proper supply-side
economy, emerged ex nihilo from the Federal Reserve and into the hands
of value-creating capitalists. (Saunders, 2001: 72)
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The use of the gothic genre as a means of effecting social critique and
the stress on spectral returns of the historically repressed in Saunders’
‘Sea Oak’ has also consistently found expression within writings by and
about the nineteenth century’s most acute diagnostician of capitalism.
As Francis Wheen (2006) has noted, citing from the introduction to the
first volume of Capital (1867), Karl Marx’s great work itself can be read
as ‘a vast Gothic novel whose heroes are enslaved and consumed by the
monster they created (‘Capital which comes into the world soiled with
gore from top to toe and oozing blood from every pore’). In the wake of
communism’s collapse, Jacques Derrida, in Specters of Marx (1994) called
for a return to Marx in the form of a new ‘hauntology’ that refuses to
deny the ‘spirit’ of the type of radical critique he embodied. And, most
recently, we have the use of modern gothic tropes to help understand the
character of capitalism after the financial crisis. Chris Harman’s Zombie
Capitalism (2009) perceives the present global economic order as nothing
so much as ‘a zombie system, seemingly dead when it comes to achieving
human goals and responding to human feelings, but capable of sudden
spurts of activity that cause chaos all around’ (Harman, 2009: 12).

In ‘Sea Oak’ Saunders would seem to suggest that the only means of
survival within such a precarious system is to embrace ‘zombification’,
that is, to operate as Aunt Bernie comes to do. If Bernie, unable even to
register her own ear falling off, is an unfeeling zombie who disrupts the
household with her callous commands, then not much more can be said of
the more figuratively ‘zombified” Frendt, the brutal affectless strip club
operator who shows no sympathy even for those employees in the most
difficult and straitened personal circumstances. This emphasis on the re-
cuperation of repressed histories, personal and collective, in the face of
an ‘immaterial” present haunted by a more ‘material’ past is not restricted
to Saunders. Several notable novelistic treatments of post-industrial em-
ployment that have appeared over the last decade have been premised on
the recovery of a more ‘material’ world and a recognition of the greater
sense of worth and meaning it imbued among workers. This is generally
the world inaugurated by the Second Industrial Revolution in which the
advent of steel and electricity in the late nineteenth century accelerated
the modernization of western economies that had begun with an earlier
widespread utilization of iron and steel. The Fordism and social reform
of the mid-twentieth century is viewed as having helped create stable
and secure employment conditions for millions of Americans. New in-
dustrial technologies at this time are seen to have created once prosper-
ous towns such as Rockford, Illinois, the submerged history of which
obsesses the alienated academic Moose Metcalf in Jennifer Egan’s Look
at Me (2001); in a similar vein, the mythical African-American figure of
industrial era might and fortitude haunts a roadside motel and ultimately
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cuts through the cynicism of a jaundiced young black journalist in Col-
son Whitehead’s John Henry Days (2001); and finally, and perhaps most
conspicuously, there is the patriarchal retired engineer Alfred Lambert,
once the personification of the post-war work ethic, who by the end of
the twentieth century cuts a ghostly figure as an Alzheimer’s afflicted
old man with insufficient healthcare coverage in Jonathan Franzen’s The
Corrections (2000).

One novel that addresses these concerns in the more charged moment
tollowing the Great Recession is Dave Eggers’ 4 Hologram for the King
(2012). Eggers’ novel, set in May 2010, picks up the theme of increased
precarity among formerly middle-class workers, a phenomenon that has
long been noted but has come under greater scrutiny since the collapse
of the banks. As is the case with the working class, wages in many US
middle-class occupations have been in decline since the 1970s. However,
cheap imported consumer goods and the availability of credit on the back
of an asset bubble have, to some extent, shielded many from the full ef-
tects of steadily deteriorating income levels. The liquidity crisis that has
resulted from years of careless lending by the banks has subsequently
exposed more and more middle-class workers to the precarity of their
condition. Falling house prices; the contraction of cheap credit; employer
cutbacks, layofts and re-contracting have, since 2008, become a common-
place.

Material precarity is hardly a new theme in Eggers’ work. It was a
defining feature of his first book, the memoir, 4 Heartbreaking Work of
Staggering Genius (2000), which relayed the damaged, peripatetic exist-
ence of Eggers and his younger brother after the death of their par-
ents. The 2004 novel, What is the What, eftectively transnationalized this
theme by depicting the suffering endured by a Sudanese refugee as he
flees persecution and struggles to make a new life for himself in the USA.
Likewise, the seemingly invulnerable middle-class lifestyle of a Syrian-
American builder, the subject of Eggers’ 2010 work Zeitoun, is shown as
anything but secure when natural and geo-political forces result in him
being indefinitely interned by Homeland Security forces in New Orleans
after Hurricane Katrina.

Eggers’ first book was a direct attempt to critically engage with the
‘waning of affect’ that Fredric Jameson (1991:10) famously associated
with the advent of postmodern culture and society. 4 Heartbreaking Work
positions itself uneasily between affective and ‘affected” lines of com-
munication, that is, between writing that seeks to emotionally involve the
reader and writing that seeks to pre-empt and hence disable the feelings
of manipulation this can engender. The approach was given an interest-
ing ethical twist in Eggers’s first novel You Shall Know Our Velocity (2002),
which depicted the efforts of two young Americans to distribute money
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to people in different parts of the world. Eggers’” later works, though,
seek to emerge more readily from the long literary shadows cast by an
earlier generation of distanced, auto-referential writers disaffected with
the moralism and author cults they associated with modernism. #hat
is the What, in its carefully chosen formal attributes, seeks in turn to re-
pudiate cool postmodern treatments of inter-subjectivity and humanist
impulses. It does so, as Elizabeth Twitchell (2011: 635) has shown, by
foregrounding modes of ‘empathic exchange...both self-aware and
deeply committed’ that signal at least something of an affective turn
against earlier, more remote and sceptical forms of literary representa-
tion.

‘Precarity’ then, in the type of social and political contexts Eggers
favours, needs to be considered in the light of now long prevalent post-
modern theories of human identity that emphasize the centrality of
contingency, heterogeneity and fracture.” Contingent identities in these
contexts signal persecution and/or deeply precarious lives vulnerable
to the whims of highly destructive socio-political forces. In What is the
What, for example, the central character Valentino Achak Deng, speaks
of how, as a refugee, he was frequently required to assume new names
simply to endure his plight: ‘the nicknames ... the catechism names, the
names we adopted to survive or leave Kakuma [the Kenyan refugee camp]’
(Eggers, 2006: 237). The point is reiterated at the close of Zeitoun when
the eponymous character is finally released from detention: ‘He can only
have faith that he will never again be forgotten, denied, called by a name
other than his own’ (Eggers, 2009: 324).

In A Hologram for the King, Eggers shifts his focus to a type more
tamiliar within American literary history though the context is no less
internationalized than in previous works. The novel tells the story of a
54-year-old divorced man, Alan Clay, who has been sent to the Kingdom
of Saudi Arabia in an attempt to secure a potentially lucrative deal for
a hologram-conferencing programme devised by an American company
named Reliant. Now forced to operate as a sub-contracted sales consult-
ant, the once secure and relatively affluent Clay lives out a precarious
economic existence in which he is desperate to secure enough money to
tund a college education for his only daughter Kit. Moreover, the protag-
onist’s tragic dimension is indicated from an early point when we learn
that in his capacity as a margin-scrutinizer for a bicycle manufacturer
originally based in Chicago, Clay has been complicit in American compa-
nies’ relentless quest for greater efficiency and cheaper production costs
over the past few decades. This has taken him first to Mississippi, where
a non-unionized but also non-skilled workforce prove inadequate, and
then on journeys to and periods of residence in Brazil, Hungary, Taiwan
and finally, and inevitably perhaps, in China, where a Chinese company
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ultimately absorbs the whole outfit. As Clay laments in one of his many
unsent letters to his daughter:

More efficient without the unions, cut 'em out. More efficient without
American workers, period, cut 'em out. Why didn’t I see it coming?
More efficient without me, too. Hell, Kit we made it so efficient I became
necessary. I made myself irrelevant. (Eggers, 2012: 189)

Clay then is part of a contemporary American (and for that matter
Western European) story that is unfolding around us in what feels like
almost daily instalments. The confident, secure middle-class experience
of the boomer generation is collapsing in the wake of years of myopic
economic policy, namely the replacement of manufacturing with finance
and service industries, and the interconnectedness of these with the ex-
panding economies of formerly underdeveloped nations. Clay’s quixotic
quest to restore his former status brings him to the King Abdullah Eco-
nomic City, a megaproject established in 2005 on the coast of the Red
Sea. Here he forms a friendship with his young Saudi chauffeur Yousef
and embarks on a romantic relationship with Zahra, a cosmopolitan Arab
surgeon after she treats him for a neck tumour. These cross-cultural en-
counters and connections are conveyed with Eggers’ distinctive style,
one that manages to combine fluency and sensitivity with a directness
often absent in numerous similar contemporary literary representations.
An exchange between Yousef and Clay on the politics of recent western
intervention in the Middle East, for instance, is adroitly handled, illus-
trating the ideological distance that cultural difference can create while
sustaining a sense that the two men nonetheless share values that can
ultimately bridge the gap between their perspectives.

There are two elements that set 4 Hologram for the King apart from
earlier works by Eggers. Firstly, the text orbits around the kind of
American everyman in mid-life crisis familiar in works by Cheever, Bel-
low and Roth but who is represented in the twenty-first century within
what has been termed ‘planetary American literature’. This is a literature,
Paul Giles (2011: 180) claims, whose ‘phenomenological attachment to
home is enfolded within a homeland exposed to radically different tech-
nological conditions, whose perimeters can never again be entirely self-
regulating’”. The fact that the relatively ‘self-regulating perimeters’ of
pre-dominantly national economies defined the experience of an earlier
generation is acknowledged by the presence in the novel of' Clay’s father,
Ron, a World War II veteran and former union man. Clay’s relationship
with his father has become strained as a result of Ron’s contempt for his
son’s virtually career-long role in off-shoring American manufacturing.
Indeed Ron’s aversion to the US economy’s dependence on ‘immaterial
labor’ and its long term implications is stated in no uncertain terms. ‘Eve-
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ry day’, he regrets, ‘our people are making their websites and holograms,
while sitting in chairs made in China, working on computers made in
China, driving over bridges made in China. Does this sound sustainable
to you, Alan?’ (Eggers, 2012: 84).

Second, 4 Hologram for the King powertfully conveys the psychological
as well as the material impact of the relentless exploitation of a large
sector of the American middle class and their resulting feelings of re-
dundancy, under-achievement and irrelevance. As Michael Denning has
remarked in a recent pithy re-statement of a nonetheless crucial axiom
of Karl Marx’s (2010: 79) thought: ‘Under capitalism the only thing
worse than being exploited is not being exploited’. This has long been
recognized by some who belong to the armies of migrant labourers that
have underwritten the US economy (Deng and Zeitoun being illustra-
tions) but Eggers” willingness to broaden this insight to more archetypal
American literary characters is an interesting development. This turn to
the ways in which precarity has been extended into more and more sec-
tors of American society, however, is not simply prompted by the fallout
from 2008. Underwriting Eggers’s novel is a deeper sense of disquiet
with the weightless endlessly deferred lives that appear to have been ush-
ered in by the increasing immateriality of labour.

I the novel’s title itself denotes these ideas of weightlessness and
illusion then its plot, which hinges on an endless wait for the Saudi King
to arrive, equally signifies the existential plight of workers forced to em-
brace forms of immaterial labour. As in classic existential literature the
hero’s frustration forces him into a decisive act in a way that breaks the
socio-political and psychological deadlock. Just before he fires a shot at a
young boy shepherd he mistakes for a wolf' on a hunting expedition Clay
asserts ‘the waiting must end’ (Eggers, 2012: 260). Luckily, he misses, but
the shock is slow to dissipate among the Arab party. ‘Give me some time’,
his friend Yousef responds to Clay’s apologies, ‘I have to remember what
I like about you’ (Eggers, 2012: 262). At this point Clay longs to return
to the surgeon who can ‘open him up’: “Then he would know what was
wrong with him, and she could rip it out’ (Eggers, 2012: 263).

This sense of alienation, as these and other passages make clear, is
not rooted simply in the corporeal or Clay’s poor physical condition but
rather in additional, equally ‘material’ factors. Prior to assuming his role
with Reliant, Clay’s experience of attempting to carve out both a life
and a living in the traditional American way, that is, via self-reliance and
entrepreneurialism, has been effectively sabotaged by new circumstances
that he has been far too slow in perceiving. So, for instance, an attempt
to set up a small bicycle manufacturing business is stymied by the banks’
pre-conceptions of what constitutes a viable business in twenty-first cen-
tury America. Older bankers respond to Clay’s proposition with amuse-
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ment; younger ones with bemusement. The latter, in fact, ‘had never seen
a business proposal suggesting manufacturing in the state of Massachu-
setts. They thought they’d unearthed some ancient shaman, full of clues
to a forgotten world’ (Eggers, 2012: 136). In a wider context Clay holds
computerization responsible. When he is invited to complete a loan form
he discovers that a small debt accrued on a store card as a result of a
misunderstanding has rendered him ineligible. The arbitrary diktats of
computerized credit ratings systems have brought Clay and his like to a
standstill:

The age of machines holding dominion over man had come. This was the
downfall of a nation and the triumph of systems designed to thwart all
human contact, human reason, personal discretion and decision making.
Most people did not want to make decisions. And too many of the people
who could make decisions had decided to cede them to machines. (Eggers,
2012: 139)

The idea that American culture and society is impoverished and
weightless in this way, its citizens deprived of the type of agency that
would allow them to re-embrace material production finds expression
in other ways. Prior to the hunting expedition Clay takes time out to
assist a Saudi man who is engaged in building a wall. He finds the experi-
ence substantive and rewarding. However, in reflecting on the freedom
of the man to undertake such a straightforward task, Clay angrily recalls
his own efforts to do the same while at home in the USA. These were
thwarted by zoning department regulations that required the submis-
sion and approval of building plans. As in other contemporary American
novels then, a deep sense of grievance is directed at the immaterialty and
precarity of life and labour for the American middle class. In Franzen’s
The Corrections and Egan’s Look At Me, this American present of immate-
rial labour and globalized markets is similarly contrasted with a past in
which the reality of social mobility and concomitant expansion of the
middle class were one of the assumptions of American identity.

Yet, Eggers’ commitment to this vision of America as a nation of
entrepreneurial energy combined with socio-economic justice extends
beyond the content of his literary output. These include philanthropic
projects such as the Zeitoun and Valentino Achak Deng foundations that
grew out of the literary projects that brought the experiences of these
men a good degree public attention. These projects continue to raise
funds to, respectively, ‘aid in the rebuilding and ongoing health of the
city of New Orleans’ and ‘increase access to education in post-conflict
South Sudan’.* In a similar vein, in 2002, Eggers also co-founded 826
Valencia, a non-profit writing and tutoring centre for deprived young
people in San Francisco. Since then ‘826" centres have opened in seven
other major American cities.
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If such philanthropic projects testify to Eggers’ belief’ in social jus-
tice then it should also be noted that similar energy is invested in more
conventionally entrepreneurial areas. Prior to the success of 4 Heart-
breaking Work, Eggers was the editor of McSweeney’s, a literary journal
founded in 1998 with the goal of publishing writers” work previously
rejected by other publications. In 2003, Eggers went on to help establish
both a successtul literary magazine The Believer and, in 2005, Wholphin,
a quarterly DVD magazine devoted to the dissemination of short films.
To some extent McSweeney’s has helped define the literary sensibility of
a post-boomer generation of readers and writers by institutionalizing
Eggers’ own early style. This combined postmodern whimsy and auto-
referentiality with an affective communicative dimension designed to
subvert the cynicism these elements brought in their wake. However, the
remarkable success of this new print sub-culture superintended by Egg-
ers — in a digital age that has, we might recall, laid waste to large parts
of the publishing industry — can also be located in the journal's stress
on its own materzality. Each issue is individually designed, incorporating
distinct paratextual elements as additional marketing features. This is
not simply an instance of ‘boutique’ publishing as a response to digitiza-
tion and longer standing qualms about the impact of mass culture but a
commitment to the printed word in traditional materialform. As Caroline
Hamilton has claimed in a perceptive study, these multifarious features
of Eggers’s career as a writer—philanthropist—entrepreneur make him a
uniquely influential figure on the contemporary literary and publishing
scene:

[Eggers’] readers are engaged directly as supporters, not of his personality
but of his ‘publishing politics’. Like buying fair trade goods, consumers
are called to account ethically at the same time as they pay their account
online or at the in-dependent bookstore. This goes beyond celebrating a
shared passion for books and writing and points to the possibility that an
enterprise like publishing can improve the world. (Hamilton, 2010: 96—7)

Fittingly then, perhaps, given the subject matter of 4 Hologram for
the King, in preparing for the book’s publication Eggers extended such
commitments to the realm of material production itself. The hardbound
edition of the novel, with its stunning embossed Islamic-inspired cover
design by Jessica Hische, was manufactured by Thomson-Shore, an em-
ployee-owned printing and bookbinding firm based in Clayton, Michi-
gan.” In an interview with the New Yorker conducted at the time of the
novel’s release, Eggers suggested prescriptions for some of the post-in-
dustrial economic maladies diagnosed in his own and much other twenty-
first century American fiction. These comments, though only tentatively
articulated, are also obviously meant to indicate ways, in everyday prac-
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tice, in which problems related to the precarity of post-industrial em-
ployment might be at least partly addressed:

I have to admit that I had a bit of a come-to-Jesus moment when it came
to the printing of McSweeney’s books. Over the years, we've done a lot of
our production in the U.S., and even more in Canada, and then, about five
years ago, we started printing in Asia, too. But then, a few years ago, I got
to know this printer outside Detroit called Thomson-Shore ... Walking the
production floor was very much like meeting members of an extended
family; most of the people at Thomson-Shore have been there for decades
[...] The fact that theyre in Michigan makes it easier to communicate, to
reprint, and to correct problems, and the prices are close enough to China’s
numbers, when you take shipping and various delays into account. I don’t
mean to beat a made-in-America drum, but I would be lying if I said it
doesn’t feel somehow right to be printing books in the US. (Eggers, 2012)

Eggers is no doubt aware at some level here that he may be straying
into problematic territory. The fact that it only ‘fee/[s] somehow right
[emphasis added]’ to be manufacturing books on US soil and that he
doesn’t wish to ‘beat a made-in America drum’ are indications that such
ostensibly nationalist economic impulses may be at odds with other con-
victions that find expression within the transnational ambit of Eggers’
work (both literary and philanthropic). These would include a clear hu-
manist commitment to a morally and politically integrated world prem-
ised on more equitable distribution of wealth and resources. Neoliberal
doctrine, of course, dismisses economic nationalism as an anachronistic,
reactionary force that stands in the way of dynamic wealth-producing
market forces. Even in the aftermath of the credit crunch these forces re-
main enabled by the continued endorsement of free trade policies by the
WTO and financialization of the global economy by the World Bank and
IMF. Yet, it neoliberal ideology, as many on the left have argued, masks
the extent to which specific national economies such as the United States
have benefited disproportionately from globalization, there are also other
reasons to be sceptical about the alleged tension between neoliberalism
and economic nationalism.

As Andreas Pickel and his fellow contributors to a reappraisal of the
idea of economic nationalism maintain, neoliberalism/economic nation-
alism operates as a ‘false opposition” in so far as all economic activity
is inevitably subject to a process of ‘cultural framing’. National iden-
tity and political economy, in other words, are intertwined in ways that
the abstracted formulations of mainstream economic theories rarely ac-
knowledge. In this context, Pickel claims, recognition of the power of
‘nationalizing mechanisms’ in framing our understanding of economic
processes is crucial. These would include ‘the political legitimation of
states; the reproduction of a repertory of common epistemic and moral
orders fundamental for the coordination of political and economic ac-
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tion; a constantly evolving national discourse; and national identities as
processes of shared social representations, social practices, and forms of
collective action” (Pickel, 2005: 13).

With this in mind it would be as hopelessly reductionist to regard
Eggers’s support for a small Michigan publishing firm as an expression
of ‘economic nationalism’ as it would be to see upper mid-west states such
as Michigan and Ohio’s rejection of the private equity trader Mitt Rom-
ney in the 2012 presidential election in the same terms. The ‘evolving
national discourse’ on the state of the US economy has clearly prompted
more and more Americans to regard Romney as the unacceptable face of
late capitalism. As Matt Taibbi has written, Romney personifies a:

new borrow-and-conquer economy that was morally sanctified by an
almost religious faith in the grossly euphemistic concept of ‘creative
destruction’, and amounted to a total abdication of collective responsibility
by America’s rich, whose new thing was making assloads of money in
ever-shorter campaigns of economic conquest, sending the proceeds
offshore, and shrugging as the great towns and factories their parents
and grandparents built were shuttered and boarded up, crushed by a true
prairie fire of debt. (Eggers, 2012)

Among this crucial component of the American electorate Romney
failed even to articulate, let alone exploit for electoral purposes, the req-
uisite ‘repertory of common epistemic and moral orders fundamental
for the coordination of political and economic action.” The Romney cam-
paign demonstrated the ways in which what had become neoliberal or-
thodoxy was, by 2012, no longer responsive to reoriented ‘nationalizing
mechanisms’ connected with the globalized economy. Emergent ‘shared
social representations, social practices, and forms of collective action’
had displaced earlier variants that portrayed Americans as autonomous
consumers whose spending was underwritten by seemingly unassailable
asset wealth and market opportunities. Compare this with the post-credit
crunch resonance of Eggers’s perception of Thomson-Shore as an ‘ex-
tended family’ committed to efficiency, equity and a sense of common
purpose among its staff. This emphasis on a localized understanding of
economic action, with the additional environmental and communitarian
benefits it brings, can hardly be said to represent, at the present moment
in particular, a retrograde step towards economic insularity. Instead, it
might be said to offer an alternative vision of globalization in which the
sub-national is not subsumed by forces supposedly beyond the control of
national governments. Such forces, rather, and the precarity they engen-
der at so many levels and within so many communities, can and should
be subject to governmental and intergovernmental forms of control. If
such were the case, companies such as Mitchell-Thomson and the values
they represent — values given profound expression via the representa-
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tion of Alan Clay’s plight in 4 Hologram. for the King — might one day be
deemed unexceptional, not just in the United States but across the globe.

Notes

1 The publication of Bell (1973) is generally viewed as the point at which the
term seriously began to enter mainstream discourse. However, notwithstand-
ing Bell's putatively prospective subtitle, the developments associated with
the ‘post-industrial’ in terms of altering forms and patterns of production,
consumption and socialization had been monitored by economists and social
critics since at least the 1950s. The term ‘post-industrial’ itself is used by
the sociologist David Riesman in a 1958 essay. See Riesman (1964: 162—83).

2 For a comprehensive discussion of this development in all its ideological
stripes see the contributions to a roundtable on the new scholarship on con-
servatism in which Gilder does not feature (Fein, 2011).

3 See Rodgers (2010) for a recent historical work that stresses the centrality of
these concepts in numerous fields of intellectual inquiry, inside and outside
of the academy, since the 1970s.

4 See mission statements on the homepages of the foundations’ respective web
sites: http://www.zeitounfoundation.org and http://www.valentinoachak-
deng.org.

5 In the acknowledgements section at the close of the novel Eggers thanks all
55 Thomson-Shore staft individually by name.
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