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spread beyond the web, they have been subjected to greater scrufiny. In

this chapter, I examine web designers’ responses to three forms of free

labour/user activity which are widely debated and which elicit quite

different responses: users producing content for the websites they visit,

attempts to crowdsource web design through speculative work competi-

tions, and pro bono work. T highlight the ethical characteristics of these

divergent responses. In Chapter &: Narrow Fame: Micro-Celebrities

Making Good of Conditions Not of their Own Making, I focus on

the reputation-building activities of web design’s micro-celebrities,

arguing that, whilst the encroachment of celebrity culture into web
design does have some troubling consequences, such as the glamoriza-
tion of a lifestyle which is out of reach of most ordinary desigmners, someg;
celebrities put their self-brands to ethical use, through the promotion
of web standards, accessible design and other practices that lead to a
more inclusive web, and through additional forms of ‘making good’
which are discussed in the chapter. Thus, I argue that, at least some
of the time, web design gurus make good of the conditions of hyper-
promotionalism which are not of their own making.

The final chapter, entitled Hope and the Ethical Future of Web
Design, reflects, as the title suggests, on the future ethics of the field.
But, ahead of these empirical chapters, 1 continue to frame my discus-
sion of the work of web designers, first with a theoretical and then with

a historical chapter.

2

A Framework for Thinking about
Web Design

‘Invoked rhetorically ... but rarely studied’”: what do we
know about the work of web designers?

Bart design, part media production, web design rarely fearures in discus-
sions of either field. Web designers do not surface much in debate about
media work, nor do they make a regular appearance in studies of design
un_less specifically about digital design (such as Leung, 2008}. Despité
being heralded as ‘the poster boys and girls for the “Brave New World of
work”* (Gill, 2007, p. 12), web designers and other new media workers
are rarely studied, as the subtitle to this section, quoting Rosalind Gill’s
words (Gill, 2002), suggests.

However, although relatively little has been written about the work
of web designers, ideas which are relevant to an analysis of web design
work can be traced in different bodies of literature. Scholarship about
working in the new media sector, which encompasses web design
amongst other fields such as digital post-production, after-effects, ani-
maticn and gaming and other kinds of web work is closest to the.o}b]' ect
of study of this book, and some of its conclusions speak to the experi-
ences of web designers. Likewise, studies of the cultural, creative and
Iff]edia industries produce insight about the character of work in these
fields that can be mapped onto web design. Finally and most broadly
scholarship on work in networked societies and knowledge economie;
Is also relevant.

This chapter proceeds to map out a picture of web design work
drawing on these fields and pulling together what is known aboué
the work of web designers from other research. Predominant themes
(nclude: the precarious character of (new) media work; the increasing
lmportance of networks and networking in this field; the passionate
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commitment to work articulated or demonstrated by Net workers and
other cultural labourers; the instrumental significance of creativity in
the ‘new economy’; and the Rinds of self-exploitation that result from
these conditions. A small number of scholars have also attended to the
inequalities and exclusions that can be traced in new media work (such
as Gill, 2002, 2007, 2010). These themes have multiple interconnec-
tions, and there are many ways in which a discussion of them could be
structured. Tn this chapter, I talk first about precarity and networking;
then about passion, creativity and self-exploitation; and finally about
inequalities.

The picture of precarious, networked and creative work and of
impassioned and self-governing workers that emerges from this bodly
of schelarship certainly pertains to web design. But, as 1 suggested in
the Introduction, a little more is needed in order to address the eth-
ics and values that underlie some aspects of web design work. in the
previous chapter, 1 pointed out how three particular scholars of cul-
tural work have begun to consider these issues — Banks (2006, 2007)
and Hesmondhalgh and Baker (2010). This chapter provides a more
detailed overview of their work than was possible in the book's short
Introduction. But the proposal that cultural workers bring ethical con-
sideraticns and rmoral values into their labour processes takes us beyond
cultural industries scholarship, to consider the work of other writers
who have highlighted the ethical and moral character of a range of
activities, only some of them work-related. These include, amongst oth-
ers, Gibson-Graham (2006), O'Neill {1998), Sennett (2009} and Sayer
{2004). I discuss their work in the second half of the chapter, in which
I reflect on the contribution this literature can make to producing a
framework for thinking about web design.

A portrait of web design

Networked precarity

In literature about new media work, the precariousness of such labour
has been a dominant theme. Cultural workers of all kinds, and new
media workers in particular, are said to emboedy the experience of pre-
carity through their widespread experience of insecure portfolio work,
low pay and long working hours. In the introduction to a special issue
of Theory, Culture and Soclety on precarity and cultural work (2008),
Gill and Pratt argue that artists, new media workers and other cultural
labourers represent a ‘precariat’, a neologism conflating the terms pre-
carity and proletariat (ibid., p. 3).
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The notion of precarity has its roots in the converging fields of
autonomous Marxist thought and Operaisme political activism (Gill
and Pratt, 2008}. The precarity movement emerged from the struggles
of temporary and flexible workers in Continental Europe, as labour-
ers in all forms of insecure, temporary, casual work came together in
an attempt to identify commonalities through which to develop new
political strategies. The concept of precarity was mobilized in order to
provide an opportunity to move beyond individualized self-regulation
and towards collective palitical action (Ehrenstein, 2007). In this sense,
precarity is not only a problem - ‘the oppressive face of post-Fordist cap-
italism’ (Neilson and Rossiter, 20085, p. 1). It is also a possibility, ‘offering
the potential for new subjectivities, new socialities and new kinds of
politics’ (Gill and Pratt, 2008, p. 3).

Much of the writing about new media work focuses on the precari-
ous conditions in this sector. Gill herself is one of few academics to
study the new media workforce, and her research confirms that such
work is indeed short-term, precarious and insecure (Gill, 2002, 2007,
2010). Precarity and insecurity manifest themselves in various mate-
rial forms: in the preponderarnce of project-based and freelance work in
the new media sector (Christopherson, 2004; Henniger and Gottschall,
2007); in other Tisky’ conditions such as portfolio work patterns, inter-
national competition and foreshortened careers (Gottschall and Kroos,
2006; Neff et al., 2005); in the alleged fast-changing skill set needed
1o work in this field and the difficulties workers subsequently face in
keeping up (Kotamraju, 2002); and in the flexibility associated with
the diverse roles that new media workers may be expected to carry out
(Betzelt and Gottschall, 2004; Damarin, 2006). Very few studies contra-
dict this depiction of new media work. Mayer-Ahuja and Wolf’s (2007)
vase study of twelve German Internet companies, however, challenges
this picture. Despite expectations of creative tasks and flexible employ-
ment relationships in the sector, Mayer-Ahuja and Wolf found that the
reality is often more conventional: routine tasks, stable employment,
ind formal, hierarchical relationships of control were the norm in the
companies they studied.

For some commentators, there is reason to be optimistic about pre-
various working patterns. Deuze, for example, drawing on the findings
of Kalleberg (2000), proposes that many workers in high-skilled, knowl-
ttige-based sectors welcome precarity, associating it with autonemy, the
ibility to develop and be valued for wide and varied skills, and reduced
dependence on a single employer (Deuze, 2007). Consequently, what
Deuze describes as the contingency of work, dependent on a fluctuatin g
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global economy, consumer behaviour and technological change, is not
necessarily cause for pessimism or critique. Instead, he states, thjn the
work runs out, ‘we do not form or join unions any more, we simply
move to a different area, city or country when we become dissatistied
with our working conditions’ (ibid., p. 13). ‘

Of course, precarity is not just a condition of new media work.' All
work — and indeed life — has become increasingly precarious, writers
like Boltanski and Chiapello (2007), Ross (2009) and Senpett {1998,
2006) have argued. But unlike Deuze, these writers an? critical of th,e
consequences of precarious working conditions, as the title of Sennett's
earlier book, The Corrosion of Character: personal consequences of work in
the new capitalism (1998) makes clear. One of the things that Sennety
laments about this precarious working culture is a decline in tlile value
of deep-rooted skills, and a rise in the importance of sw.urface skills. The
increasing significance of adaptability and flexibility in the waorkplace
is one embodiment of this shift, as these skills are essential for work-
ing in precarious times, replacing the deeper skills of the craftsperson,
learnt and refined over long periods. Sennett questions the extent tf_’
which flexibility is the virtue it is proclaimed to be, failing to see how it
could help to avert the corrosion of character. He writes:

will flexibility with all the.risks and uncertainties it entails in ffict
remedy the human evil it sets out to attack? Even supp?sing Toutine
has a pacifying effect on character, just how is flexibility to make a
more engaged human being? (Sennett, 2006, p. 45)

Clearly, for Sennett, surface skills like flexibility do not ‘t.nake a more
engaged human being’, and I say more about Sennett’s v1ews‘ on 51?11]
later in this chapter. For now, [ turn to one strategy for dealing with
risk and unceriainty in flexible conditions, which Senpett also gues-
tions: networking. The argument that culture has become increasingly
characterized by the network is well rehearsed (Castells, 1996) and net-
works are undoubtedly central to the labour of web design, but nefwork-
ing has also been identified as a core and sometimes p:roblemat'ic fea1':1.}re
of new media work. In a widely cited article, Wittel (2001} identifies
network sociality as a significant practice amongst new I:ned.ia w.fvork—
ers, because networks provide a form of support in the intrinsically
insecure new media industries. As Christopherson (2004) Argues, nfet—
working has experienced such expansion because of the uncertamt]?s
of cultural labour. Network sociality is defined by Wittel as a matrix
of fleeting and dynamic encounters, a respense to the transient and
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disembedded conditions of late capitalism, to be contrasted with the
stability and embeddedness of community, or the durability of narra-
tive sociality. Under network sociality, argues Wittel, ‘working practices
become increasingly networking practices’ (2001, p- 53). Wittel draws
on a broad range of rescurces to make these points, including: the work
of other researchers; the elevation of networking and relationship-
building in trade press; and his own empirical research, in which he
witnessed a proliferation of networking events, and new media workers
perceiving networking as work. Out of these empirical observations, he
develops the concept of network sociality, ‘based on individualization
and deeply embedded in technology; [ ...] informational, ephemeral but
intense, and [...] characterized by an assimilation of work and play’
(2001, p. 71).

Wittel’s analysis of the rising importance of networking is less pes-
stmistic than Sennett’s, for whom the growth of networks in the work-
place s indicative of a number of ills at work today. According to Sennett
(2006), this results in a series of losses: of institutional loyalty, of infor-
mal trust and of institutional knowledge, none of which are valued in
flexible organizations. Other scholars, writing from a feminist perspec-
tive, point to another set of concerns relating to the proliferation of net-
working in new media industries {such as Gill, 2002, 2007, 2010; Gregg,
2008; Perrons, 2003). In much of her writing on new media labour, Gill
points to the predominance of white men in the workforce, something
that ¥ also suggested was a prominent feature of web design in the pre-
vious chapter. Gill argues that the very characteristics of work in this
sector that are celebrated by some writers result in gender inequalities.
For example, securing the next project through existing, informal net-
works is likely to reproduce existing, unequal gender representation in
the new media workforce. Likewise, Gregg problematizes the ‘compul-
sory sociality’ (Gregg, 2008) of Friday night drinks, informal network-
ing events and the like, which are easier for single men to engage in
than for women shouldering the usual unequal, gendered division of
domestic labour, Given that the location of such networking activities
is usually pubs, and pubs are very racialized spaces, such phenomena
alsc have racial dimensions, as Hesmondhalgh and Baker (2010) point
out (see also Christopherson, 2004).

For other writers, technologically connected networks contain the
possibility of creative political action. Neilson and Rossiter state that,
under precarious conditions, ‘we find the logic of the network unieashed’
{2005, p. 1) - the importance of relationships is foregrounded, and
it becomes imperative to consider ‘the operation of networks'. Thus,
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Other writers have also noted the passionate commitment of the new
media workforce to their labour. Gill’s study of Dutch new media work-
ers, for example, found an extraordinary degree of enthusiasm for work
amongst its research subjects (Gill, 2007; see also Christopherscn, 2004;
Neff et gl., 2005). Web designers’ passion for web design has also been

. noted in the large-scale surveys undertaken by AListApart. In each of the
three years that the survey had been carried out at the time of writing,
| of the 30,000 or so respondents, close to 100 per cent say that they are
excited by the field, with more than 40 per cent feeling like this very
frequently, around 30 per cent frequently, and around 20 per cent once
in a while (AListApart 2007, 2009, 2010). In 2007, only 1.4 per cent of
participating web workers claimed that they were not excited by the field;

in 2008, 1.6 per cent gave this answer; and in 2009, 2.5 per cent did.

The intense passion that web professionals feel for their work derives
{rom a sense that this is ‘good work’, to use Hesmondhalgh and Baker’s
terminology (2010), as well as from their commitment to the potential
of network culture. As Ross points out, new media work is frequently
futonomous and stimulating, leading to interest, involvement and self-
realization, all of which are components of Hesmondhalgh and Baker's
model of good work. This is exemplified in the comments of partici-
punts in Gill's Dutch study, one of whom told her that new media work
was ‘like being paid far your hobby’ (Gill, 2007, p. 14). But such views

- ire not unique to web designers - throughout the creative and cultural
-~ Industries, there is something of a disavowal that the activity of produc-

_ Ing culture can be characterized as labour at all, because it is so Playful
. .
~ and creative.

ey (T

indeed, creativity has assumed increasing importance in litera-
~ lire about the cultural industries and in related policy (Banks and
~ Hesmondhalgh, 2009; Deuze, 2010; Florida, 2002, 2006). It is not just

- e work practices of creatives that have simultaneously been appro-
ilbted into mainstream economic activity and subjected to academic
Miutiny, however, but also their lifestyles. In a process that Ross (2003)
Wefines as ‘the industrialization of bohemia, the rhythms of creative
f! b hive become the norm in new media companies like those he stud-
Wil Flexibility, adaptability and uneven, project-based working pat-
S, sometimes resulting in working eighty-hour weeks, are elements

i {1eative life which have migrated seamlessly into new media work.
A tiescribes this phenomenon as follows:

]

. Miny of those who formed the backbone of the Internet sectar had
= Maining in the arts and brought [...] their experience of sacrificial
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labour and therefore a willingness to work in low-grade office envi-
ronments, solving creative problems for long and often unsocial
hours in return for deferred rewards. This aptitude was easy {e]
exploit in companies that operated on seventy-hour workweeks and
offered compensation partly through stock options. Geeksploitation
among prograrmmers in the suburban information techniology (IT}
and software sectors soon found its urban new media match. (Ross,

2003, p. 10)

There are, then, hidden costs to the humane ‘employment equivalent
of the Big Rock Candy Mountain’, some of which Ross hints at here:
long working hours, few promotion opportunities, excessive in dividua
shouldering of responsibility and risk and no real powet, despite the
iltusion of it — the downside of the heterarchical working arrangements
that Wittel et al. (2002) describe elsewhere. What’s more, in sectors
which trade in knowledge and creativity, all thought and inventive-
ness are subject to potential monetization: ‘Perhaps the most insidious
occupational hazard of no-collar work is that it can enlist employees’
freest thoughts and impulses in the service of salaried time’ (2003, p.
19), Ross writes. You quite literally cannot help dedicating your energies
to this work, and you do it all of the time. Perhaps most seriously, Ross
argues that feel-good, humane-workplaces of the kind he encountered in
his research appear to have won out over just workplaces, with the usual
protections and securities that exist in organized workforces, or where
there ate clear boundaries between labour and pot-labour.

No collar working conditions are managed individually — Ross argues
that the creatives working in the Internet industries brought 'their own
maverick brand of individualism’ (2003, p. 10) to the field, as well as
their self-sacrificing practices. The individual management of employ-
ment in the humane workplace is reflective of the increasing individu-
alization of work, itself symptomatic of individualized life, which has
been widely charted, for example by Beck and Beck-Gernsheim (2002)
and Giddens (1991). Sennett {Jluminates the experience of individuali-
zation at work nicely with two narratives in The Corrosion of Character
{(Sennett, 1998). The first concerns the character Rico, who surfaces
throughout the book to illustrate the changing nature of work, as his
experiences in the information economy are contrasted with the more
stable experiences of his father, who worked throughout his life at a
bakery. Rico assurnes individual responsibility for the unemployment
he experiences as a resulit of company downsizing. He accepts the need
for companies to make operations more efficient, and does not see the
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pc‘)int of fighting redundancy. According to Sennett, he ‘treats uncer-
tainty and risk-taking as challenges at work’ {1998, p. 28). The second
narrative is about a group of dismissed IBM workers and the stories that
they, in turn, told themselves about the reasons for their dismissal.
Sennett tracks how these narratives gradually became self-blaming
First, the workers talked about how the company had betrayed them.
After some time, they, like Rico, came to see the company as the victim-
of external forces such as the globalization of the economy, compelled
to make efficiency cuts. Finally, they (and again, Rico) assumed individ-
ual responsibility for their experiences at work, seeing their redundancy
as ltheir own doing: they could have done a better job of reskilling, or
bailed out themselves and set up as entrepreneurs. The discursive re[;er—
t('aires that are mobilized here are illustrative of the individual assump-
tion of responsibility for taking care of the conditions of work, and for
failure at work. ’
There is an intimate relationship between individualization, self-
?Iame and self-exploitation: the individual assumption of respor’lsib:il—
1t¥ is a prerequisite for the latter two practices. Angela McRobbie applies
this model to cultural workers in her article ‘Clubs to Companies:
notes on the decline of political culture in speeded up creative worlds;
(N.IcRobbie, 2002h), in which, as the title suggests, she adopts a pessi-
mistic tone, stating that, in the speeded up cultural sector, individuali-
zation and looking out for the self have become intensified. As a result
there is ‘little possibility of a politics of the workplace’ {p. 519), in par£
pecause there is no fixed workplace — instead there is networl; social-
ity (Wittel, 2001), Workers can, therefore, only find individual ways of
coping with structural difficulties, In these conditions, individualized
self-government, at its most extreme, becomes either seli-blame or self-
exploitation, which is defined by Hesmondhalgh and Baker as a proc-
ess ‘whereby workers become so enamoured with their jobs that they
push themselves to the Itmits of their physical and emotional endur
ance’ (Hesmondhalgh and Baker, 2010, p. 6). Neff ef al. also see the new
media workforce’s passionate commitment to their work as the source
of their seli-exploitation: it is because work like web design is perceived
as hip, cool, creative and desirable that the employees of the new media
Industries tolerate their exploitative working conditions and sometimes
self-exploit (Neff et al., 2005). This is Ross’s argument — ‘geeksploitation’
s Folerated because of the passionate commitment to creative work that
¢Xists in the creative industries. To paraphrase him, new media workers
recognize that their workstyles suck, yet simultanecusly get a thrill out
of them; they willingly give themselves over to such self-exploitation.
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Likewise, Terranova's evocative terminology of ‘NetSlaves” working in
124-7 electronic sweatshops’ and feeling the ‘pain of being burned by
digital media’ (Terranova, 2000, p. 33) is rich with the language of self-
exploitation. ‘
These writers make sense of (new) media workers’ tolerance of their
own exploitation through the passionate attachment to .the1r work t‘hat
cultural labourers avow. In my research, there has certamly‘ been wide-
spread confirmation of a fervent commitment to_ web design xlm:rk of
the kind that has been highlighted by other writers. But, whilst th.e
creativity which sometimes characterizes web desigﬂ. helps to r{mke 1'E
a pleasurable line of work, this does not fully explain web des;gners
intense emotional attachments to their work. I have sugggst:ed that thi
exists not only because of web design’s coolness and creativity, but also
because of an attachment to the idealized vision of the web as a dem-
pcratic medium. Ross (2003) alse tecognizes this attachment, ag does
Gill (2007). This vision draws people interested in ethlcal‘ production to
work on the web, to engage in ethical web design practices, fmd tc.; do
so under conditions that some consider exploitative, but wh}ch might
also be experienced as genuinely pleasurable. At the end of this chapter,‘
I reflect more on ethical production practices and the pleasxfres they
bring, but first I point to some of the inequalities and EXC].L:ESIOHS that
have been highlighted in some of the literature on new media work.

Inequalities in web design

The literature discussed so far in this chapter tells us a lot about.the
working conditions of media workers, amongst whom Web (?1@51311-
ers can be counted; indeed, some of it addresses web design directly.
Drawing on her own extensive studies, as well as the rt?search of othgrs,
Gill proposes that the following ten features can be said to characterize
web design and cther new media work:

. Love of the work

. Entrepreneurialism

. Short-term, precarious, insecure wark
Low pay

Long hours cultures

. Keeping up

DIY learning

. Informality

. Exclusions and inequalities

. No future (Gill, 2010).
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Most of these characteristics have already been discussed: short-term and
insecure work, long hours cultures, informality, the inability to imagine
what work will be like in the future and an obsession with keeping up are
all consequences of the precarious working conditions addressed above.
The long hours culture is confirmed by AListApart’s surveys, which have
found that close to 70 per cent of respondents work more than forty
hours per week (AListApart 2007, 2009, 2010). Love of the work has been
discussed at some length as well, and is linked via creativity to entrepre-
neurialism, as the desire to innovate, create, pioneer and be autonomous
leads some new media workers to go freelance, set up their own enter-
prises or otherwise work independently of an emplover.

But some of the features of Gill’s list deserve critical attention, espe-
cially where they hint at inequalities, such as the issue of pay. Gill argues
that ‘most people in new media work for very low pay’ (Gill, 2010),
although Ross (2003) and Batt ef gl. (20009, researching in the US, found
the opposite to be true. Apparently high hourly rates do not reflect real
income, Gill suggests, as freelancers often underestimate the amount of
time required to complete a job, or reduce these rates in order to secure
work for organizations with which their ethical sympathies lie, a prac-
tice significant to the argument of this book. However, a small-scale
survey I carried out with forty-nine web designers in England in 2009
found that only 4.3 per cent earned less than £20,000, and 36.8 per
cent earned £40,600 or more. This compares favourably with the Office
of National Statistics Annual Survey of Hours and Earnings, which
found that, in the same year, the median annual gross earm‘ﬁgs in the
UK were £20,801 (Office of National Statistics, 2009). AListApart’s most
recent survey at the time of writing found that just under 40 per cent
of respondents earned less than $40,000, 25 per cent earned $40,000—-
$59,999 and 35 per cent earned over $60,000, with a weighted average
of just over $52,000 (AListApart, 2010). Again, this compares reasonably
well with the national average wage index for the USA, which stood at
$40,711.61 in 2009 (Social Security Online, 2009). Thus, the perception
of low wage by web designers and other new media workers seems to say
as much about the salary expectations of a well-educated middle class
as they do about actual income, given that stated wages compare so
reasonably with the lower-waged sectors of the workforce. This in turn
suggests that web design is not necessarily a field with consistently low
pay levels, as Gill proposes, although significant numbers of web work-
ers do earn low incomes.

But, even if it cannot be argued that web designers are low-paid work-
ers, there are other ways in which the field is marked by exclusions and
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inequalities. Gill is one author who has repeatedly articulated these, as I
pointed out in the Introduction; her concern about the exclusions that
result from securing employment through informal networks has also
been discussed in this chapter. In the article from which the above list
is taken, she proposes that ‘new media workplaces have turned out to
be characterized by a number of entrenched ang all too old-fashioned
patterns of inequality relating to gender, age, race and ethnicity and
disability' (Gill, 2010, p. 255). She also adds class to this list, arguing
that the middie classes are much more likely to have the different kinds
of capital necessary to take up cultural work. These include social, cul-
tural and psychic capital and, most importantly, economic capital. The
prerequisite need for cerfain basic economic and material conditions &
be met before one can embark on a creative careet is addressed nicely
in the research of Kirsten Forkert, who asks this simple question: what
material conditions make it possible to have a creative career? (Forkert,
2010).

Gill's claim about gender and racial inequalities in the new media
industries is substantiated by Skillset's Creative Media Workforce
Surveys for the UK. Figures for 2006, for example, point out that only
12 per cent of the computer games workforce are female and only 3 per
cent ate from ethnic minorities. The figures are a little better for digital
post-production, where 21 per cent are female and 7 per cent are from
ethnic minority communities (Skillset, 2006). But of greater concern to
Gill and to other writers ate the ways in which the so-called autonomy,
flexibility and informality of the sector reproduce existing inequalities
in new ways. Informal hiring practice is ome example of this. Ancther
is the way that flexible, round-the-clock working excludes people with
caring responsibilities, most likely to be women. Not surprisingly, Gill
(2007) found that very few of the small numbers of women working
in new media have children, and this has also been the case in my
own research. (Other writers who explore gender inequalities in the
new media sector include Gottschall and Kroos, 2006; Mayerhofer and
Nokre, 2007; Perrons, 2003, 2007).

It is worth digressing from this literature review for a moment, as
the biographical case study of Noori, the new media graduate whom
1 introduced in the previous chapter, is illustrative of the gender, class
and racial inequalities that Gill discusses. After graduation with a good
degree in new media in 2001, Noori's career path has been uneven —she
has experienced periods of employment, self-employment and unem-
ployment. She was a part-time lecturer for three years after graduating,
after which she set up her own business as a web designer, offering
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her services specifically to Small and Medium-sized Enterprises {(SMEs)
r}m by women and pecple from ethnic minority communities. At the
time of embarking on this initiative, she described her experience of
studying for a degree as a transformation ‘from a stay at home Asian

mother to a go-getting entrepreneur’, comparing herself to the stages
of a butterfly:

while‘I studied [...] I was in the caterpillar stage, and while I was
te?chlng I was at the chrysalis stage, and now I have opened my
wings and am ready to fly to all the different flowers that I can.
(Noori, email communication)}

Howeve:.r, despite the optimism that this poignant analogy reveals, her
web design business was not a success:

I didn’t make a huge success of it. [ gave away my services for free
o1 those who paid couldn't afford much, so I charged them less thar;
£300. The thing is that with the emergence of ecommerce, everyone
wants a dynamic site, rather than a static one, which is where my
skills lie. (Noori, email communication)

So Noori diversified, running courses to help the long-term unemploved
start businesses, But her husband insisted that she should give up her
part-time work to dedicate her energies to searching for a full-time job
Although she did not agree with him - ‘My argument was that gett]in :
a full-time position was hard dressing the way I did and being one ogf
the few Asian women who wete applying for these tvpes of job?, and it
was far better to stay in a place and work your way ui)’ —she wenjt along
with his request. She was proven right, failing to secure full-time work
and experiencing serious financial hardship along the way. The experi-
ence made her determined to follow her own instincts, and she imme-
diately made contact with a women's business centre, which paicl her
for manipulating and uploading photographs to a website, and which
continues to employ her to this day, on an occasional basis and in a
range of capacities, some unrelated to web design.

. Noori would be the first to admit that she is not the best web designer
in the world and that this may account to some extent for her limited
!\uc_ce_ss in the field. She alsc argues that delivering self-development
training courses at the women’s business centre ‘fits’ her more than
web design. But I would argue that structural inequalities which extend
lar beyond web design and other media industries mean that the door
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to this career has always been partially closed to Noori. The particu-
lar gender relations that she lived at home did not provide her with
the supportive conditions, material, social or psychic, that are needed
to endure a period of instability and eventually establish a successful
freelance career, There are many successful web designers with skills in
‘static’ web design — that is, HTML and €8s — who contract web develop-
ers to provide the programming skills necessary to develop dynamic
websites. The combination of Noori’s gender, racial and cultural ‘differ-
ence’, visible in the way she dresses, set her apart from the mainstream
of London's emergent web design community, limiting her access to
the pool of talent that would complement her skills. Consequently, it
was difficult for her to survive as a web designer, even in the ‘ghetto’ of
women’s and ethnic minorities’ SMEs. Thus, despite Noori's willingness
to assume individual responsibility for her career path, I suggest there
are other factors at play.

Noori's story reveals how the structural barriers to accessing crea-
tive careers are lived emotionally, sometimes in the intimate spaces of
the home. It also peints to the kinds of conditions which prohibit the
take up of such careers. As such, it illustrates the arguments made by
Gill, Perrons, Christopherson and others about the gender and racial
inequalities that exist in the new media industries. But it also reveals
another issue which is at the heart of this book: the ethical inflec-
tions of web design practice. Noori targeted her web design services at

" organizations established by and for people who sometimes experience
marginalization: women and ethnic mincrities. What's more, she gave
away her services for free, or charged very little for them. Whilst this
could be viewed as bad business sense, it could also be read as an ethical
practice, deriving from Noori's commitment to doing what she could to
enhance the digital inclusion of these marginal groups.

Indeed, one of the main purpeses of this book is to add to Gill’s list
a consideration of the ethics and values that underpin web design, a
specific area of new media work. The next section of this chapter pro-
vides an overview of some of the literature which highiights the ethical
and moral character of practices in cultural production and beyond. It
does not review whole histories or philosophical traditions in the fields
of ethics and morality — [ am neither philosepher nor historian, and
such a project would be beyond the scope of this book. Rather, I bring
into dialogue a number of writers who have emphasized the ethics and
values that underlie a range of activities. First, I discuss those writers
who have, in one way or another, drawn attention to the relationship
between ethics and economies, in order to highlight the existence of
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this relationship. Second, I discuss attempts to understand the roots of
ethical practices in the cultural industries, as these serve to highlight
the affective and emotional character of ethical action. Next, I point
out how understandings of craft as a caring practice have much in com-
mon with conceptualizations of cultural work as underpinned by eth-
ics and values. Finally T reflect on the rewards of cultural production,
in order to propose that the attractions of cultural work do not always
reflect an internalization of governmental control, but also sometimes
derive from the possibility for ethical, moral action therein.

Ethics and values in cultural work

Ethical economies

In her opening keynote speech at the Crossroads Cultural Studies con-
ference in Hong Kong in June 2010, Kathleen Gibson likened the scholar
of culture to Tubby Passmore, the lead character from David Lodge's
novel Therapy (2002). Despite having a good, well-paid job, a stable mar-
riage, a fast car and other reasons to be contented, Passmore ‘feels pretty
depressed most of the time’. In Gibson's humorous comparison, despite
an abundance of activities that should give the left-leaning academic
some hope about the state of our world, such as World Social Forums,
social movements from Reclaim the Streets to the Zapatista uprising
in Mexico, and slum dweller and migrant worker initiatives in India,
the culture scholar ‘feels pretty critical most of the time’. Through this
analogy Gibson named what some commentators consider to be a dis-
ease of left scholarship: extreme critique, characterized by the tendency
to seek out the corrupting forces of capitalism behind every apparently
meral or ethical action.

The comparison between Tubby Passmore and the leftleaning
scholar is an entertaining embellishment of Gibson’s argument in A
Postcapitalist Politics, written collaboratively with Julie Graham under
the pen name j.K. Gibson-Graham (2006). Against the deep-seated neg-
ativity of left scholarship, Gibson-Graham outline their argnment for
a more optimistic outlook in what they describe, in the first words of
their preface, as ‘a hopeful book’. The roots of their optimism lie in their
witnessing of ‘myriad projects of alternative economic activism’ (ibid.,
p. xxi), which form the empirical heart of their book. These include a
community partnering project in Australia, the Mondragon cooperative
complex in Spain and collective community economies activities in the
Philippines. Such projects are defined by Gibson-Graham as post-capi-
talist, in that they aim to build economies which differ from capitalist
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and Pietersen’s definition of ethics, in Aristotelian terms, as ‘obtaining
the good life’ (2009, p. 26):

To behave ethically is to suberdinate one’s inclinations to a rational
ethical rule: to do what we would all agree would be desirable for the
good of hurnan kind. (ibid.)

Proponents of the moral economy, like Sayer, assert that ‘economic
behaviour itself involves and depends on valuaticn, most obviously
of use-values and exchange-values, but ethical and moral valuation is
ajways also either present or latent’ (2004, p. 4). Markets and associ-
ated economic behaviour ‘both depend on and influence moral/ethical
sentiments, norms and behaviours and have ethical implications’, he
writes (ibid., p. 2). The proposal that the economy is imbued with moral
considerations is located in a tradition concerned with the relationship
between the economic and the cultural, and between economic prac-
tices, moral order and social good. Taking a different approach, O'Neill
argues that market economies are not constrained by ethical geals, but
proceed independently of these, and are therefore amoral and ‘ethi-
cally indefensible’. Non-market economies, by contrast, are constrained
by social custom and need, and O'Neill’s aim in The Market: Ethics,
Knowledge and Politics is ‘to defend non-market associations in a world
Increasingly dominated by market norms’ (1998, p. 177). In market soci-
tties, a range of economic and non-economic practices play a role in
economic life. The scientific community, for example, is a non-market
vommunity whose products are central to the economy, yet such prac-
tices rarely get acknowledged for the economic role they play. Arvidsson
and Pietersen argue that the separation they believe previously existed

~ hetween economics and ethics is becoming increasingly blurred as we

move towards an ethical economy, characterized by a range of contem-

porary practices similar to those discussed by Gibson-Graham, such
~ I8 growing concern with sustainable consumption, environmentalism
. and networked social production.

For many of these writers, there is a close relationship between affec-

' llve and ethical practices. In ethical economies, write Arvidsson and

I'letersen, ‘what creates value is precisely what Aristotle described as
Ihe essence of ethics: the construction of affectively significant ties (of
Jhilia) that make — however temporary — productive community pos-
= lble' (2009, p. 29). Arvidsson and Pietersen argue that ethics are con-
_‘:_llnuted at least in part by the production of affective social relations;
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would seem to be a difficult claim to verify empirically, and there are

many examples of alternative production which are driven primarily
jects, which

by ethical or political motives, such as media advocacy pro
are much more concerned with the social benefits of media-making
processes than the aesthetic qualities of finished media products. Banks
himself admits that, in addition t© these aesthetic motivations, ‘cul-
tural workers have also begun 10 hitch their artistic impulses to more
evidently “social” or “political” economizing practices’ (ibid., p. 96).
Concerned to identify the roots of such socio-political activities, and
despite his own discussion of the possibilities for alternative cultural
expression that conditions of reflexive modernity unleash, Banks is
critical of Lash and Urry's prioritization of conditions (such as stritc-
tures of information and communication) as the source of ethical

impulses in cultural production (Lash and vrry, 1994), as 1 suggested in
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web design have their roots, in part, i the idealized origins of the
itself. Tim Berners-Lee’s vision of thewebasa universal, open, int¢
erable and accessible medium (Berners-Leg, 2003) orients web designs
towards ethical practices and ethical individuals towards web desijil
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product; the worker can control his or ber own actions at work; skill
develops within the work process; work is connected to the freedom
to experiment; finally, family, community, and politics are meas-
ured by the standards of inner satisfaction, coherence, and experi-
ment in craft labor. (Wright Mills, 1951, p. 220, quoted in Senneit,

2009, p- 27)

As a result of caring about the quality of the craft process and product,
craftspeople embody ‘the special human condition of being engaged’
(Sennett, 2009, p. 20). Engagement derives, in part, from the craftsper-
son’s dedication ‘to good work for its own sake’ (ibid.). Engagement is
also a feature of good WoTK for Hesmondhalgh and Baker, although thi¥y
use the terms interest and involvement. Hesmondhalgh and Baker draw
on sociologist Robert Blauner’s attempt 10 identify specific forms of
alienation at work in order to develop their own model of what consti-
tutes good and bad work. In response to Blauner's types of alienation, or
what might constitute had’ work, they propose a number of opposites,
which form the basis for their model of good WoIk. Thus, for them, the
opposite of the form of alienation that Blauner names meaninglessness
is interest, involvement, absorption: terms which have much in com-
mon with Sennett’s notion of engagement and Wright Mills's descrip-
tion of the craftsperson as absorbed in his or her work,

Hesmondhalgh and Baker's model includes another feature of good
work which relates to this notion of being engaged and to Sennett's pro-
posal that craft involves caring about quality: that is, the production of
excellent products. Here, they propose that the pursuit of excellence it
a kind of ethics. In Sayer’s (2004) terms, the ethical practice of pursuing

excellence through cultural work means behaving in a way that affects
‘obtaining the good life’. From

others, or increases human potential for

Hesmondhalgh and Baker's p
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external to the self, or the inability to enact change). They argue that
the daily exercise of autonomy is central to the working lives of profes-
sicnals and craftspeople, two categories of workers who usually enjoy
higher than average degrees of power, and amongst whom cultural
workers can be counted.

Professionals and craft workers also enjoy higher than average
degrees of job satisfaction, argue Hesmondhalgh and Baker. This is
another reward of cultural production. Again Hesmondhalgh and Baker
are responding to one of Blauner's forms of alienation, self-estrange-
ment: ‘a kind of deperscnalized detachment rather than an immedi-
ate involvement or engrossment in the job tasks [which] does not
express the unique abilities, potentialities, or personality of the workd¥’
(Blauner, 1964, p. 26, cited in Hesmondhalgh and Baker, 2010, p. 29).
The opposite of self-estrangement, for Hesmondhalgh and Baker, is self-
realization. According to Banks (2007), self-realization is one of many
rewards offered by cultural production. In making this claim he builds
on MacIntyre’s (1981) notion of a practice:

any coherent and complex form of socially established cooperative
activity through which gooeds internal to that form of activity are
realized in the course of trying to achieve those standards of excel-
lence which are appropridte to, and partially definitive of, that form
of activity, with the result that the human powers achieve excel-
lence, and human conceptions of the ends of goods involved, are
systematically extended. (MacIntyre, 1981, p. 175, cited in Banks,
2007, p. 109)

A practice involves the pursuit of excellence for its own sake, but this
also has the effect of benefiting the whole community — both of these
aspects of practices resonate with other writers’ conceptualizations of
craft. For Maclntyre, the internal rewards that result from practices are
specific to the activity being practised, unlike external rewards, such as
prestige, status, money, which are less practice-specific. This also sounds
very much like the ideas of Sennett and others about craft — good work
as its own recompense is a kind of internal reward. Banks summarizes
MacIntyre’s discussion of internal rewards thus:

Internal rewards, then, are those unobtainable elsewhere; they are
practice-specific. Moreover, they can only be fully realized through
dedication and immersion; that is, when practitioners establish a
knowledge and appreciation of a given practice’s interior qualities,

o
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and an intimacy with its specific demands, rhythms and routines -
what we might call a true ‘feel for the game’. Internal goods tend to
derive from respect, perhaps even love, of the practice, and recogni-
tion of its fundamental virtue in providing an ethical centre and a
culture of embedded moral sanctions. The practitioner who wishes
to acquire internal goods must seek to reproduce the practice and
serve the community of practitioners. (Banks, 2007, p. 110}

External rewards, by contrast, might include the features of good work
which Hesmondhalgh and Baker identify as security, acceptable work-
loads and wages. When such conditions are secured, alongside inter-
nal rewards like engagement and self-realization, work in the cultural
industries can be ‘genuinely desirable’ (Hesmondhaigh and Baker, 2010,
p- 43). Gregg also points to the genuine desirability of such work, in
her recognition that ‘professional work generates forms of pleasure and
accomplishment that rival the markers of identity favoured in previous
historical formations’ (Gregg, 2011, p. 5). In making this assertion, a
number of writers (Gregg, 2011; Hesmondhalgh and Baker, 2010; also
Gill and Pratt, 2008) speak out against the proposal that any form of
satisfaction at work is always the result of the internalization of organi-
zational values and mechanisms of control. As they all point cut, work-
ers do actually get some self-realization from work - this might be
especially true for women, for example, for whom the ‘life’ half of the
‘work-life’ balance may be the more alienating (Gregg, 2011). As Gill
and Pratt put it:

Long hours and the takeover of life by labour may be dictated by
punishing schedules and oppressive deadlines, and may be experi-
enced as intensely exploitative, but they may also be the outcome
of passionate engagement, creativity and self-expression. (Gill and
Pratt, 2008, p. 18)

Pleasure, then, is a further reward of cultural work, deriving both from
internal factors like dedication, immersion, self-expression and self-
realization and from external factors like status, good wages and pres-
tige. Web design clearly offers such pleasures to its workers. Significant
numbers of web designers work under conditions over which they have
reasonable degrees of control, resulting in considerable degrees of absorp-
tion and self-realization. Similarly, a number of web designers carry out
their work in craft-like ways, Many web designers aspire to quality, to
get better rather than get by. They demonstrate a commitment to doing
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good work, like writing good BHTME, both for its own sake and for the
resulting common good. Thus, many of the features of craft and cul-
tural work discussed in these last two sections apply to web design. This
discussion of the pleasures offered by web design brings us back full
circle to where the chapter started. The following section atternpts 10
join up the beginning and end of the circle, bringing together the two
halves of the chapter into a framework for thinking about web design.

‘Making is thinking” the ethics and values of web design

The first half of this chapter highlighted key themes in scholarship
about new media work to date. These include: the precarious conditions
of work and nerworking strategies for dealing with such conditions;
the passionate and sometimes self-exploitative commitment to Work
expressed by the new media workforce; and the persistence of famil-
iar patterns of inequality and exclusion. Whilst these themes no doubt
characterize the broader landscape of (new) media work, these have not
been the most propuinent issues to emerge in my engagement with web
designers in recent years. Web design may be precarious compared with
other, more stable, forms of employment, but web workers who have
engaged in research with me have not talked much about the precarity
of their work. On the contrary, a focus group participant who was about
to embark on a career in web design said that one of the reasons he was
attracted to this work was because there was plenty of it. On one of the
research projects that I write about in this book, Inclusive New Media
Design, none of the participants spoke about a fear that the supply of
work and income would Tun out, but some talked about their anxie-
ties about, and subsequent strategies for, keeping up- So, whilst new
media remains precarious in that its workforce is often constituted by
freelancers, such working conditions feel increasingly normal to those
workers who have never known anything else, and precarity becomes
less worthy of note. Furthermore, web designers are not all employed
by ‘the cultural industries’ — local government, universities, and firms
of all kinds employ web designers in relatively stable employment con
ditions, as Mayer-Ahuja and Wolf (2007) peint out. In this sense, anil
without downplaying the serious consequences of the casualization ol
work in this sector, to put it simply, web designets spmetimes worry
about other things than their own precarity.
Tn contrast, networking, which 1 described as a technique for dealing
with precarity, remains central to the work of web design. At a show
case event 1 organized for new media students and colleagues at the
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derive from the psycho]ogical needs of individual cultural workers fot
‘socia) and ethical re-embedding’ (Banks, 2007, P- 116). These deep-
rooted, non-contractual and non-economic needs result in pleasures
such as engagement and absorpiion, enjoyment in doing a job well,
in the pursuit {and sometimes achievement) of excellence, and in the
application of craft standards to all of Tife. Such pursuits can be seen
as ethical because, a8 Hesmondhalgh and Baket suggest, pursuing high
standards has wide-reaching benefits, enriching the individua) practi-
tioner and the broader community. Thus, pleasure in and emotional
attachment to cultural work takes us somewhere ethical, if this line of

thought is followed.
This ethical spin is a
work/life boundary is now dissolved. As Banks su
argues, this dissolution could have positive consequences if it means
that moral values developed outside work are applied in the workplace.
For Sennett, such values permeate craftsmanship, which is character-
ized by caring about a1l sorts of things — about doing a job well, being
ethical, or considering the needs of other people. Craftsmanship, there-
fore, is not a vanished way of life for which we should be nostalgic;
rather, it is here, now. Senmett’s guiding intuition in The Craftsman is
that making is thinking; craft is about thinking and making things in
equal measure, and doing both well and ethically. It is my contention
throughout this book that, for web standardistas, web design 1s aboul
making things well, and that this is a moral, ethical practice. This prop
osition runs throughout the empirical chapters of the book.

To date, discussion of inequalities in new media work has focusci
on the ways that the allegedly freeing work patterns in the knowledye
economy reproduce the same old inequalities of gender, race and class,
albeit in new and different ways. Noori’s story highlights this. Howewel,
when thinking about the relationship between inequality and nvw
media work, it is also important to consider the inequalities among
web consumers that result from particular production practices.
relation to web design, approaches to web accessibility and efforts 10
minimize the exclusion of web users with disabilities are high on 1w
agenda, yet the issue of disability is absent in scholarship on new medki
work. Nonetheless, cOncern with this particular inequality has spurred
a number of ethical activities arnongst web designers. [n the case of with

design, thinking about what ethical activities result from concern aboul
inequality inevitably takes us to the issue of accessibility, which is 1

subject of Chapters 5 and 6 of this book.
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