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Introduction: The Misvaluation of Work — Rethinking Merit, Risk, and Justice

Meritocracy occupies a paradoxical position at the center of modern political and economic
thought. Widely celebrated as a system that rewards talent, effort, and ambition, it promises a just
social order in which individuals rise or fall according to their own capacities (Wooldridge, 2021,
3-10; Mankiw, 2014). In contemporary discourse, particularly in the United States, meritocracy
functions as more than an institutional arrangement. It is a moral ideal, a narrative that legitimizes
inequality by framing it as the natural outcome of differential contribution (Sandel, 2021, 4-7;
Markovits, 2020, 7-12). Yet this understanding rests on a profound historical and conceptual
misunderstanding. The term itself, coined by Michael Young in The Rise of the Meritocracy, was
introduced as a warning against allowing such a system to develop (Young, 1958, 11-16). Young
envisioned a society in which the fusion of intelligence and effort would produce a new elite, one
that justified its dominance through the belief that it had earned its position and rendered inequality
inevitable and deserved (Young, 1958, 11-16 and 94-104).

Over time, this cautionary critique was inverted into a guiding principle of governance and
economic organization (Wooldridge, 2021, 10-16). Meritocracy came to be associated with
efficiency, productivity, and fairness, displacing older systems of privilege and patronage
(Wooldridge, 2021, 10-16). Its defenders argue that by allocating positions according to
competence, societies can maximize innovation and generally promote the common good
(Wooldridge, 2021, 3-10; Mankiw, 2014). Moreover, meritocratic ideology has been embraced as
a vehicle for social mobility and inclusion, offering the promise that historically marginalized

groups can achieve success through demonstrated ability rather than inherited status (Wooldridge,

2021, 16-22, 240-248).
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However, this contemporary celebration obscures a critical flaw at the heart of meritocratic
reasoning — its narrow and selective definition of value. By equating merit with measurable
outputs, such as cognitive skill, educational attainment, and market productivity, the system
systematically excludes forms of labor that are less visible, less credentialed, or less easily
commodified (Markovits, 2021, 7-12; Sandel, 2020, 8-11). In doing so, it constructs a moral and
economic hierarchy that elevates certain forms of work while rendering others invisible (Folbre
and England, 1999, 39-43). This selective valuation is not a neutral oversight but a structural
feature of the system itself, shaping how risk, sacrifice, and contribution are recognized and
rewarded.

This thesis contends that any meaningful critique of meritocracy must move beyond
exposing its failures and toward reconstructing the criteria by which labor itself is valued. Rather
than accepting existing economic metrics as given, it develops an alternative theoretical framework
that redefines value through the lived conditions of work, foregrounding embodied risk,
psychological expenditure, and social necessity as central components of contribution (Sen, 2001,
18-24; Nussbaum, 2003, 33-40). This framework does not simply expand existing definitions of
merit but challenges the underlying logic that renders certain forms of labor visible and others
invisible. In doing so, it establishes a new normative foundation for evaluating work that is
grounded in the material and relational realities that sustain social life (Nussbaum, 2007, 13-22).

Thus, this thesis advances a normative critique of meritocracy by interrogating the criteria
by which work is valued and compensated. It argues that meritocracy fails due to its production of
unequal outcomes and reliance on an incomplete and morally inadequate understanding of risk and
effort (Sandel, 2021, 4-7; Markovits, 2020, 7-12). By reconstructing risk as a multidimensional

phenomenon that encompasses physical danger, psychological strain, and social vulnerability, this
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analysis reveals that many of the most essential forms of labor involve profound and often
irreversible sacrifices that remain unacknowledged within meritocratic frameworks (Folbre and
England, 1999, 39-43; Hochschild, 1986, 56-61). Through an examination of essential healthcare
work, manual labor, and frontline service employment, the argument demonstrates that the
functioning of modern economies depends on forms of contribution that are systemically
undervalued, even as they sustain the very conditions that allow high-status work to flourish
(Dufty, 2022, 871-872; Hallett, 2022, 890-891; Litchfield, 1999, 175-177).

Importantly, this reconstruction is more than descriptive; it is prescriptive. It lays the
groundwork for a reoriented theory of labor valuation that seeks to realign systems of recognition
and reward with the full spectrum of human effort. By situating value within the intersection of
risk, necessity, and sacrifice, the thesis proposes a shift away from market-centered metrics toward
a framework capable of capturing the ethical weight of labor that is currently marginalized or
ignored.

In exposing this contradiction, the thesis challenges the legitimacy of meritocracy as just a
distributive system and calls for a structural shift in how societies understand and reward work
(Sandel, 2021, 8-11; Markovits, 2020, 7-12). Rather than treating inequality as the outcome of
individual merit, it becomes necessary to confront the structural processes through which value is

constructed and enforced.
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Chapter 1: The Modern Defense of Meritocracy

1.1: Establishment of Terminology

The initial establishment of the term meritocracy exists in Michael Young's 1958 book,
The Rise of the Meritocracy 1870-2033, which puts forward a satirical, futuristic oligarchy that is
free from the shackles of ancient, aristocratic class-sorting mechanisms (Young, 1958, 94-96). In
order for individuals to achieve "positions of responsibility,” such as those in civil service,
teaching, and commerce, Young states that, under a meritocratic system, these individuals must
exhibit clear merit. According to Young, merit is described as the combination of intelligence plus
effort (Young, 1958, 11-14). Therefore, those who are both clever and hardworking are rewarded
with high social and economic status, while those lacking in either are left behind (Young, 1958,
96-100). Young published his work to cast meritocracy in a critical, satirical light. The meritocratic
system evolves into a rigid, class-like hierarchy based on the elite's belief in their own merit
(Young, 1958, 100-104). The upper class convinces itself that the wealth and resources it possesses
were bestowed upon it in a fair and just manner. People experiencing poverty are deemed to be
responsible for their own deprivation, even if structural inequalities persist. From Young's
perspective, meritocracy provides a guise for the exclusionary nature surrounding the wealthy and
justifies the extreme unequal distribution of economic and social capital within a population
(Young, 1958, 100-104). Due to this misconstrued perception of the value of work and unfair
income distribution. Young intended for his work to instill a warning within his audience. Under
meritocracy, the highest paid members of society can brush away persistent inequalities under the
reasoning that those in poor economic situations are simply not trying hard enough or do not
possess the merit required for success. To Young, meritocracy is not a goal to strive for, but a shoal

to avoid (Young, 1958, 158-160).
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However, the irony of Young's point was lost. In modern times, particularly in the United
States, the belief that one's societal success and status shall be determined by one's individual
talents, skills, and work, otherwise known as merit, has remained steadfast for decades
(Wooldridge, 2021, 7). Meritocracy has been applauded as a system that does away with the
archaic and arbitrary determinations of status in aristocracy and focuses solely on the talent and
abilities of an individual in the placement of their economic and social class (Wooldridge, 2021,
3-10). Ardent defenders of the system argue that meritocracy is "the closest concept we have today
to a universal ideology," as the attractiveness of its principles — rewarding ability and effort —
proves popular among many people (Wooldridge, 2021, 7). However, two of its most prominent
proponents, Adrian Wooldridge and Nicholas Gregory Mankiw, posit that it is not simply
popularity that provides meritocracy with its justification as a societal system. Rather, its
promotion of stability through efficiency and productivity, and its morally just nature, that
establish meritocracy as a just ideal worth following (Wooldridge, 2021, 10-16; Mankiw, 2014).
1.2: Stability through Efficiency and Prosperity

Adrian Wooldridge exclaims the essence behind meritocracy’s contribution towards the
creation of the modern world through its prioritization of competence and talent allocation can be
described as “the golden ticket to prosperity” (Wooldridge, 2021, 3-8). Meritocratic systems claim
to award jobs through open and fair competition. This contrasts with patronage, which selects
valuable positions based on loyalty and commitment to a patron or person of power, and nepotism
which assigns valuable positions based on familial lineage and ties (Wooldridge, 2021, 6-10).
These ability-based selection processes are thought to be as necessary to fill positions in fields
such as the civil service, teaching, science, and commerce, where achievement and demonstrable

“merit” are required to promote efficiently societal communication, development, and growth
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(Wooldridge, 2021, 285-291). Through a meritocratic framework, companies, government
institutions, and society as a whole can identify and increase valuable talent by rewarding labor
that is viewed as highly valuable to the economic growth of society instead of mere “polish”
(Wooldridge, 2021, 246-252).

Wooldridge, a writer for the Economist, contends that meritocracy improves medical
safety, institutional quality, and government functioning. First, the reason, for instance, vaccines
save people’s lives rather than poisoning them is because highly trained scientists develop them
and other highly trained scientists test and regulate them (Wooldridge, 2021, 285-291). The
selection of these scientists into these positions was not based on connections or commitment to a
patron. Instead, they demonstrated the high quality of their work and the competence required for
a job that is crucial to the health and well-being of society (Wooldridge, 2021, 293-295). Similarly,
in the field of education, a meritocratic system ensures that the most competent and skilled teachers
are in the classroom, thereby enhancing the quality of education and the future prospects of
students (Wooldridge, 2021, 285-288). Second, institutional quality benefits from competence-
based selection. Studies show that countries that favor recruiting “professional managers through
open competition” have higher growth rates than those that recruit “amateur managers through
personal connections.” This higher growth is demonstrated by some of the most successful firms
in the world, such as McKinsey and Goldman Sachs, marketing themselves as selecting employees
based on brain power alone (Wooldridge, 2021, 295-299). Third, political systems that prioritize
selection based on competence reduce mismanagement. The example of Donald Trump’s
presidency underscores the dangers of weakening the meritocratic competence principle in
government, as he favored personal loyalty over professional competence. Under his presidency,

governmental appointments of relatives and cronies, such as the appointment of Jared Kushner as
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the U.S.’s Middle East envoy under Donald Trump despite a lack of experience, and the departure
of more than a thousand scientists from a wide array of departments, demonstrate how patronage
and nepotism have degraded the ability of government to support scientific research and a clean
environment (Wooldridge, 2021, 300-306).

In addition to meritocracy encouraging knowledgeable expertise over mindless cronyism,
it also bolsters the growth of economies worldwide (Wooldridge, 2021, 246-252; Mankiw, 2014).
Meritocracy promotes social mobility by encouraging a more open and ability-based approach in
the selection of highly skilled and valuable professions (Wooldridge, 2021, 246-252). Wooldridge
cites that this improved allocation and application of talent can explain roughly “one-fifth of
America’s GDP growth per person” between 1960 and 2010. Talent was drawn from more than
just the white male community in fields such as medicine and law, making for both a more
productive and a more just society that filled crucially valuable positions based on knowledge,
experience, and talent rather than simply on one’s race or gender (Wooldridge, 2021, 246-252).
However, it is not simply the United States that has significantly benefited from this system. The
“meritocracy dividend” suggests that countries with high meritocracy scores, such as northern
European nations, have enjoyed greater economic success and technological development
compared to countries that have resisted meritocracy, such as Italy and Greece, which have
stagnated due to reduced productivity, financial mismanagement, and overall incompetence in high
positions of societal power (Wooldridge, 2021, 252-258). The 'meritocracy dividend' describes the
economic and social benefits that a society reaps from a meritocratic system, such as increased
productivity, innovation, and fairness. Nevertheless, meritocracy does not simply boost economic
growth, but it also properly selects and rewards those who drive it forward (Wooldridge, 2021,

252-258; Mankiw, 2014). For example, chief executives of major corporations oversee billions of
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dollars of shareholder wealth and thousands of employees. This personal skill and leadership must
be highly compensated to attract those talented enough to be making critical financial decisions,
rather than an incompetent loyalist (Mankiw, 2014). Therefore, the pay of these highly valuable
positions is determined by the market value of the role fulfilled (Mankiw, 2014). Similar
circumstances apply to jobs in law and medicine, as the market views them as highly skilled labor
occupations that require high compensation for the work they contribute to society (Mankiw,
2014).

In essence, meritocracy promotes a society that values competence and skill in areas where
they are most needed (Wooldridge, 2021, 252-258). Productivity improves by ensuring that those
most capable are efficiently assigned tasks necessary for societal, and that they are adequately
compensated for doing so. According to Wooldridge and Mankiw, meritocracy establishes
standards of growth and fairness by allocating valuable positions to people based on “raw talent,”
not because one’s father happens to be assigning the position. This emphasis on rewarding
competence should make the beneficiaries feel valued and appreciated, knowing that their hard
work and skills are recognized and rewarded in a meritocratic system (Wooldridge, 2021, 38-44;
Mankiw, 2014).

1.3: The Proper Morality of Meritocracy

The theoretical concept of the common good, public good, or societal good has existed for
decades, serving as a guiding principle for politicians, bureaucrats, and citizens alike to consider
when determining the actions they take and their impact on the populace as a whole. The term
itself comes from Aristotle, who quoted the concept of "for the good of the governed" or "for the
common good" in The Politics, specifically in "Book III" (Aristotle, n.d.). The term holds

considerable weight in political theory today, spanning topics ranging from individual action to
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government decision-making, despite Aristotle's primary focus on the latter (Aristotle, n.d.). The
concept establishes that when one makes a decision about a particular course of events, their focus
should not be on the benefit to themselves, but rather on the benefit of the collective (Aristotle,
n.d.). Scholars who defend meritocracy claim that the system not only advances the common good
but also rewards moral agency and effort in the advancement of this common good, while
preventing the arbitrary exclusion of certain members of society (Wooldridge, 2021, 240-248;
Mankiw, 2014).

Principally, Mankiw asserts that meritocracy's application of talent through market
incentives directs people to areas where their talents can yield the highest social benefits, such as
maintaining the population's health through medicine or increasing economic growth through
finance or corporate leadership (Mankiw, 2014). Even if people who pursue these positions are
not doing so based solely on altruism, but rather on the exorbitant pay, their work is thought to
advance the public good through the benefits that come from these highly compensated positions.
Furthermore, the wealthy contribute significantly to the public good through the current taxation
system (Mankiw, 2014). Based on our progressive rates of taxing citizens, Mankiw states, "the top
one-tenth of 1 percent of the income distribution... paid 33.8 percent of their income in federal
taxes," which, in turn, fund public goods like schools, fire departments, and national defense for
the rest of society (Mankiw, 2014). Overall, Mankiw believes, the wealthy have earned their
wealth through the merit they have shown and their contribution to the common good (Mankiw,
2014).

Second, besides promoting the common good, meritocracy is stated to reward and
recognize the moral agency of individuals in pursuing these coveted societal positions

(Wooldridge, 2021, 240-248; Mankiw, 2014). Moral agency refers to the idea that people are the
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“masters of their own fates and captains of their own souls” (Wooldridge, 2021, 343). The crux is
that humans are rationally minded and able to make the best decisions that they deem fit (Mankiw,
2014). By rewarding individuals for their choice to pursue the development of talents the market
values, the meritocratic system treats them with the respect they deserve for their contributions. In
the meritocratic system, one's talents are what make one special, and the development of those
talents directly correlates with the development of the person themselves (Wooldridge, 2021, 29-
44). Meritocracy emphasizes that it takes significant efforts to master a complex subject or skill.
Converting raw ability into expertise requires a rare combination of virtuous self-sacrifice,
investment, and risk-taking (Wooldridge, 2021, 38-44). However, this process of self-
improvement is difficult. Therefore, high rewards for significant amounts of effort are necessary
to encourage people to engage in such a process of self-sacrifice, thereby ushering in a new
population of citizens equipped with the skills needed for essential and valuable jobs (Mankiw,
2014).

For centuries, high-valued positions in society were dominated by white men (Wooldridge,
2021, 240-248). Arguably, this remains the case. In fact, roughly 95 percent of Fortune 500 CEO’s
were identified as white males in 2019 (O’Donnell, 2019). However, meritocratic ideals, which
focus on talent and skill, have lessened the assignment of jobs based on arbitrary classifications of
race, gender, and ethnicity. Competition under a meritocracy supposedly focuses instead on the
individual's pure talent and skill (Wooldridge, 2021, 3-7). This premise is highlighted in
Wooldridge's work through the presidency of Barack Obama, the first African American to hold
the title of U.S. President, and the vice presidency of Kamala Harris, the first African American
and woman to hold the title of U.S. Vice President (Wooldridge, 2021, 240-248). It is stated that

without the existence of meritocratic standards in modern society, these historic achievements
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would never have come to be. Unlike any other system, meritocracy does not favor one based on
who they are, but rather on the talent they bring to the table. This role of meritocracy in breaking
down arbitrary classifications gives us hope for a more inclusive and equitable society, where
individuals are judged based on their abilities, not on their identity (Wooldridge, 2021, 3-7;
Mankiw, 2014).

However, despite the claimed moral authority and structural fairness of meritocracy, [ will
argue that the system does not uphold its fundamental premise of providing a fair and just societal

distribution resources and opportunities on which it claims this morality.
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Chapter 2: The Formation of A Just Critique

Meritocracy presents itself as a neutral arbiter of value, promising that social position and
economic reward are allocated according to effort, talent, and risk. At its core, the ideology
reassures society that inequality is inevitable and fair. Those who rise are said to have earned
their status through disciplined self-sacrifice and high-stakes decision-making (Wooldridge,
2021, 38-44; Mankiw, 2014). In contrast, those who remain at the margins are presumed to have
invested less or to have made poor choices. This promise of fairness has become one of the most
persuasive moral narratives of contemporary capitalism (Markovits, 2020, 3-7; Sandel, 2021, 4-
7). Yet beneath its surface logic lies a profound moral distortion, which depends on a narrow
understanding of what constitutes risk and sacrifice.

This chapter challenges the assumption of meritocracy that only wealthy workers, such as
bankers and CEOs, take on risks that deserve to be well-compensated (Sen, 2001, 111-116;
Folbre and England, 1999, 39-43). Across essential healthcare work, manual labor, and frontline
service employment, workers routinely assume risks that are neither speculative nor abstract, but
immediate, embodied, and often irreversible. These risks include exposure to physical harm,
chronic illness, emotional depletion, moral injury, and economic insecurity, which are costs that
are structurally imposed and systematically excluded from meritocratic valuation (Duffy, 2022,
871-872; Hallett, 2022, 890).

Across these sectors, workers are exerting substantial effort while absorbing harms that
the market externalizes and displaces onto those with the least institutional power. Care workers
confront pathogens, violence, and emotional devastation while sustaining the lives and status of
others (Abresch et al., 2023, 1047-1050; Ho et al., 2019, 4-6); agricultural and manual laborers

gamble their long-term health and bodily integrity to maintain national food systems and
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infrastructure (Litchfield, 1999, 175-177; Missikpode et al., 2019, 969-971); service workers
endure relentless emotional regulation and hostility to preserve the smooth functioning of
customer economies (Hochschild, 1986, 33-42; Groth et al., 2019, 89-95; Han et al., 2018, 490-
492). These sacrifices are not accidental features of the labor market; they are foundational
conditions of economic productivity that remain invisible precisely because they cannot be easily
credentialed or scaled (Folbre and England, 1999, 39-43; Pond, 2022, 844).

By tracing how race, gender, immigration status, and geography create a structure of
labor-based risk exposure, this chapter reveals that meritocracy does not simply mismeasure
value but actively organizes sacrifice along existing lines of inequality (Foner, 1979, 219-229;
Okin, 1998, 124-132; Lareau, 2011, 105-111). The system elevates an abstract, scalable form of
labor and naturalizes bodily endurance, emotional resilience, and the provision of care as low-
skill or intrinsic traits rather than costly professional investments (Tacit Knowledge in Low-
Status Eldercare Work, 2022; Lai, Jian, and Wang, 2025). In doing so, it celebrates elite risk-
taking while discounting the risk-bearing of essential workers and the sacrifices that make elite
success possible (Markovits, 2020, 147-153; Sandel, 2021, 4-7).

This broad examination of meritocracy reveals that the system is not merely an economic
sorting mechanism, but a moral ideology that reshapes how inequality is understood and justified
in modern American society, providing a misleading justification of the status quo through its
“non-falsifiable” set of beliefs (Rawls, 2003, 72-78). The psychological internalization of
meritocratic judgment generates profound forms of moral injury and political resentment. This is
exemplified in the displacement of class-based analysis into identity politics and the emergence
of white nationalism as a reactionary response to perceived status loss (Bernstein, 2005, 47-55;

Hochschild, 2016, 123-134; Jardina, 2019, 33-38). Far from neutralizing ascribed identities,
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meritocratic ideology erodes shared structural explanations of inequality and compels individuals
and groups to reinterpret economic stagnation in terms of dignity and recognition (Mutz, 2018,
4330-4333; Miller-Idress, 2022, 1-12). Ultimately, meritocracy lays the groundwork for
increasingly polarized and racialized forms of political conflict that cannot be adequately
addressed within the meritocratic framework itself (Bjork-James and Maskovsky, 2020, 23-31;
Stewart, Plotkin, and McCarty, 2021).

If meritocracy cannot recognize the full spectrum of risks required to sustain social and
economic life, then its claims of fairness and moral legitimacy are dubious (Sen, 2001, 18-24;
Sandel, 2021, 8-11). What follows is not merely a critique of unequal outcomes, but an
indictment of the evaluative framework that claims those outcomes are acceptable in the first
place.

2.1: Defining Risk

Scholars such as N. Gregory Mankiw and Adrian Wooldridge suggest that high pay and
status are rewards for “high-stakes” risk and self-sacrifice (Mankiw, 2014; Wooldridge, 2021, 7).
The risk, according to meritocratic apologists and defenders, concerns the possibility of financial
loss when investing in certain businesses or industries, such as law, technology development, and
finance (Edsall, 2019; Wooldridge, 2021, 285-292). The possibility of failure in one’s financial
endeavors, particularly in leading industries, poses a risk that few would take in society, as the
prospect of losing resources deters many from pursuing such opportunities (Mankiw, 2014).
However, meritocracy, as a system, promises that one’s economic risk will be rewarded through
money and status. Nevertheless, this framework oversimplifies the concept of risk by reducing it
to a single, economically based definition. Risk is viewed solely through the lens of financial

cost, and self-sacrifice is understood as refraining from purchasing frivolous wants in the pursuit
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of merit-based achievement. As Wooldridge puts it, self-sacrifice is the choice to “scorn delights,
and live laborious days” (Wooldridge, 2021, 59-60). While this fiscal dimension of risk and self-
sacrifice is relevant to assessing how society rewards certain fields of labor, meritocracy ignores
the profound physical and emotional risks that underlie the labor in other industries (Sen, 2001,
111-116; Folbre and England, 1999, 39-43). By examining industries such as healthcare,
agriculture, and retail, a complex risk assessment framework can be developed that accounts for
additional risks associated with choosing and investing in a particular occupation. Meritocracy
fails to appreciate and compensate the risks that essential workers incur in bodily safety,
psychological health, and moral well-being.

2.1.1: The High-Stakes Sacrifice of the “Essential Underclass”

Defined by its commitment to public service and social safety, “essential healthcare
labor” proves to be vital to the functioning of society as a whole. Without the occupations
classified under this field, many services required by wide swaths of the population would be
unavailable, because other workers would have untreated illness and disabilities that would
prevent them from working (Dufty, 2022, 871-872). Essential healthcare labor occupations, such
as nursing assistants and eldercare workers, despite their necessity, are often underpaid and
exploitative towards the members of society who choose to undertake them (Hallett, 2022, 890-
891; Dufty, 2022, 873). Although essential workers risk their physical, mental, and emotional
health, this risk is not regarded as reward-worthy within the meritocratic framework (Folbre and
England, 1999, 39-43). I challenge meritocracy’s failure to recognize and compensate the risks
that healthcare workers incur.

2.1.1.1: The Physical Risk: “Dirty Work” and Bodily Vulnerability
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The Occupational Safety and Health Administration defines occupational hazards as “any
dangerous condition, object, or practice in the workplace that threatens to cause physical harm,
injury, illness, or death to employees” (Safety Management - Hazard Identification and
Assessment). In the “backroom” of the modern medical enterprise, care workers — primarily
women of color and immigrant workers — confront a grueling array of occupational hazards that
directly threaten their bodily integrity (Okin, 1998, 124, 131; Ho et al., 2019, 4-6). These
“essential” laborers are routinely exposed to pathogenic agents, such as the increased exposure
and contraction of COVID-19 by nurses during the pandemic, and must navigate the frequent use
of toxic cleaning chemicals required for sanitization, which exposure to can cause not only
physical pain to the laborer but also present a significant financial risk, as severe cases can be
disabling and result in an inability to work (Duffy, 2022, 871-872; Hallett, 2022, 891-892).
Health workers are doubly exposed to risk, both in the form of physical illness from occupational
hazards and the financial strain that can arise from a lack of income. Beyond these invisible
threats, the physical nature of the work additionally involves the chronic strain of heavy medical
equipment and maneuvering the frail bodies of patients, which can produce physical pain that
reduces mental well-being (Jeung, Kim, and Chang, 2018, 187-189). The quantifiable danger of
this labor is starkly evident in injury statistics. For example, the American Medical Association
reports that nursing assistants, in particular, are more than three times as likely to experience
workplace injuries as the typical U.S. worker, resulting in a higher financial risk for this
occupation (Duffy, 2022, 873). This physical ledger is often ignored by meritocratic systems that
prioritize cognitive and financial risk — such as the high-stakes decisions of CEOs and
investment bankers labeled in Mankiw’s defense of meritocracy — while treating direct care and

its bodily sacrifice as a low-status, “unskilled” commodity (Mankiw, 2014).
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The risks of care work are further intensified by the hostile environments and unsafe
conditions inherent in isolated service settings such as private homes. Workers often labor in
“social closure,” defined as the exclusion of certain laborers from professional status, fair
compensation, and recognition (Foner, 1979, 219-229). Field research on home health aides
reveals that many are forced to provide care in substandard environments with rodent and insect
infestations, often without access to gloves, masks, and other basic personal protective
equipment (Hallett, 2022, 891-892). This environment of neglect is compounded by the
persistent threat of physical and verbal assault. Workers frequently report enduring sexual
harassment and even violence from the very individuals they are tasked with supporting (Ho et
al., 2019, 3-5). Many home health aides are largely low-status women of color. Despite these
difficult conditions, the meritocratic structure imposes an additional requirement on such labor:
workers are expected to maintain a composed, professional demeanor and suppress their own
distress to meet patients' emotional needs (Hochschild, 1986, 33-42; Groth et al., 2019, 89-95).
This expectation of the self-denial of one’s own autonomy in the face of physical and
psychological danger highlights an ethical failure in a society that claims to reward effort while
systematically devaluing the profound risks borne by its most essential workforce (Folbre and
England, 1999, 43-47; Sen, 2001, 121-126).
2.1.1.2: The Psychological Sacrifice: Emotional Labor and Moral Dissonance

The psychological sacrifice inherent in care work is defined by the relentless “emotional
labor” required to maintain professional stability. This process necessitates the continual
induction or suppression of feelings to meet patients' emotional needs (Hochschild, 1986, 86-92).
The “managed heart” or discrepancy between a worker’s genuine inner state and their required

outward display leads directly to emotional exhaustion, psychological distress, and burnout (Lee,
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Lee, and Chung, 2019, 4-6; Han et al., 2018, 490-492). In the case of marginalized migrant care
workers, this suppression is not merely a professional courtesy but a survival mechanism. They
are often forced to stifle genuine anger or pain — such when they suffer verbal abuse or physical
aggression like being slapped — to “maintain the relationship and secure their already precarious
employment” (Ho et al., 2019, 4-6). While the meritocratic elite are praised for “scorning
delights” to hone their talents, these workers are forced to scorn their own human dignity and
emotional authenticity, performing a disciplined self-denial that the current economic hierarchy
systematically classifies as “unskilled” and thus unworthy of a living wage (Folbre and England,
1999, 39-43).

Beyond the act of suppression, care workers bear a moral burden of compassion, often
referred to as a “moral habitus” (Ho et al., 2019, 6-8). Developing genuine emotional bonds is
essential for “establishing rapport” and providing quality care. Yet, these intimate connections
create a state of chronic psychosocial distress. The worry for a patient’s well-being inevitably
extends beyond working hours. This is most acutely experienced by live-in workers, who
perform round-the-clock duties that require them to forgo adequate sleep and regular meals to
ensure the safety of the elderly and vulnerable (Ho et al., 2019, 5-7). This level of self-depletion
represents a “superhuman effort” comparable to that of world-class athletes. Yet, it is met with
institutional neglect and poverty-level wages — averaging as little as $13.56 per hour — rather
than the “extraordinary reward” meritocracy promises for high-stakes risk (Pond, 2022, 844;
Dufty, 2022, 871-872). By treating this profound psychological and physical stewardship as a
“naturalized” feminine trait, rather than a high-level professional sacrifice, the U.S. health sector

continues to exploit a racialized and gendered role segregation that sustains the elite while
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leaving the essential workforce in a state of unsustainable mental exhaustion (Okin, 1998, 124-
128; Folbre and England, 1999, 39-43).
2.1.1.3: The Bridge to Power: Care Work as a Sacrifice for Others’ Status

The high status and economic power currently enjoyed by licensed and educated medical
professionals are not merely products of neutral “merit,” but were historically constructed
through a process of “social closure” that systematically excluded women of color to create a
“bridge of power and resources” for the elite (Foner, 1979, 219-229; Lareau, 2011, 105-115). As
medicine became a highly credentialized field associated with technical skills and scientific
knowledge, it did so by excluding African Americans and women from medical schools and
professional organizations such as the American Medical Association (Okin, 1998, 108-113).
This led to a racialized and gendered division of labor, where white men monopolized the
“technical” work. In contrast, the essential yet stigmatized “dirty work” — including cleaning,
feeding, and bathing the ill — was relegated to a feminized underclass. This hierarchy has its roots
in the economic structures of slavery and domestic servitude, where the invisible “backroom”
tasks performed by women of color allowed others to ascend the social ladder (Lareau, 2011,
192-201). Ultimately, the structure of modern medicine was intentionally built on the backs of
these marginalized workers. It was in the economic interest of health care organizations to
maintain a workforce that was “divided and cheap” (Hallett, 2022, 891-892).

The American health care system effectively functions by systematically sacrificing the
economic security of this essential underclass to provide low-cost care for the broader
population. Society “pays” for its medical infrastructure through rampant wage theft and labor
exploitation, with support workers losing over $200 million annually to stolen income via

minimum wage and overtime violations, equating to thousands of dollars per worker (Hallett,
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2022, 891-892). The median wages for these roles are often disproportionate to their value and
remain well below the living wage. This financial marginalization is so severe that roughly 45%
of direct care workers must rely on public assistance, such as Medicaid, to meet their basic needs
(Dufty, 2022, 873-874). By denying these workers a living wage because they lack a “fancy
degree,” the meritocratic system forces them to endure poverty-level conditions that increase
their own risk for chronic disease and early death (Sen, 2001, 111-119). This reliance on the
exploitation of the vulnerable is not just a market failure but underscores the deep divide
between the meritocratic elite and the workers who provide the foundation for their status.

The labor of the essential healthcare underclass exposes a fundamental ethical and
structural gap in the American meritocracy. Society relies on the physical and emotional labor of
these workers to maintain critical systems yet systematically fails to recognize or reward the
profound risks they shoulder (Folbre and England, 1999, 39-43). From exposure to pathogens
and toxic environments to chronic emotional strain and moral responsibility, these workers
operate under conditions of extreme vulnerability, often for poverty-level wages (Duffy, 2022,
871-872; Hallett, 2022, 890-891). Their sacrifice sustains the health and social functioning of the
broader population yet also underpins the status and financial rewards of those positioned above
them in the professional hierarchy. By framing high-stakes corporate decision-making as “merit-
worthy,” while classifying the daily hazards of care work as routine or unskilled, the current
system conceals a morally troubling calculus. The advancement of the elite is structurally built
on the undercompensated labor and suffering of society’s most essential workers (Sen, 2001,
121-125).

2.1.2: The Physical Ledger: Manual Labor and the Sacrifice of the Body
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This section analyzes the physical, economic, and social risks embedded in manual labor,
using agriculture as a central case through which to interrogate meritocratic theories of work and
reward. It systematically examines three interrelated dimensions of occupational risk: acute
injury and fatality, chronic disease, and ergonomic deterioration (Litchfield, 1999, 175-177;
Missikpode et al., 2019, 969-971). By tracing how these risks are experienced at the level of the
worker, the household, and the broader economy, the section argues that prevailing meritocratic
frameworks inadequately account for embodied risk and, in doing so, misclassify manual labor
as “unskilled” while depriving manual workers of valuation and protection (Folbre and England,
1999, 39-43; Sen, 2001, 18-24).
2.1.2.1: The Acute Toll: Accidents and the Constant Threat of Fatality

Agriculture consistently ranks as one of the most hazardous industries globally, with its
workforce facing an acute and constant threat of fatality that stems directly from the mechanical
foundation of modern production. In developed nations, mobile and static machinery —
specifically tractors, harvesters, and conveyors — serve as the primary drivers of occupational
death and severe injury. Tractor accidents alone account for 31%-51% of fatal farm accidents in
the United States and 71% in Australia (Litchfield, 1999, 175-177). Beyond the immediate risk
of death, workers are subjected to severe, life-altering trauma from equipment. Fodder cutters
and wheat threshers regularly result in deep wounds, spinal cord injuries, and the crushing or
amputation of limbs (Missikpode et al., 2019, 972-974). This level of bodily sacrifice constitutes
a core component of the “meritocratic blind spot,” in which the extraordinary physical risks
required to maintain food security are economically marginalized and labeled as “unskilled”
(Folbre and England, 1999, 39-43). In contrast, financial risks in sectors such as finance are

disproportionately rewarded.
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However, the threat to the laborer’s physical integrity is not confined to mechanical
failure. It extends to the inherent hazards of animal interactions, which remain the dominant
source of trauma in agricultural contexts. Studies demonstrate that livestock and draught animals
contribute to as much as 35% of total trauma through kicks, trampling, and crushing (Litchfield,
1999, 177-178; Missikpode et al., 2019, 969-971). Perhaps most pervasive is the threat of
extreme heat stress, which in some regions can exceed safe human limits 90% of the time during
peak working seasons. The level of chronic physical endurance far exceeds the “laborious days”
typically cited in meritocratic defenses of elite achievement (Matz, Stieb, and Brion, 2015).
Ultimately, these workers do not merely invest effort, but they gamble their survival against a
biological and mechanical ledger that the modern economic system has failed to accurately value
or protect (Sen, 2001, 24-34).
2.1.2.2: The Chronic Sacrifice: Occupational Diseases and Ergonomic Decay

The “chronic sacrifice” of the manual laborer is perhaps most poignantly evidenced by
the permanent degradation of the lungs and skin, a form of physical self-sacrifice that the
meritocratic framework fails to capture in its narrow focus on cognitive investment (Folbre and
England, 1999, 39-43). While elite professionals are praised for their self-denial in mastering
abstract knowledge, agricultural and infrastructure workers sacrifice their long-term health
through daily exposure to organic dust from moldy hay, grain, and straw, which can lead to
debilitating conditions, such as Farmer's Lung (allergic alveolitis) and chronic bronchitis. The
severity of this sacrifice is quantifiable. For instance, a Swiss study found that the rate of chronic
bronchitis among farmers exposed to moldy hay was 43%, compared with 5% in unexposed
populations (Litchfield, 1999, 178-179). Furthermore, these workers endure systemic pesticide

poisoning, which can irritate the skin and eyes or, in cases of overexposure, damage the nervous
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system (Missikpode et al. 2019, 969-971). Unlike the “superhuman effort” of an athlete that
received the “roar of the crowd,” this biological decay is a private, slow-motion catastrophe. The
worker’s very ability to breathe and maintain skin integrity is traded for the production of life’s
necessities, such as food and shelter, for the consumer class (Folbre and England, 1999, 47-51).

Additionally, this erosion of the self extends into an “unquantified” burden of pain — a
state of “ergonomic attrition” that remains largely invisible to the official measures of
meritocratic productivity. Workers engaged in repetitive operations, including hoeing or driving
tractors, often suffer from chronic back pain, postural stress, and whole-body vibration. Studies
of Italian tractor drivers showing that over 80% were affected by low back disorders (Litchfield,
1999, 179). Overall, there is a vast amount of “underlying pain and injury” that is never reflected
in official accident or injury statistics, because workers continue to labor with “less effectiveness
and productivity” rather than seeking formal medical leave, often due to the need for monetary
income (Rautiainen et al., 2005, 21-24). This statistical invisibility is exacerbated by the fact
that, in the U.S., 81.5% of agricultural work-related injuries are not identified through workers’
compensation, thereby shifting the costs of this physical sacrifice to workers themselves or to
public insurance funds (Missikpode et al., 2019, 974-976). Finnish data reveal that while acute
injuries are more frequent, occupational diseases are five times more costly per claim —
averaging over $7,000 compared to a little over $1,000 for injuries — due to their long-term
disabling nature (Rautianinen et al., 2005, 25-26). By treating this chronic ergonomic decay as an
“unskilled” byproduct of manual labor, the meritocratic system masks a pervasive economic and
social injustice. Laborers who bear the risks of their occupation are the least protected by the
nation’s social safety net.

2.1.2.3: The 20-80 Rule Catastrophe
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The economic fallout of manual-labor risk is characterized by a “concentrated
catastrophe,” in which a small minority of incidents accounts for the vast majority of the
financial and social burden. Studies reveal that the “20-80 rule” is starkly applicable to this
sector of labor: just 20% of the most severe claims, typically involving permanent disabilities or
fatalities, represent nearly 80% of the total insurance cost burden (Rautiainen et al., 2005, 21-
24). This distribution highlights a fundamental failure in meritocratic valuation. While the
system justifies high rewards for elitist financial risk, it obscures the reality that the physical
risks taken by manual workers often lead to life-shattering events that outweigh the “strenuous”
labor typically cited as the basis of merit for high-status jobs (Folbre and England, 1999, 39-43).
In Finnish agricultural data, for instance, only 0.5% of claims accounted for nearly one-third of
all costs, indicating that the true “stakes” of manual work are defined by high-magnitude
physical disasters that the current economic structure is ill-equipped to manage or compensate
for (Rautiainen et al., 2005, 24).

A fatal or permanent injury is rarely a private tragedy, as it frequently signals the
permanent cessation of family businesses. Evidence shows that 67% of families who operated a
farm where a fatality occurred ceased operations entirely, and 44% no longer lived on the farm
afterward (Rautiainen et al. 2005, 26-27). This displacement imposes a further “time cost” — the
hidden economic drain that occurs when healthy household members must abandon their own
productive labor to provide long-term care for the injured. In many manual-labor communities,
these indirect time costs consistently exceed direct financial costs, with roughly 1 in 7 workers
losing or leaving their job to provide care to their families, creating a cycle of multigenerational
poverty and dependency that is rarely reflected in official productivity statistics or national

discourse (Rautiainen et al. 2005, 27-28). The total medical and productivity cost for agricultural
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injuries alone is estimated at $4.57 billion annually in the United States, which is ignored by the
meritocratic elite who continue to benefit from artificially cheap infrastructure and food while
workers gamble their economic and physical survival on a daily basis (Missikpode et al., 2019,
974-976).

Meritocracy devalues and obscures the physical and long-term costs borne by agricultural
laborers. From acute fatalities caused by machinery to chronic disease, these workers jeopardize
their health and livelihood to sustain the production of essential goods like food and
infrastructure (Litchfield, 1999, 175-177; Missikpode et al., 2019, 972-974). The uneven
distribution of risk, in which a small fraction of incidents accounts for the majority of social and
economic fallout, further illustrates the fragility of systems that fail to account for the true stakes
of embodied labor (Rautiainen et al. 2005, 24). By treating physical endurance and bodily
sacrifice as unskilled or replaceable, the meritocratic framework ignores the human toll that
underpins national wealth while outsourcing costs to laborers and their communities. The ledger
of bodily sacrifice, though invisible to traditional measures of productivity, remains a
foundational, yet uncompensated, element of societal functioning.

2.1.3: The Toll of Frontline Service Labor

Frontline service labor constitutes a systematically obscured domain of risk within
meritocratic economies. This industry's risk is not rooted in physical danger, such as manual
labor, but in sustained psychological exposure and economic precarity (Hochschild, 1986, 56-61
Han et al., 2018, 490-492). Service labor requires continuous self-regulation and tolerance of
mistreatment, alongside acceptance of financial uncertainty as conditions of employment (Lee,

Lee, and Chung, 2019, 1-6; Ho et al., 2019, 4-8). Service workers absorb substantial emotional
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drain and physiological costs that are essential to market functioning yet remain largely invisible
within prevailing systems of valuation and reward (Folbre and England, 1999, 39-43).
2.1.3.1: The Cost of Service with a Smile

As noted in the analysis of essential healthcare workers, the psychological toll of service
and retail work is rooted in the same “managed heart,” in which laborers must perform
“emotional labor” by concealing genuine feelings to adhere to organizational display rules that
mandate “unwavering kindness and sympathy” (Hochschild, 1986, 56-61). This requirement for
“surface acting” — a strategy that inhibits genuine emotions while modifying observable
expressions — creates emotional dissonance, or a disconnection between felt and expressed
emotion (Lee, Lee, and Chung, 2019, 1-4). This dissonance leads directly to "emotional
exhaustion, burnout, depersonalization, and lower self-authenticity” (Han et al., 2018, 490-492).
Unlike the meritocratic elite, whose efforts are spent on honing “intellectual capabilities,” service
workers must maintain a “standardized manner” of interaction that requires the constant,
exhausting regulation of the internal self, often resulting in a “rupture of rationality and emotion”
that diminishes their psychological well-being (Hochschild, 1986, 86-92).

These psychological stressors translate into quantifiable mental health risks, with
emotional labor serving as a primary job stressor for depressive symptoms, particularly among
female workers. Data from the Korea National Health and Nutrition Examination Surveys reveal
that high emotional labor is associated with a significantly increased risk for depressive mood in
female workers (Han et al., 2018, 492-494).. This vulnerability is further exemplified by
gendered social prejudices where the traditional “care-taking role” of women is transferred to the
service sector, overburdening female employees with a higher quantity and quality of emotional

demands (Folbre and England, 1999, 43-47). For male workers, the risk is mediated by “job
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autonomy.” High emotional demand is associated with a depressive mood primarily in the
context of “low job control,” defined as a lack of agency in one’s job or ability to exit. The
ability to make decisions acts as a crucial buffer against the detrimental effects of surface acting
(Han et al., 2018, 494-496). For both women and men, however, service workers exhibit cortisol
levels significantly higher than non-stress adult baselines, proving that the cost of “service with a
smile” is etched into the worker’s physiological state (Lee, Lee, and Chung, 2019, 1-4).

Burnout and emotional depletion drive “turnover intention,” leading workers to
eventually “vote with their feet” — exiting their occupation — when the psychological cost
exceeds their internal capacity (Lee, Lee, and Chung, 2019, 6-8). Meritocratic systems often
ignore this turnover, viewing it as a symptom of “unskilled labor,” yet it is a direct consequence
of an effort-reward imbalance where the psychological pressure of the job far exceeds the
financial compensation and social respect provided (Folbre and England, 1999, 47-51). This
turnover destabilizes the individual’s economic security and creates negative effects for
employers, reducing service quality and increasing expenses for recruiting and training (Lee,
Lee, and Chung, 2019, 4-6). As workers face customer mistreatment, verbal abuse, and “passive-
aggressive” tipping, they leave their roles as a matter of survival (Ho et al., 2019, 3-5).
2.1.3.2: Customer Mistreatment, Power Imbalances, and Economic Precarity

The “hostility of the market” functions as a pervasive social risk for frontline service
workers, who are required to maintain an unwavering demeanor of kindness even when
subjected to constant arguing, complaining, and excessive demands from the public (Hochschild,
1986, 56-61). This interpersonal strain intensified dramatically during the COVID-19 pandemic.
Workers were forced into the high-stakes role of “policing” customer behavior to enforce safety

and mask regulations without adequate institutional support (Abresch et al., 2023, 1047-1050).
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This mandate created a volatile power imbalance. Workers who “checked” customer behavior
faced a heightened risk of being verbally assaulted and treated with open disrespect (Abresch et
al., 2023, 1049-1051). Such mistreatment is a systemic feature of an environment where the
market dictates the terms of human interaction, frequently resulting in a “rupture of rationality
and emotion” that leaves the worker psychologically depleted (Hochschild, 1986, 133-138).

This market hostility is frequently weaponized through systemic discrimination and
racism, which are identified as a chronic stressor for the service underclass (Ho et al., 2019, 3-5).
72% of surveyed restaurant workers report perceived discrimination at least a few times a year
(Abresch et al., 2023, 1050-1052). These interactions are often overtly abusive. For instance,
Asian Americans documented instances where they were targeted for harassment and racist
comments during periods of heightened social tension, such as the onset of the pandemic itself
(Abresch et al., 2023, 1049-1051). This racialized abuse underscores a fundamental failure of the
meritocratic promise. While the ideology claims to forbid discrimination on the basis of race to
ensure a neutral playing field, the actual service floor remains a site of intense social
vulnerability where specific groups are forced to sacrifice their dignity to secure their livelihood.

The precarity of this labor is further institutionalized through the tip-wage power
dynamic, which effectively breaks the traditional social contract of the workplace by allowing
the consumer to dictate the worker’s earnings (Pond, 2022, 844). Because workers rely on tips to
earn a median base wage of $6.40, customers occupy a position of ultimate authority, often
choosing to “tip passive-aggressively” to express displeasure or punish a worker who attempts to
enforce safety protocols or boundaries (Pond, 2022, 844). This creates a profound financial
imbalance in which the customer, rather than the employer, has the power to determine whether

a worker earns a living wage for that shift (Pond, 2022, 844). The result is a state of chronic
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financial instability and stress, as 93% of tipped workers report that the variability of their
income is a primary source of psychological strain (Pond, 2022, 844). By making the worker’s
survival dependent on the whims of a sometimes-hostile public, the meritocratic system
misvalues service labor as a low-cost commodity while ignoring the immense social and
economic risk inherent in the role (Folbre and England, 1999, 39-43).

Frontline service work illuminates how risk and sacrifice extend beyond the physical
realm, encompassing persistent emotional strain, social vulnerability, and financial precarity
(Hochschild, 1986, 86-92; Han et al., 2018, 496-497). Workers in these sectors are required to
navigate constant interpersonal hostility while regulating their emotions under conditions of
structural inequality, often for tip-dependent wages well below a living wage (Pond, 2022, 844).
The combination of racialized abuse and economic stability involved in the emotional labor of
frontline service creates a unique form of occupational hazard that is largely excluded from
meritocratic valuation, which primarily equates skill with cognitive output or market-driven
success. As workers are forced to absorb both social and financial risks to maintain market
functioning, the system exploits their labor and erases their significance from the metrics that
define merit (Folbre and England, 1999, 39-43). This hidden toll underscores the broader moral
failure of a society that prizes elite achievement and undervalues the essential human effort that
sustains it.

Across essential, manual, and frontline service work, the labor that sustains society is
defined by profound sacrifice yet remains systematically undervalued within the prevailing
meritocratic framework (Folbre and England, 1999, 39-43; Sen, 2001, 111-123). Care workers,
agricultural laborers, and service employees each confront acute and chronic hazards and

emotional depletion in financially unstable jobs (Duffy, 2022, 872; Missikpode et al., 2019, 969-
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971; Han et al., 2018, 496-497). Yet, their contributions are routinely classified as unskilled or
naturalized as feminine or low-status traits rather than recognized as high-stakes forms of risk
and investment (Okin, 1998, 73-80; Folbre and England, 1999, 39-43). This pattern of mis-
valuation extends far beyond these sectors, encompassing industries as diverse as construction,
transportation, food processing, janitorial work, and many others. However, the observed three
sectors provide a baseline for understanding how sacrifice and risk extend beyond the solely
financial understanding espoused by meritocratic standards. By framing merit and reward
primarily around expertise and achievement, the system renders invisible the foundational efforts
that sustain society, including the provision of public services and the production of food.
Meritocracy thereby externalizes risk onto those least able to secure compensation or status. The
consequences are compounded by intersecting inequalities of race, gender, and immigration
status, which channel the most dangerous and exhausting work toward historically marginalized
groups, hence ensuring that their labor remains both indispensable and unseen. In this sense, the
meritocratic promise is deeply selective. It heightens abstract intellectual and financial risk while
failing to account for the embodied sacrifices of the workforce that underpin all social and
economic life. The hidden ledger of labor across industries thus reveals a structural inequity at
the heart of contemporary society, underscoring the moral and economic debt owed to the
countless workers who toiled, yet are both essential and systematically devalued.
2.2: The False Promise of Meritocracy and the Age of Extremes

The contemporary American landscape is increasingly defined by the “age of extremes.”
The foundational promise of meritocracy, that position and prosperity are determined solely by
ability and effort, has mutated into a mechanism for profound social and economic stratification

(Edsall, 2019). While meritocracy is presented as a “universal ideology” that forbids
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discrimination and promotes equality of opportunity, the reality of the last five decades reveals a
sharp reversal of the stable or declining income inequality seen in the mid-twentieth century
(Foner, 1979, 219-229; Price, 2025). Since the 1970s, the share of U.S. income held by the top
10 percent of families has surged from less than 35 percent to more than 50 percent,
concentrating resources and opportunities among an increasingly selective segment of the
population (Price, 2025). This concentration represents a fundamental divergence in life chances.
A privileged few gain disproportionate access to high-quality education, healthcare, and political
power, while the “undeserved hardship” of the remainder is framed as a personal failure of talent
or drive (Rawls, 2003, 72-78; Sen, 2001, 111-116).

This national faultline is played out with geographic precision across the rural-urban
divide. Data from the U.S. Census Bureau and academic research indicate that while income
inequality has historically been higher in non-metropolitan counties, the gap has narrowed due to
a dramatic increase in urban stratification, particularly within the central counties of large
metropolitan areas (Thiede et al., 2020, 899-906; U.S. Census Bureau, 2016). This spatial
polarization is driven by a “knowledge-based” economy that generates increasing returns for
highly skilled workers clustered in dense urban centers (Richardson, 1986, 241-248).
Conversely, rural areas have been disproportionately affected by technological innovation and
automation in primary industries such as agriculture and manufacturing, where productivity has
increased (Dumont, 2024). At the same time, employment has declined, leaving rural residents
more exposed to economic volatility and occupational decline (Dumont, 2024; Wang and Zhu,
2022). The result is a nation fragmented into sub-national spaces where “geographic place” now
dictates one’s exposure to high-inequality contexts and the accompanying social risks, such as

drug-related mortality and restricted democratic access, as the mental, economic, and physical
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strain of low-class rural labor restricts opportunities for societal engagement and presents drugs
and alcohol as a cheap yet unhelpful release from these restrictions (Thiede et al., 2020, 910-
918).

The current economic structure further deepens this divide through the two faces of labor
valuation, which reward exceptional, specialized work with extraordinary compensation while
systematically marginalizing essential labor. Proponents of the current system, such as Mankiw,
argue that the “value of a good CEO is extraordinarily high” because they oversee billions in
wealth and thousands of employees, thereby justifying salaries in which the top 0.1 percent earn
over $2.7 million annually (Mankiw, 2014; Price, 2025). On the contrary, this “superhuman
effort” is rarely recognized in essential labor, where workers in domestic, service, and primary
industries face risks to their health. “Unskilled jobs™ are frequently misvalued as requiring
“natural traits” rather than professional expertise (Folbre and England, 1999, 43-47; Okin, 1998,
76-83). This systemic misvaluation forces a significant portion of the essential underclass into a
state of psychosocial and financial precarity, as they perform the dirty work required to sustain
the meritocratic elite while being denied the golden ticket of prosperity that the ideology
promises.

2.2.1: The Concentration and Misvaluation of Highly Rewarded Labor

The spatial and informational foundations of exceptional compensation within the
contemporary American meritocracy create a feedback loop. Extreme incomes — the lowest and
highest paid in society — are both geographically concentrated and systematically obscured from
public view (Hanowell, 2024). Ultra-high-paying jobs are clustered in select metropolitan hubs
of opportunity. This, precisely, demonstrates how meritocratic ideals operate beyond the

visibility of standard economic data (Hanowell, 2024). This analysis challenges prevailing
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narratives of broadly distributed opportunity and moderate inequality. Instead, access to the
highest rewards is tightly bound to place, sector, and data transparency, with significant
implications for publicly understood merit and productivity (Price, 2025).

2.2.2.1: The Geography of Exceptional Compensation

The geographic concentration of extreme wealth in the United States is evidenced by the
surprising prevalence of massive paychecks, which are often obscured by government data sets
that cap income reporting to protect the privacy of top earners (Hanowell, 2024). According to
recent analysis of anonymized payroll records, 0.79 percent of jobs in the country — representing
well over 1 million positions — pay more than $500,000 annually (Hanowell, 2024). While these
high earners are present in every major metropolitan area, the phenomenon of “Silicon Valley
Exceptionalism” places the San Francisco Bay Area in a league of its own. Approximately “I in
48 jobs in this region pay over $500,000 per year,” nearly double the share of the second-highest
region, Austin, Texas (Hanowell, 2024). This geographic clustering reflects a broader
meritocratic trend where talent and “outstanding brain power” are increasingly concentrated on
the coasts and in high-IQ “archipelagos.” Once-proud regional elites are being replaced by a
national elite defined by elite education (Lareau, 2011, 1-13, 39-48).

The logic driving such extraordinary compensation is the unconstrained productivity of
the technology and finance sectors, which differs fundamentally from other high-status
professions. Unlike doctors, whose income is inherently limited by the number of patients they
can physically serve, the impact of a “star engineer or executive” in the tech industry faces fewer
constraints and can dramatically shift a multi-billion-dollar company’s trajectory (Hanowell,
2024). Within this meritocratic framework, the value of a high-level CEO is viewed as

“extraordinarily high” because they oversee billions of dollars of shareholder wealth and
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thousands of employees. In such a high-stakes environment, the value of making the “right
decisions” is seen as tremendous, as exemplified by the role of Steve Jobs in the rise of Apple
(Mankiw, 2014). Consequently, companies with enormous revenue at stake reward select
individuals with compensation that reflects their ability to produce social goods, such as world-
changing algorithms or the efficient allocation of investment resources (Price, 2025).

This concentration of extreme wealth is further solidified by local housing dynamics that
act as a demographic filter for these elite hubs. Decades of rapid home price appreciation in
regions such as the Bay Area have systematically displaced low- and middle-income residents
while discouraging potential newcomers from less affluent backgrounds (Rhodes, 2022, 231-
242). This economic pressure results in a higher concentration of high earners that would
otherwise exist, since the cost of living effectively “hollows out” the middle of the wage
distribution (Rhodes, 2022, 231-242). While the rise of remote work has allowed some high
earners to migrate to affluent rural areas or “lifestyle” destinations, the core metropolitan centers
remain the nucleus for the industry’s top talent. This creates a self-reinforcing cycle where the
clustering of highly skilled workers and firms generates increasing returns, further entrenching
the divide between these prosperous “knowledge-based” centers and the rest of the nation
(Hanowell, 2024; Rhodes, 2022, 231-242).
2.2.1.2: The Hidden Heights of the American Meritocracy

A significant challenge in analyzing the true extent of the “age of extremes” is that
official government datasets often systematically obscure the highest incomes through a practice
known as “top-coding,” or capping reported wages (Hanowell, 2024). For example, the Census
Bureau’s 2022 American Community Survey used income caps often set well below the

multimillion-dollar salaries typical of the meritocratic elite (U.S. Census Bureau, 2016). In that
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specific year, the highest reported income cap was in Washington, D.C., at $791,000, while the
lowest was in Mississippi at $363,000 (Hanowell, 2024). Strikingly, in half of U.S. states, the
2022 reporting caps were below $500,000, meaning any income exceeding these thresholds was
effectively "flattened" into a single, anonymous category (Hanowell, 2024). This protocol is
designed to protect high earners from public identification, as the American Community Survey
currently sets the cap at the 99.5th percentile of each state’s pre-tax wage-and-salary income
distribution (U.S. Census Bureau, 2016). However, while these measures ensure privacy, they
also limit the public's understanding of the prevalence and growth of exceptionally high wages
(Hanowell, 2024).

This lack of transparency in government records hides the true magnitude of economic
stratification and the meritocratic “golden ticket.” Because researchers cannot observe the “true
distribution of households within each income bin,” they often rely on complex statistical tools,
such as the robust Pareto midpoint estimator, to estimate the average income of the topmost
category (Hanowell, 2024). This sole reliance on Census survey samples truncates our view of
inequality. For instance, administrative records from private firms like Automatic Data
Processing, Inc. reveal that there are actually more than 1 million people in the United States
earning $500,000 or more — a figure that represented roughly 0,79 percent of all jobs but remains
largely invisible in capped public data (Hanowell, 2024). By “obscuring the highest incomes,”
the current data structure inadvertently supports a meritocratic narrative of moderation, masking
the reality that certain coastal “archipelagos,” such as the San Francisco Bay Area, exhibit a
concentration of high-paying jobs that is virtually unparalleled elsewhere in the country
(Hanowell, 2024). Without uncapped administrative data, the economic and social interactions

that define the highest reaches of the Republic of Merit remain less transparent to the public,
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furthering the divide between those at the top and those at the bottom who bear the physical and
psychological risks of the economy.

The concentration and concealment of exceptionally high incomes expose a fundamental
tension within the American meritocracy: it claims to reward ability and effort broadly, yet the
highest returns are clustered, institutionally protected, and largely unavailable to or misconstrued
by the public, reducing public scrutiny (U.S. Census Bureau, 2016; Hanowell, 2024). This dual
dynamic of spatial concentration and top-coded data reinforces the perception of moderate
inequality, hiding the true magnitude of economic stratification and the structural mechanism
that sustains it (Thiede et al., 2020, 899-904). By privileging a narrow set of elite sectors, the
system amplifies the rewards for those already positioned to capitalize on knowledge and talent,
while masking the extent to which access to these rewards is neither universal nor meritocratic in
practice. In effect, the architecture of high-end compensation reproduces social and economic
hierarchies, consolidating wealth and influence in ways that remain largely insulated from public
accountability and critical evaluation.

2.2.2: The Devaluation of Essential and Vulnerable Labor Forms

The modern-day meritocratic economic and social system relies on a broad base of labor
that is essential to operation yet systematically devalued within prevailing frameworks of reward
and recognition (Folbre and England, 1999, 39-43). While high-status work is increasingly
defined by credentialed knowledge and productive scalability, other forms of labor, often
performed by women, marginalized workers, and rural populations, are framed as off to the side
and low-skilled despite their central role in sustaining households and communities (Okin, 1998,
124-129; Folbre and England, 1999, 39-43). This section examines how unpaid domestic labor,

precarious self-employment, and the erosion of rural work are produced and justified within
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meritocratic knowledge, arguing that the exclusion of these labor forms from formal valuation is
not accidental but foundational to the reproduction of inequality.
2.2.2.1: The Invisible Tax of the Meritocratic Household

The meritocratic “universal ideology,” which rewards an individual’s social position
based on a “combination of ability and effort,” contains a profound structural flaw: the
systematic misvaluation of unpaid domestic labor (Folbre and England, 1999, 39-43). Within
gender-structured marriages, the division of labor often relegated women to the “backroom” of
the household, performing essential caregiving tasks that are not explicitly acknowledged as
“work” in a system that focuses on “achieved status” through market participation (Okin, 1998,
73-79). This arrangement makes women economically and socially vulnerable because their
“personal investment” of time and energy is diverted from market labor required to reach the
frontiers of knowledge or earn elite compensation (Folbre and England, 1999, 47-51). Because
the meritocratic framework prioritizes the “social rate of return” on raw talent, the profound
effort required to sustain the family unit is treated as a private lifestyle choice or a natural trait
rather than a foundational economic contribution. Consequently, high earners in tech and finance
are rewarded for their “star talent,” as the women who provide the unpaid labor that allows these
professionals to focus on their “high-stakes” roles remain uncompensated and invisible in the
national ledger of merit (Okin, 1998, 124-131; Folbre and England, 1999, 39-43).

This inclusion facilitates a “cycle of vulnerability” rooted in the anticipation of domestic
roles and the gender-based segregation of labor, which often steers women toward lower-paid or
dead-end occupations that lack the merit required for prosperity (Okin, 1998, 108-113). Research
indicates that motherhood is a primary factor in women’s decisions to pursue self-employment,

with many choosing irregular or part-time work specifically to manage “childcare pressures” and

Paquette 38



seek a “better work-life balance,” a professional sacrifice that their male counterparts are rarely
forced to make (Williamson, 2023). This dynamic reinforces a domestic hierarchy where men
are increasingly concentrated in high-skill, “knowledge-based sectors,” while women’s
traditional employment rates often drop significantly following the birth of a child (Williamson,
2023). This reinforces the division of unpaid labor in the home, as the male partner’s “market
value” continues to grow while the female partner’s career trajectory is interrupted or stalled
(Okin, 1998, 124-131).

The economic vulnerability resulting from this imbalance is most acute upon separation
or divorce, where the unequal distribution of unpaid labor leaves women with a permanent “life
chance” deficit (Okin, 1998, 124-131; Folbre and England, 1999, 43-47). While the man’s
market-valued expertise and economic advantage are generally maintained, and often enhanced,
by his years of uninterrupted focus on professional completion, the woman finds her economic
security shattered. Having sacrificed years of potential “skill building” and “credentialing” to
perform unrewarded labor, she enters the market with diminished standing in the eyes of the
meritocratic “sorting hat.” This systemic failure to value domestic stewardship is reflected in the
biological and economic ledger of the nation, which shows that poverty rates are consistently
higher for women than for men across all major age groups (U.S. Census Bureau, 2016).
Ultimately, the promised perfect merit-based republic remains a “morally bankrupt” construct as
long as it treats the essential labor of the home as a free resource that women must sacrifice their
own security to provide (Folbre and England, 1999, 43-47; Okin, 1998, 131-134).
2.2.2.2: The Myth of Entrepreneurial Choice and the Precarious Labor Fracture

The rise of precarious and misclassified work represents a fundamental fracture in the

meritocratic promise, as self-employment increasingly functions as a survival necessity for those
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facing systemic labor market barriers and no longer reflects entrepreneurial choice (Williamson,
2023). For marginalized groups, the “golden ticket” of traditional employment is often replaced
by the precarity of the independent sector. Motherhood significantly influences this shift. As
noted earlier, women are more likely than men to pursue self-employment to achieve a better
work-life balance, particularly after childbirth, which often results in a decline in employment
rates (Williamson, 2023). This dynamic was exacerbated during the COVID-19 pandemic, where
childcare pressures — which weigh disproportionately on mothers — drove a rise in self-
employment that was notably larger among workers with young children. Similarly, immigrants
are overrepresented among the self-employed, accounting for 22 percent of the self-employed
population despite comprising only 14 percent of the U.S. population (Williamson, 2023). For
undocumented entrepreneurs, estimated at over 800,000 as of 2018, self-employment provides a
vital means of earning income without formal authorization to work. This “push” toward
entrepreneurship is perhaps most acute for the formerly incarcerated, who utilize self-
employment to mitigate the “income penalty” and systemic labor market discrimination
associated with a criminal record; indeed, 28 percent of people with criminal records are self-
employed, with even higher rates among Black (42 percent). and Hispanic (32 percent). women
in this demographic (Williamson, 2023).

The structural vulnerability of these workers is further compounded by the systematic
misclassification of labor, a practice in which employers misclassify workers as independent
contractors to evade the legal requirements of employee status (Williamson, 2023). The rise of
app-based digital platforms — such as Uber, DoorDash, and TaskRabbit — has renewed emphasis
on this form of exploitation, as these companies typically classify their workforce as independent

contractors even when those individuals are legally entitled to employee rights and protections.
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By misclassifying these workers, organizations deprive them of essential safeguards, such as the
minimum wage, workers’ compensation, and unemployment benefits, while simultaneously
forcing them to pay federal payroll taxes twice for Social Security and Medicare (Williamson,
2023). While the meritocratic ideology suggests that independent contracting is a path to high-
income "achieved status,” recent data reveal a troubling trend. Some contractors remain high
earners, whereas the growth in independent contracting income has been concentrated among
low-income workers (Williamson, 2023). This shift signals the emergence of a “low-income
independent sector” where workers of color and those with less education are increasingly
funneled into informal and platform-based work that offers no ladder for upward mobility,
effectively turning self-employment into a permanent state of economic precarity rather than a
bridge to meritocratic success (Williamson, 2023).
2.2.2.3: The Rural Divide: Productivity Gains and Human Erosion

The historical economic shifts of the last several decades, often defined by rapid
technological innovation, automation, and the pressures of globalization, have exerted a
“disproportionately negative employment effort” on the industrial foundations of non-
metropolitan communities (Dumont, 2024; Thiede et al., 2020, 899-905). In industries such as
agriculture, manufacturing, and mining, which have historically been more prevalent in the non-
metro economy, the paradox of the modern era is that productivity has soared while human labor
has eroded (Dumont, 2024). For example, between 2000 and 2021, U.S. agricultural production
increased by 47%, whereas farm employment declined by 17%, attributable to modernized
farming practices and technological advances (Dumont, 2024). This decline hit non-metro areas
with particular severity because they account for 51% of all farm employment. Similarly, the

manufacturing sector experienced a 40% increase in real value added between 2001 and 2021,
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yet employment in the industry declined by more than 20% in both metropolitan and non-
metropolitan areas (Dumont, 2024). Because non-metro communities are more exposed to the
manufacturing industry in terms of their share of total employment and personal income, these
“jobless” productivity gains represent a far greater loss to the social and economic fabric of rural
life than they do in urban centers (Thiede et al., 2020, 906-911).

This erosion of industrial stability is compounded by stark labor skill disparities, where
rural employment is increasingly funneled into roles that the meritocratic “knowledge-based
economy systematically misvalues as “unskilled” (Thiede et al., 2020, 906-911). Comparative
data reveal a profound divide, as 11.4 % of rural residents are employed in “unskilled” jobs,
more than double the 4.9% found in urban populations. Furthermore, 11.5% of rural workers are
concentrated in primary industries, such as agriculture, forestry, fishing, and hunting, while these
sectors account for less than 0.5 % of the urban workforce. The mining industry exhibits a
similar pattern, with its share of employment in non-metro areas four times that in metro areas
(Thiede et al., 2020, 918-922). This concentration in traditional primary industries leaves rural
workers highly vulnerable to a “natural resource industry” pattern of growth, in which, for
instance, crude oil production can double while the accompanying employment gains are
“completely reversed” due to increased drilling productivity (Thiede et al., 2020, 920-924). By
labeling these foundational contributions as “unskilled,” the broader economic system justifies a
state of psychosocial and financial precarity for the rural underclass (Dumont, 2024; Thiede et
al., 2020, 914-920).

The resulting decline in employment and educational disparities has created a widening
gulf between the “knowledge-based” urban elite and the “left behind” rural poor (Dumont, 2024;

Thiede et al., 2020, 914-920). The decline of middle-skill occupations has been particularly
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profound, as these roles were historically concentrated in denser areas but have evaporated
across the rural-urban continuum, leaving those without advanced degrees with few options for
upward mobility (Dumont, 2024). This abandonment of “unintellectual labor” has fueled a
growing educational attainment gap; between 2000 and 2021, the difference in the share of the
population with a bachelor’s degree or higher between metro and non-metro areas grew from
11.2 to 14.6 percentage points (Thiede et al., 2020, 920-924). These trends have had the most
“disproportionately negative” effects on prime working-age men, whose employment-to-
population rates in non-metro areas (76.2%) now lag far behind their metro counterparts
(84.2%). In fact, while prime working-age men in metropolitan areas saw their employment rates
increase by 2.0 percentage points between 2000 and 2021, their non-metro peers experienced a
2.5 percentage-point decline (Thiede et al., 2020, 925-928). This divergence underscores a
meritocratic state that increasingly rewards the “clustering of highly skilled workers” in dense
urban hubs while the prime-age labor force of rural America is subjected to a “brutal caste
system” defined by declining participation and systemic economic exclusion (Dumont, 2024;
Thiede et al. 2020, 925-928).

Collectively, these patterns reveal a deeper contradiction within the meritocratic order:
labor that is indispensable to economic functioning is systematically discounted when it cannot
be easily translated into market-valued credentials or scalable productivity, making the reliance
on unpaid domestic work, the expansion of precarious and misclassified employment, and the
erosion of stable rural livelihoods are not peripheral distortions but integral gestures of an
economy that prioritizes elite concentration over social sustainability (Folbre and England, 1999,
43-47; Dumont, 2024). Meritocracy legitimizes the transfer of risk and long-term disadvantage to

those whose work underwrites prosperity, yet remains largely unrecognized, by interpreting
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constrained choices as individual preferences and structural exclusion as personal failure (Folbre
and England, 1999, 47-51). What emerges is a system that preserves its moral authority by
obscuring dependence, ultimately rendering essential labor cheap, invisible, and politically
expendable (Okin, 1998, 73-78; Folbre and England, 1999, 43-47).
2.2.3: The Divided Nation: Economic and Social Stratification

A convergence of inequality across space and a widening divergence in lived experience
and social trust increasingly characterizes the contemporary American economy. As income
polarization intensifies within metropolitan centers and rural communities continue to face
stagnant wages and demographic decline, the traditional rural-urban divide has evolved into a
shared exposure to economic volatility paired with sharply unequal prospects for mobility
(Dumont, 2024). Beneath the statistical narrowing of regional inequality lies a deeper fracture
marked by financial negativity, cultural resentment, and a growing sense of institutional
abandonment (Igielnik et al., 2018; Pew Research Center, 2018). These dynamics reveal how the
geographic sorting mechanisms of meritocracy concentrate opportunity and optimism in elite
urban “archipelagos,” leaving insecurity and diminished life chances across the rest of the nation,
as a sustained pressure on democratic cohesion and social legitimacy has spread like wildfire
(Igielnik et al., 2018; Pew Research Center, 2018).
2.2.3.1: The Convergence of Inequality and the Architecture of Pessimism

The shifting landscape of the American economy has transformed the rural-urban divide
from a simple geographic wealth gap into a shared national crisis of income inequality,
convergence, and deep-seated financial pessimism (Igielnik et al., 2018). Historically, local
income inequality was significantly higher in non-metropolitan counties; however, by 2016, the

gap in mean income inequality between non-metropolitan and metropolitan areas had diminished
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by nearly 80 percent (Thiede et al., 2020, 920-924). This convergence was not driven by a
systemic reduction of inequality in the rural sector, but rather by disproportionate increases in
stratification within metropolitan areas, particularly in their central areas. While rural areas
continue to experience lower median household incomes — recorded at $52,386 compared to the
urban median of $54,296 — the Gini index now reveals a nation increasingly unified by economic
polarization. By 2016, virtually no one in the United States lived in a “low inequality” county, as
the “islands of low inequality” that had once characterized metropolitan areas in 1970 had
effectively been hollowed out by the modern knowledge economy (Thiede et al. 2020, 920-924).
This statistical convergence masks a profound and widening psychological divide
characterized by financial pessimism among the rural working class (Pew Research Center,
2018). While majorities across all community types report insufficient income, rural residents are
uniquely despondent about their prospects: 63% of rural adults who currently lack sufficient
income do not expect to achieve it in the future, compared with a more optimistic 46% in cities
(Pew Research Center, 2018). This “expectations gap” is most acute among those without a
college degree: only 34% of rural residents with “some college or less” believe they will
eventually lead the lives they want (Pew Research Center, 2018). This pessimism is inextricably
linked to the concentration of disadvantage, as the share of the metropolitan population exposed
to high-inequality contexts surged from 1.0% in 1970 to 8.2% by 2016 (Thiede et al., 2020, 925-
928). These high-inequality environments exist as economic markers and find statistical
correlation with “low-income deaths of despair including drug-related mortality, firearm
homicides, and child maltreatment” (Igielnik et al., 2018; Pew Research Center, 2018).
Consequently, while historical ideas of urban advantage persist, the reality is a “concentration of

extremes” where rural and urban populations alike are increasingly subjected to the same volatile
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socioeconomic forces and the resulting erosion of democratic access and social stability (Igielnik
etal., 2018).
2.2.3.2: The Geographic Fracture: Economic Disparity and Cultural Resentment

The socio-economic divergence between urban and rural America is increasingly defined
by a structural shift towards an intellectually based economy that disproportionately benefits
dense metropolitan centers while eliminating the industrial foundations of the countryside
(Dumont, 2024). While average earnings per worker reached “$49,515 in urban areas by 2016,
rural residents lagged significantly behind at $35,171,” a disparity that persists even before
accounting for differences in costs of living (U.S. Census Bureau, 2016). A stark demographic
tilt compounds this economic gap, as rural areas are becoming “older” more rapidly;
approximately 19.2 percent of the rural population is aged 65 or older, compared to 15.7 percent
in non-rural areas (U.S. Census Bureau, 2016). This “graying” of the countryside creates a
“lower employment-population ratio, as the prime-age labor force (ages 18-54) makes up only
44.6 percent of the rural population, while reaching 50% in urban centers. Consequently, rural
communities face an “inherent disadvantage” in a modern economy where the “clustering of
highly skilled workers and firms in dense areas generates increasing returns” (Thiede et al.,
2020, 925-928; Dumont, 2024).

This material divergence has fueled a profound fracture in value alignment, with both
sides of the geographic divide increasingly viewing the other as a foreign cultural entity (Igielnik
et al., 2018; Pew Research Center, 2018). According to research, 58 percent of rural residents
believe that the values of most people in urban areas are “very or somewhat different” from their
own, a sentiment mirrored by 53 percent of urban dwellers regarding rural values (Pew Research

Center, 2018). This cultural friction is heavily mediated by “affective polarization” and partisan
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sorting, as rural adults have moved “more firmly into the Republican camp,” with 54 percent
identifying as GOP. In contrast, urban voters have "moved even more to the left,” creating a
political axis defined by ethnicity and culture rather than shared economic class (Pew Research
Center, 2018; Bernstein, 2005). These differences often persist even after controlling for
partisanship, such as in views on same-sex marriage and immigration, suggesting that the rural-
urban divide has become a totalizing identity cleavage that complicated the state’s ability to
build “common-interest solutions” (Pew Research Center, 2018; Bernstein, 2005, 47-55).

At length, this lack of alignment is expressed through pervasive mutual resentment and
negative views, with residents in both communities feeling fundamentally “misunderstood and
looked down on” (Pew Research Center, 2018). Approximately two-thirds of adults in both
urban and rural areas believe that people in other community types simply do not understand the
problems they face (Pew Research Center, 2018). In rural America, this perception of neglect is
reinforced by a belief in institutional unfairness; 71 percent of rural residents argue that their
communities receive “less than their fair share of federal dollars,” a view that remarkably
commands majority support even among suburban and urban residents (Pew Research Center,
2018). This perceived marginalization has birthed a deep financial pessimism, as 63 percent of
rural adults who lack sufficient income today do not expect to achieve it in the future, compared
with less than half of their urban counterparts (Pew Research Center, 2018). In a meritocracy that
views failure as a personal deficit, this despair reflects the human cost of being labeled “left
behind” by a system that prioritizes the “social rate of return” of the elite over the dignity of the
small-town worker (Sen, 2001, 53-61).

The spatial heterogeneity of inequality has fundamentally fractured the national social

contract, as wealth and opportunity increasingly concentrate in highly skilled, knowledge-based
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urban centers, while economic vulnerability persists in the rural periphery and among the
misclassified working poor (Dumont, 2024). This geographic polarization is driven by a
meritocratic sorting hat that directs those with “outstanding brain power” toward concentrated
areas of wealth and opportunity, leaving rural areas to contend with the erosion of their
livelihoods (Wooldridge, 2021, 3-12; Dumont, 2024). In these prosperous hubs, high earners
benefit from the promise of prosperity and substantial rewards for their laborious efforts, while,
at the other extreme, app-based and informal workers are “pushed” into precarious self-
employment as a survival necessity to overcome labor market discrimination (Williamson, 2023;
Dumont, 2024). This division creates a segmented workforce where the “citizens of the global
meritocracy” flourish in dense urban areas that generate “increasing returns,” while marginalized
groups, including mothers and the formerly incarcerated, bear the burden of labor
misclassification and the systematic denial of employee rights like minimum wage (Williamson,
2023; Dumont, 2024). By treating these disparate economic realities as the neutral outcome of
individual merit rather than structural exclusion, the current system facilitates a systematic
erasure of the expertise found in essential labor, further embedding a social hierarchy that
remains “divided and cheap” (Folbre and England, 1999, 39-43; Okin, 1998, 124-129).

The combined effect of this economic polarization and spatial division has resulted in a
nation segmented into areas with fundamentally different life chances (Dumont, 2024). This
reality directly undermines the shared democratic foundation of the American project. This “age
of extremes” is not merely a statistical trend but a localized crisis where “geographic place” now
dictates an individual’s exposure to high-inequality contexts and associated adverse social
outcomes, including drug-related mortality, firearm homicides, and child maltreatment (Igielnik

et al., 2018; Pew Research Center, 2018). While the meritocratic ideal promises a neutral playing
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field, the concentration of economic opportunity and political power among a selective elite has
effectively turned meritocracy into a caste system that ignores the “undeserved hardship” of
those without elite credentials (Rawls, 2003, 86-90; Sen, 2001, 121-126). This segmentation is
particularly stark for prime working-age men in non-metropolitan counties, whose employment
rates have plummeted and are now 15 percentage points lower than their urban counterparts in
majority-minority areas (Dumont, 2024). Ultimately, as wealth and resources are sequestered in
elite archipelagos. At the same time, rural and precarious workers are abandoned in favor of
prioritizing elite profitability over human dignity, and the national social fabric is stretched to the
breaking point. This convergence of inequality and geographic isolation serves as a blatant
reminder of the warning that “we may have democracy, or we may have wealth concentrated in
the hands of a few, but we can’t have both” (US Supreme Court Justice Louis Brandeis).

The analysis presented across labor, geography, and social structures reveals that the
American meritocracy is neither neutral nor universally accessible (Dumont, 2024). Rather than
functioning as a system that rewards talents and effort across the population, it concentrates
wealth and influence within a narrow set of sectors and elite individuals. The clustering of
extreme compensation in technology, finance, and other knowledge-based industries, combined
with institutional practices, masks the true magnitude of inequality (Hanowell, 2024; Price,
2025). This ultimately creates the illusion of broad meritocratic opportunity while reinforcing the
economic and social dominance of a select elite.

Simultaneously, essential labor, ranging from domestic caregiving to rural industrial
work, is systematically undervalued and misclassified (Folbre and England, 1999, 39-43; Duffy,
2022). These forms of work sustain the very economy that rewards a tiny minority but are often

dismissed as “low-skilled,” naturalized by gender, or treated as private responsibility (Folbre and
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England, 1999, 43-47). Across sectors, this misvaluation is not incidental; it is structurally
embedded in the logic of a meritocracy that equates market visibility and scalability with societal
worth. The resulting labor hierarchy leaves millions exposed to economic precarity and
intergenerational disadvantage, even as their work underpins national prosperity (Duffy, 2022,
871-872; Dumont, 2024).

These dynamics converge in a deeply spatialized and socially fractious landscape. High-
reward opportunities cluster in metropolitan “archipelagos,” producing an urban elite whose
networks and life chances are amplified by geography, education, and industry concentration
(Hanowell, 2024). Meanwhile, rural communities and marginalized populations bear the brunt of
declining industrial employment and stagnant economic and social mobility (Dumont, 2024) The
resulting geographic and occupational segmentation fosters financial pessimism and declining
institutional trust, highlighting the human cost of a system that treats structural inequality as the
outcome of individual merit (Pew Research Center, 2018; Igielnik et al., 2018).

Overall, the modern American economy is a landscape of extremes: hyper-concentrated
wealth and opportunity in some sectors and locations, and widespread instability and invisibility
in others (Dumont, 2024; Thiede et al., 2020, 918-922). Meritocracy, in its current form,
functions less as a fair allocator of talent than as an architecture of stratification, elevating the
few while normalizing the systemic neglect of the many. By obscuring the scale and distribution
of both rewards and essential labor, the system perpetuates social hierarchies and fractures the
shared foundation of the national social contract. The moral and political challenge is clear. A
society that equates compensation with intrinsic merit while ignoring structural dependencies
and labor contributions risks entrenching inequality and compromising the democratic ideals it

claims to uphold (Sen, 2001, 53-59, 121-125).
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2.3: The Dangerous Morality of Merit-Based Inequality

To clarify the dynamics at work in the preceding sections, it is necessary to distinguish
explicitly between ascribed and achieved status. Ascribed status refers to the forms of social
standing assigned at birth or through identity characteristics such as race, ethnicity, gender, and
place of origin (Huntington, 2004; Foner, 2014). On the other hand, achieved status denotes
positions and rewards earned through the apparent individual effort, talent, and performance
within social institutions (Besley and Persson, 2019, 36-41). Meritocracy is premised on the
moral elevation of achieved status over ascribed status, claiming to neutralize inherited identities
in favor of fair competition and individual accomplishment (Taylor, 1992, 36-44; Bernstein,
2003, 47-55). This chapter has shown, however, that meritocracy does not eliminate ascribed
hierarchies so much as reconfigure them, as achieved status is legitimate only for those already
positioned to attain it (Richardson, 1986, 241-248; Lareau, 2003, 185-192); at the same time, the
erosion of stable labor and credentials strips many groups of both material security and socially
recognized achievement (Reeping et al., 2020). This section examines how this imbalance, where
achieved status is monopolized and elites formally disavow ascribed status, yet it remains
materially salient, creates the conditions under which identity-based characteristics reemerge as a
compensatory basis of dignity. That dynamic, this section argues, ultimately culminates in the
racialized politics of white nationalism.
2.3.1: Moral Ideology and the “Psychology of Resentment”

The ascent of meritocracy marks the transition of a sociopolitical sorting mechanism into
a nearly universal moral ideology in Western societies. While proponents, as seen, defend it as a
neutral system for distributing rewards based on “ability and effort,” the reality of meritocratic

standards suggests it operates more accurately as a comprehensive moral framework that assigns
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“deservedness” to social outcomes (Besley and Persson, 2019, 36-41; Pande, 2018). By
transforming structural inequality into a reflection of individual character, meritocracy generates
a legitimized hierarchy that naturalizes disparities and, ultimately, fuels a profound
psychological crisis of status anxiety and resentment (Hochschild, 2016, 107-112; Taylor, 1992,
25-37).

At its core, the meritocratic principle asserts that an individual’s position in society is the
just result of their natural talent and determination. Over recent decades, political rhetoric from
leaders as diverse as Margaret Thatcher, Bill Clinton, and Barack Obama has shifted meritocracy
from an explanation of outcomes to a secularized moral evaluation (Edsall, 2012). Political
leaders tell individuals they have a “solemn responsibility” to rise as far as their God-given
talents’ will take them, implying that one’s eventual socioeconomic status is a direct metric of
intrinsic human value (Hochschild, 2016, 135-141).

This shift creates a “moral desert,” in which the rewards of the marketplace are regarded
as just compensation for self-denial and investment (Taylor, 1992, 25-28). Consequently, those
at the top — the cognitive elite — believe they have “earned” their success through immense effort,
while the meritocratic ideology burdens those at the bottom with the implication that their failure
is equally “earned” (Edsall, 2012; Mutz, 2018, 4330-4333). As critics of meritocracy such as
Daniel Markovits argue, this “counterfeit virtue” now functions to concentrate advantage and
sustain toxic inequalities under the guise of fairness. (Markovits, 2020, 3-7)

The psychological toll of this ideology and its claimed moral authority is most visible in
how people absorb and accept meritocracy’s moral verdicts themselves (Hochschild, 2016, 123-
134). Research into child-rearing patterns illustrates this divide, as middle-class parents engage

in “concerted cultivation,” meaning they foster their children with a “robust sense of entitlement”
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and the skills to manage and benefit from institutions that promote meritocratic ideals (Lareau,
2003, 1-13). These children grow up believing they “hit a triple” despite being “born on third
base,” and are blind to the structural advantages that facilitated their ascent into adulthood
(Richardson, 1986; Bernstein, 2003, 47-55).

Conversely, those raised under a framework that allows them to develop naturally as
individuals and does not explicitly direct them towards merit-building opportunities, typically
seen in lower-class individuals, often internalize an “emerging sense of constraint” and feel
powerless when interacting with authoritative institution (Lareau, 2003, 105-112; Taylor, 1992,
32-40). This manifestation of the “hidden injuries of class” leads the less affluent to internalize
their lack of upward mobility as a personal deficiency or a lack of dignity (Bjork-James and
Maskovsky, 2020, 81-86; Hochschild, 2016, 123-134). For example, individuals in struggling
working-class communities may characterize themselves as “going nowhere” or even “ignorant”
when compared to a complacent elite (Taylor, 1992, 36-44). This pessimistic worldview
produces two interrelated outcomes: rising status anxiety and intensifying class resentment
(Mutz, 2018, 4330-4333; Pande, 2018).

Status anxiety, or the concern that one will not live up to society’s ideas of success, is
intensified under meritocratic systems, as the ideology denies the role of “historical and social
fortune,” the concept that one’s social outcomes are determined by arbitrary characteristics such
as family wealth and geographical origin, in the distribution of societal status and rewards
(Richardson, 1986, 241-248; Besley and Persson, 2019, 36-41). In an era when the “American
Dream Machine,” as Arlie Hochschild puts it, has stalled for the bottom 90 percent of the

population due to automation and offshoring with wages barely moving for decades, the
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(Hochschild, 2016, 107-112; Reeping et al., 2020). When failure is moralized, individuals who
have “played by the rules” yet remain stuck require an external explanation for their plight to
preserve their self-esteem (Taylor, 1992, 28-35; Jardina, 2019, 33-39). This dynamic is captured
in the “deep story” of the U.S.’s political right, seen as a metaphor of individuals waiting
patiently in line for the American dream, only to see “line cutters,” such as minorities,
immigrants, and refugees, moving ahead of them (Miller-Idriss, 2017; Huntington, 2004). This
perceived violation of the meritocratic “rules of the game” transforms anxiety into identity-based
grievance (Jardina, 2019, 36-42; Kaufmann, 2019, 161-168). The resentment is not directed at
poverty alone, but at a “betraying government” that supposedly prioritized these outgroups over
those with “good character” (Jardina, 2019, 38-45).

In the end, meritocracy achieves the process by which structural inequality is made to
feel natural and invisible by disguising the hereditary transmission of cultural and social capital
as individual achievement (Richardson, 1986, 253-258; Lareau, 2003, 1-13). By treating the
educational system as an objective economic sifting mechanism, the dominant class maintains a
monopoly on power while appearing disinterested and fair (Bernstein, 2003, 47-55; Reeping et
al., 2020). However, as the “college premium” doubles and geographic stagnation isolate
supposedly “high-IQ towns” from the rest of the nation, the resulting “caste order” breeds
intense bitterness (Taylor, 1992, 25-37; Hochschild, 2016, 123-128). The populist revolt is thus a
“revolt against the attempt to attack ascribed identities” and a demand to be “forgotten no
longer” (Miller-Idriss, 2017, 12-21; Jardina, 2019, 181-190). Once social failure is stripped of its
structural context and rebranded as a moral failing, the resulting humiliation drives political
polarization (Mutz, 2018, 4336-4339; Kaufmann, 2019, 172-178). Resentment emerges not from

material deprivation alone, but from the deep moral injury of watching one’s group slip
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backward while leaders insist the system is fair (Hochschild, 2016, 123-134; Reeping et al.,
2020).
2.3.2: From Class-Based Inequality to Identity Politics

The pervasive mythos of meritocracy does more than simply sort individuals into
socioeconomic brackets; it fundamentally alters the way social grievance is expressed and
understood. Through the framing of success and failure as purely individual outcomes of ability,
meritocracy effectively displaces class analysis (a sociological framework that examines society
by creating an economically hierarchical division of groups), and delegitimizes structural
explanations for inequality (Taylor, 1992, 36-44; Lareau, 2003, 105-114). As the traditional
language of class-based conflict recedes, meritocracy forces individuals and communities to
reorganize their sense of injustice around identity categories or “ascribed identities,”
transforming economic frustration into a volatile politics of recognition (Hochschild, 2016, 123-
134; Jardina, 2019, 33-39).

As class analysis is suppressed, identity politics emerges as a substitute language for
expressing social injury (Miller-Idriss, 2017, 12-20; Reeping et al., 2020). For the contemporary
right, the “theater of conflict” has shifted from the factory floor — where owners and workers
once contested wages — to the welfare office, where “makers” and “takers” contest the
distribution of pay through the lens of achievement (Edsall, 2012; Kaufmann, 2019, 21-29). In
this vacuum of class discourse, the feeling of being “pushed back™ in the metaphorical line for
the American Dream is expressed by targeting the people/groups believed to be standing in the
way, which, as noted earlier, are typically those already facing significant marginalization in

society (Huntington, 2004; Bjork-James and Maskovsky, 2020, 1-9).
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Through this feeling of undeserved failure, the ascent of identity politics starts to mark a
broad transition from a politics of material redistribution to a “politics of recognition” (Taylor,
1992, 25-37; Hochschild, 2016, 72-78). As the meritocratic framework insists that market-based
rewards are deserved, meritocracy diverts the struggle for justice toward the demand for
“dignity” and the avoidance of “misrecognition” (Taylor, 1992, 36-44). In this environment,
cultural symbols, such as flags, statues, or naming conventions, become the primary
battlegrounds for social status (Jardina, 2019, 121-132; Miller-Idriss, 2017, 12-20). In this
“asymmetrical multiculturalism,” different groups leverage the language of recognition in
divergent ways (Edsall, 2012; Taylor, 1992, 28-35). For marginalized groups, identity politics
often serves as a necessary response to systemic exclusion, seeking to ensure that minorities and
women have the “ability to walk through the gates” of a purportedly meritocratic system
(Lareau, 2003, 112-118; Taylor, 1992, 28-35). Conversely, for the “cognitive elite,”
multiculturalism can serve as a “missionary nationalism” that burnishes their own status as
“citizens of the global meritocracy” while dismissing the cultural anxieties of the “left-behinds”
(Markovits, 2020, 3-7).

Crucially, while progressive (the typical representation of minorities and marginalized
groups) and reactionary (the typical representation of white, rural men) identity politics often
stand in opposition, they share a structural origin in the meritocratic displacement of class
(Richardson, 1986, 241-248; Jardina, 121-128). Progressive identity politics serves as an
essential effort to dismantle the “vicious circle of disadvantage” that prevents talented
individuals in minority groups from progressing (Lareau, 2003, 105-112; Pande, 2018). In
contrast, reactionary identity politics among the majority arises as a defense of a “proprietary

claim” to dominant status, often co-opting the language of victimhood to resist the erosion of
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traditional hierarchies (Jardina, 2019, 89-93; Kaufmann, 2019, 12-22). There is no moral
equivalence between these two responses, yet the same meritocratic system fuels both and
concentrates advantage while eroding social cohesion. When meritocracy functions to “sanction
the hereditary transmission of cultural capital,” it creates a “caste order” that breeds resentment
on both sides of the political aisle (Bernstein, 2003, 47-55). By rebranding social failure as a
moral failing, the meritocratic ideology compels the “forgotten men and women” to derive honor
from their ascribed identities rather than from their shared class positions (Bjork-James and
Maskovsky, 2020, 23-30).

As identity becomes the primary explanatory framework for why the “American Dream
Machine” has seemingly stalled, the stage is set for further polarization (Edsall, 2012;
Huntington, 2004). When the language of class is mute, social conflict inevitably becomes
racialized (Jardina, 2019, 33-36; Miller-Idriss, 2017, 12-15). If the feeling of being “under siege”
is no longer connected to a critique of global capitalism as it hides behind a fronting image of
meritocratic fairness, then narratives of “white genocide” and “Mexican invaders” gain a
dangerous, pseudo-logical traction in the public consciousness (Kaufmann, 2019, 161-170).
2.3.3: White Nationalism as a Meritocratic Inherency

If identity politics is the substitute language for class-based grievance, then the rise of
modern white nationalism can be understood as the final, intrinsic outcome of the meritocratic
promise (Jardina, 2019, 121-130; Miller-Idriss, 2017, 2-10). Rather than a total rejection of
social hierarchy, white nationalism desperately attempts to reassert a sense of deserved status
when the traditional pathways of meritocracy — education, industrial labor, and regional stability
— appear to have failed (Hochschild, 2016, 135-151; Kaufmann, 2019, 1-12). By framing the

stagnation of the white working class, often in rural areas, as a result of “stolen merit,” this
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movement transforms the moral contradictions of meritocracy into an ideological defense of
white hegemony (Taylor, 1992, 32-40; Jardina, 2019, 33-38).

Thus, the psychological burden of meritocracy is the belief that social position is a direct
metric of individual worth. However, when the promise of prosperity is cut off from a majority
of the population, specifically white, rural laborers, the resulting downward mobility creates an
existential crisis (Hochschild, 2016, 123-134; Reeping et al., 2020). In a purely meritocratic
framework, this failure should be presented as exclusively personal, but for many, it is
interpreted as being caused by the unfair uplifting of other groups/identities in which they do not
belong, such as immigrants and minorities (Jardina, 2019, 89-93; Kaufmann, 2019, 1-10). White
nationalism effectively operates as a theory of stolen merit. It asserts that the success of what
they consider to be “outgroups” is not the result of their own ability and effort, but of a
government that has rigged the game in their favor (Taylor, 1992, 25-30; Huntington, 2004).

This perspective allows individuals to maintain their faith in the principle of merit while
explaining their own social decline. Through the characterization of affirmative action and
diversity initiatives as “unearned privileges,” white nationalism offers a way to reclaim the moral
high ground (Jardina, 2019, 121-130; Kaufmann, 2019, 209-216). If the winners of the modern
economy are viewed as an “arrogant, complacent, and entrenched elite” allied with “ascendant
minorities,” then the “forgotten men and women” can view their own struggle as a defense of
true fairness against a corrupt system (Taylor, 1992, 36-44; Edsall, 2012).

The decline of industrial labor and the abandonment of rural regions, as discussed in the
previous two sections of this chapter, provide empirical evidence for the persistence of
resentment and hatred in meritocratic systems (Reeping et al., 2020; Besley and Persson, 2019,

36-41). In previous generations, a high school diploma and a strong work ethic were sufficient to
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secure a “good job” with high wages and stability (Hochschild, 2016, 135-140; Foner, 2014). As
these jobs have vanished due to automation and the devaluation of such labor, the resulting
“status squeeze” drives rising deaths of despair — fatalities from suicide, drug overdose, or
alcohol overconsumption — among non-college-educated whites, with over 100,000 excess
deaths occurring annually among this demographic at its peak (Reeping et al., 2020; Taylor,
1992, 36-44). White nationalism fills this economic vacuum with a racialized narrative of
decline, using memes like “replacement thinking” and “white genocide” to explain the erosion of
their communities (Kaufmann, 2019, 161-170; Jardina, 2019, 181-185). The geographic
concentration of “brain power” and wealth in coastal, metropolitan hubs intensifies this narrative,
as described in Section 2, which leaves the “retro hinterlands” feeling like “fly-over country”
(Mutz, 2018, 4333-4336; Pande, 2018). When the meritocratic elite uses educational
gatekeeping, such as standardized testing and credential inflation, to concentrate advantage, the
system relegates those excluded to a second-class caste. In this context, the demand to “protect
and preserve white European heritage” becomes a proxy for a demand to restore an economy
where their labor once held inherent value and social honor (Hochschild, 2016, 123-134; Jardina,
2019, 89-95).

In fact, white nationalism, as a whole, represents a revolt against the meritocratic
downgrading of “ascribed” identities in favor of “achieved” identities like intellect and
credentials (Richardson, 1986, 241-248; Taylor, 1992, 25-37). Because white Americans
historically occupied the “normal” or “default” category, many took their status for granted while
it was secure (Huntington, 2004; Kaufmann, 2019, 261-270). However, as demographic changes
threaten this numerical and cultural dominance, such as projections of white Americans

becoming the statistical minority in the near future, “whiteness” itself becomes a reactive and
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salient identity (Jardina, 2019, 33-39; Miller-Idriss, 2017, 12-18). This reassertion of ascribed
status is often disguised as a defense of fairness or traditional values. By framing their identity
through the lens of the “pure, unadulterated Anglo-Saxon stock™ or the “Nordic breed,”
proponents argue that they are simply trying to maintain a way of life that built the nation. This
nostalgia for a time when the racial hierarchy was “natural” serves as a psychological firewall
against the humiliations of meritocratic failure (Kaufmann, 2019, 270-278; Huntington, 2004).

Overall, white nationalism does not emerge in spite of meritocracy, but rather from its
deepest moral contradictions. A system that claims to be a “neutral sorting mechanism” yet
functions to dynamically transmit privilege across generations inevitably breeds resentment.
When the “natural lottery” of talent is the only legitimate basis for rewards, those who lack the
specific skills the market currently prizes are left in “undeserved hardship” (Pande, 2018;
Reeping et al., 2020). White nationalism, hence, is the result when this hardship is met with the
insistence that the system is fair. The movement offers a legible moral map of the universe where
one’s decline is not a sign of low character, but of a heroic struggle against an “infestation of
unmerited outsiders” (Kaufmann, 2019, 170-175). In the process of fusing right-wing populism
with white nationalist projects, the movement seeks to restore a world where honor is once again
anchored in the fixed certainty of birth rather than the precarious, and increasingly rigged,
competition of merit.

Taken together, the foregoing examination demonstrates that meritocracy in its
contemporary form functions not merely as a principle of distributive fairness but as a
comprehensive moral ideology that recasts social position as a reflection of individual worth.
The framing of socioeconomic outcomes as the just result of talent and effort allows meritocracy

to legitimize inherited advantage as earned success and obscure the structural and historical
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conditions that shape life chances (Richardson, 1986, 241-248; Besley and Persson, 2019, 36-
41). In doing so, it transforms collective institutional failures into an individualized narrative of
responsibility, producing a moral hierarchy that is widely internalized and psychologically
destabilizing (Mutz, 2018, 4336-4339). Individuals who experience stagnation or downward
mobility are encouraged to interpret their circumstances as personal inadequacies rather than as
manifestations of systemic constraints. This deliberately misconstrued viewpoint facilitates the
generation of pervasive status anxiety and resentment within a social order that denies the
relevance of contingency, power, and inherited capital (Richardson, 1986, 241-248; Reeping et
al., 2020).

As meritocratic reasoning displaces class-based explanations of inequality, social
grievance 1is increasingly reorganized around identity, shifting the terrain of political conflict
from material redistribution to struggles over recognition and status. Within this context,
reactionary identity movements, with the most acute example being contemporary white
nationalism, emerge as distorted attempts to preserve them by offering racialized accounts of
“stolen merit” that protect a sense of moral deservingness amid economic decline (Miller-Idriss,
2017, 65-73). The resulting polarization reflects a central paradox of meritocracy, as a system
that claims to transcend ascribed status ultimately reproduces hierarchical social closure by
foreclosing legitimate structural critique (Richardson, 1986, 241-248; Besley and Persson, 2019,
36-41). When inequality is moralized, and failure is individualized, resentment arises less from
material deprivation alone than from the moral injury of being told the system is fair amid one’s
social position steadily eroding (Hochschild, 2016, 123-134).

Chapter Two Conclusion
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The examination of essential, manual, and frontline labor exposes a consistent and deeply
troubling pattern at the heart of meritocratic societies that meritocratic systems systematically
devalue the work most necessary to collective survival precisely because it is risky, embodied,
and relational. Across industries, workers shoulder acute physical dangers, chronic health
deterioration, emotional exhaustion, and financial precarity not as anomalies, but as routine
conditions of employment. These sacrifices are neither rare nor marginal; rather, they form the
invisible infrastructure upon which economic growth, professional status, and social stability
depend.

Yet meritocratic frameworks remain structurally incapable of recognizing these
contributions. By defining merit through credentialed expertise and cognitive productivity, while
imposing the immense financial risk on the elite, the system erases the moral significance of
bodily vulnerability and emotional stewardship. Society acknowledges risk only when it is
abstract and speculative; it celebrates sacrifice only when those already positioned to succeed
undertake it. The result is a moral inversion. Those who endure the greatest harm are rewarded
least, while those insulated from physical and psychological exposure are framed as society’s
primary contributors.

This misalignment actively legitimizes exploitation. By obscuring the dependence of elite
achievement on undervalued labor, meritocracy transforms structural exploitation into individual
destiny, as workers who absorb the physical and emotional costs of keeping society functioning
are cast as interchangeable while the system reframes their suffering as an unfortunate but
natural feature of low-skill work. In this way, the system preserves its moral authority by
refusing to acknowledge the sacrifices on which it depends. The consequences of this distortion

extend far beyond individual injustice. When entire sectors of essential labor are rendered
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invisible, the system inherently displaces risk onto those least able to bear it. This displacement
ultimately generates cycles of poverty, illness, burnout, and social resentment. Communities
fracture, trust erodes, and the promise that effort will be rewarded begins to ring hollow (Rhodes,
2022, 231-242; U.S. News, 2017). What appears as a fair system thus reveals itself as a fragile
moral fiction, one that requires sustained denial of the human costs embedded in everyday
economic life.

This chapter has shown that meritocracy does not merely fail to reward work fairly; it
relies on a hierarchy of sacrifice that it refuses to name. Recognizing this hidden architecture of
labor is a necessary first step, but it is not sufficient. The following section turns to the dangers
of continuing to promote a broken meritocratic system, examining how its moral failures harden
inequality, deepen social division, and threaten democratic legitimacy itself.

Meritocracy’s deepest political failure then presents itself as an inability to deliver fair
outcomes and an insistence on moralizing those outcomes while denying their structural origins.
By equating market success with virtue and failure with personal deficiency, meritocracy
transforms economic exclusion into status humiliation, displaces class-based critique into
identity grievance, and ultimately furnishes the ideological conditions under which racialized
movements such as white nationalism can flourish as theories of stolen valor (Jardina, 2019, 121-
134). When dignity and social recognition are tethered exclusively to market-valued
achievement, those whose labor is rendered obsolete or undervalued are left without a legitimate
framework through which to understand their contribution or claim social worth. This impasse
underscores the need for an alternative normative framework that decouples human dignity from
market success and reorients the valuation of work toward its contribution to the individual and

collective flourishing of human beings and society as a whole. The following sections advance
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this alternative by drawing on the capabilities approach to reconceptualize labor, dignity, and

justice beyond the moral limits of meritocracy.
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Chapter 3: Socially Valuable Work as an Alternative to Meritocracy

The question of how societies assign value to labor is, at its core, a question of justice. In
contemporary meritocratic orders, the answer has always been deceptively simple in that a
worker’s worth is what the market will pay. This chapter dismantles that premise and constructs
in its place a rigorous normative framework for understanding and rewarding socially valuable
work. This is done by drawing upon the capabilities approach of Amartya Sen and Martha
Nussbaum (Nussbaum, 2003; Sen, 1999), theories of democratic deliberation, and the political
economy of contributive justice. By doing so, the following pages argue that the persistent
devaluation of essential labor, such as care work, maintenance, ecological stewardship, and many
more forms, constitutes a profound moral failure that requires immediate attention. By separating
social value from market compensation and grounding it instead in the contribution labor makes
to human flourishing, this chapter establishes the philosophical foundation necessary to propose
an alternative order to meritocracy where dignity is not a prize distributed by markets, but a
threshold secured by just institutions.
3.1: Normative Foundations of a New Theory of Labor Valuation

Before a new theory of labor valuation can be constructed, the normative foundations
upon which it rests must be carefully established. This section undertakes that foundational work
by arguing that neither utilitarian welfare economics nor human capital theory provides an
adequate basis for evaluating the social worth of labor. Both frameworks, despite their different
methodologies, converge on a shared structural failure: they measure the wrong things.
Utilitarianism aggregates satisfaction while obscuring the conditions that produce it, while
human capital theory monetizes intellectual skill while rendering invisible the care and relational

labor upon which all productivity depends (Bjonhold, 2014,; Raworth, 2017, 72-80). In their
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place, this section advances the capabilities approach as a superior normative foundation that
evaluates social arrangements by what they enable every individual person to do and to be rather
than what they can produce (Nussbaum, 2003, 40-48). The subsequent subsections develop this
argument in three stages: by critiquing the dominant frameworks, by elaborating Nussbaum’s
capabilities as a moral baseline, and by demonstrating how labor itself functions as the primary
mechanism through which human capabilities are produced and sustained.
3.1.1: Why Capabilities Rather Than Market or Welfare Systems

The selection of any evaluative framework for labor is itself a normative act. To measure
work by market price is to endorse a particular vision of human worth, and to measure it by
aggregate welfare is to accept a particular theory of justice. This subsection interrogates both
choices and finds them wanting. It proceeds first through a critique of utilitarianism’s reliance on
reported satisfaction, revealing how this methodology naturalizes adaptive preferences and
renders the hidden labor care morally invisible (Nussbaum, 2003, 33-40). It then turns to human
capital theory and exposes its reduction of human beings to self-investing economic units, a logic
that simultaneously marginalizes reproductive labor and devalues labor deemed less skilled
(Raworth, 2017, 72-80). Against both, the capabilities approach is advanced as a framework that
takes the qualitative dimensions of human life seriously by asking not what a person earns or
how content they feel, but what they are genuinely free to do and become (Nussbaum, 2003, 41-
44).
3.1.1.1: The Capabilities Approach: Dignity Beyond Utilitarian Metrics

The capabilities approach, as pioneered by Amartya Sen and Martha Nussbaum, emerges
as a critical normative corrective to the limitations of utilitarianism, which has long dominated

welfare economics and public policy (Nussbaum, 2003, 33-40). While utilitarianism evaluates
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social arrangements based on aggregate satisfaction or the fulfillment of informed preferences, it
fundamentally fails to see the qualitative distinctions among human lives and the conditions
under which they are lived. By prioritizing the “sum-ranking” of utility (the aggregation of all
individual satisfactions into a single social total), utilitarian frameworks fail to respect the “moral
separateness of person,” effectively treating individuals as mere vessels for happiness rather than
as separate ends in themselves (Nussbaum, 2003, 33-40; Sen, 62-68).

A primary failure of utilitarian metrics is their inability to account for “adaptive
preferences,” a phenomenon where individuals living under conditions of entrenched oppression
or deprivation adjust their expectations to their limited possibilities (Nussbaum, 2003, 33-40).
Women in stratified societies, for instance, may express contentment with their second-class
status because they have been socialized to view their own stunting as natural. Because
utilitarianism relies on reported satisfaction as the ultimate benchmark, it often validates the
status quo of injustice and fails to recognize that a person’s subjective sense of well-being is an
unreliable metric for actual human flourishing. In contrast, the capabilities approach evaluates
institutions according to what they enable people to actually “do and be,” regardless of whether
those individuals have been conditioned to accept a life of deprivation (Nussbaum, 2007, 13-22).

Furthermore, the utilitarian focus on aggregate welfare allows for the systematic sacrifice
of caregivers, service workers, and marginalized laborers to achieve overall social gains (Folbre
and England, 2000, 39-43). In a system that measures only market-validated output or total
utility, market frameworks keep the unseen labor performed in the household, such as cleaning,
cooking, and the nurturing of children, morally and economically invisible (Bjonhold, 2014; Fast
et al., 2024, 236-240). This background labor underpins all market activity by producing healthy

and socialized individuals, yet utilitarianism frequently treats these workers as mere means to the
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enrichment of others, with no strong agency for dignity or justice. The “calculus of satisfaction”
inherent in sum-ranking can justify the continued exploitation of these groups if their misery is
outweighed by the exceeding well-being of a majority or an elite class (Standing, 2016, 93-98).

Thus, the core failure of utilitarianism and its metrics lies in their focus on outcomes,
specifically states of contentment or satisfaction, rather than on the substantive conditions of
agency (Nussbaum, 2003, 33-40). As Nussbaum argues, contentment is not the only thing that
matters in a human life; active striving and the substantive freedom to choose one’s own life plan
are essential components of human dignity. Tracking satisfaction rather than the “capabilities” or
“functionings” people have reason to value is a fundamental error. This approach has allowed
utilitarianism to neglect the liberating and questioning aspects of human agency that enable
individuals to control their own circumstances. The capabilities approach thus offers a superior
normative foundation to utilitarianism because it evaluates a society not by its total output or its
average utility, but by its success in providing the material and social conditions necessary for
every person to lead a life worthy of human dignity (Nussbaum, 2007, 13-22).
3.1.1.2: Beyond the Market Price: The Human Capital Theory Critique

Human capital theory (HCT)., a cornerstone of modern neoliberal economic thought,
conceptualizes labor as a strategic investment in the self, where education, training, and skill
acquisition are viewed primarily as privately owned assets intended to maximize future earnings
(Benanav, 2020, 38-55). Under this paradigm, HCT reimagines the human being as a “self-
contained globule of desire” or a rational economic person whose primary function is to
accumulate human capital to increase their market price. However, this framework, like
utilitarianism, suffers from a profound inability to account for the qualitative dimensions of

human existence, effectively reducing social contribution to income productivity and
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naturalizing a hierarchy based on the “skill fetish” of a super-educated elite (Been et al., 2024,
255-262).

A primary limitation of HCT is its structural blindness toward “non-skilled” labor,
particularly the care, maintenance, and reproductive work that constitutes the “core economy”
(Folbre and Nelson, 2000, 133-138; Jenkins and Smith, 2021, 22-28). Because HCT relies on
market prices to register value, it relegates household labor to the periphery of economic
significance as well (Jokubauskaité and Schneebaum, 2022, 153-160). This framework ignores
the reality that all market productivity is fundamentally dependent on these context-based care
functions; as Kate Raworth puts it, no workforce can be productive if it has not been “toilet
trained” and socialized through unpaid effort (Raworth, 2017, 74-75). By treating care as a
lifestyle choice or a frivolous taste instead of a foundational social necessity, HCT justifies the
systematic vulnerability and economic subordination of those, predominantly women, who
perform the essential labor of human reproduction (Fast et al., 2024, 240-244).

Additionally, the commodification of education under HCT transforms learning from a
liberating and subversive process into a narrow industry focused on human capital formation and
job preparation (Roe, 1998). Within this meritocratic social order, meritocracy reduces schooling
to a rigorous tournament or sorting machine that primarily serves to transmit elite status across
generations (Markovits, 2020, 85-91) This “dumbing down” of education erodes its capacity to
develop the central human capabilities, which will be described and analyzed later in this
chapter, for their own sake. Rather, it forces students to view their minds as commodities to be
traded for certificates. Consequently, those who fail to win this “credentialist” competition lose
not only economic security but also their social dignity, as HCT implies that their failure is a

direct result of a lack of investment in their own potential (Standing, 2016, 93-100).
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Overall, HCT fails to capture the collective benefits of labor that are not reflected in
individual market returns. In a purely market-driven framework, the social contribution of a
high-frequency trader appears hundreds of times more valuable than that of a nurse or a
sanitation worker simply because the former commands a higher wage (Stansbury and Summers,
2017; Bureau of Labor Statistics). This reduction of “merit” to income ignores the massive
positive externalities generated by “essential” but low-paid work, such as maintaining public
health or developing future citizens (ILO; MIT Living Wage Calculator). Through the
decoupling of recognition from social utility and tethering it solely to income productivity, HCT
produces a “caste order” that breeds resentment and obscures the profound mutual dependency
that characterizes a truly human economy (Supiot, 2013, 129-135). A capabilities-based
alternative, therefore, must reject the HCT assumption that a person’s worth is equivalent to their
market price, arguing instead for a “contributive justice,” described as a justice based on the
ethical principle that everyone should contribute to the common good, that honors all work that
sustains human flourishing (Wright, 2020, 11-20).
3.1.1.3: Human Flourishing Beyond the Metrics of Growth

The adoption of the capabilities approach as an evaluative standard represents a profound
axiological shift in social theory, moving beyond the “cuckoo goal” of aggregate economic
growth to a focus on the freedoms of individual persons (Spash, 2012, 36-40). While traditional
metrics like GNP per capita measure the “wealth and poverty of the economists,” the capabilities
approach evaluates institutions based on what people are and who they want to be (Nussbaum,
2003, 41-44). This outcome-oriented framework starts not from a procedural design, but from an
intuitive grasp of the necessary components of a life worthy of human dignity. By identifying the

ten central human capabilities, as proliferated by Nussbaum, such as bodily health, affiliation,
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and the exercise of practical reason, the approach establishes a moral minimum or threshold
beneath which no person in a decently just society should be allowed to fall (Nussbaum, 2007,
75-81).

This framework replaces the narrow philosophy of output with a rigorous focus on
enabling conditions. In a meritocratic order, the state’s success is often measured by the total
volume of goods produced; however, the capabilities approach recognizes that resource-poor
countries can often provide higher levels of human development than resource-rich ones if they
prioritize the social conditions of freedom (ILO). This shift necessitates viewing the basic
structure of society, including its courts, schools, and labor regulations, as a complex system for
delivering these fundamental entitlements (Klinenberg, 2019, 127-135). Consequently, a society
is judged by its success in providing the material and institutional support required to protect the
agency of its citizens and ensure that no individual is sacrificed to promote a glorious aggregate
total.

Moreover, the capabilities approach prioritizes agency over mere income. While
resource-based theories assume that wealth is a sufficient proxy for well-being, the capabilities
approach highlights that individuals vary greatly in their ability to convert resources into actual
functioning (Nussbaum, 2007, 48-55); a person in a wheelchair, for instance, requires
significantly more resources to achieve the same level of mobility as a non-disabled person. By
tracking capabilities rather than utility or preference satisfaction, the approach avoids the trap of
adaptive preferences, where marginalized individuals conditioned by long-term deprivation
express satisfaction with a stunted existence. Instead of valuing the state of contentment, the
approach values the active striving and “truly human functioning” that allow individuals to be

the masters of their own fates and “captains of their own souls.” (Nussbaum, 2003, 40-48)
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The transition from efficiency to justice as the primary evaluative criterion for a
fundamental revaluation of labor. In market liberalism, work is valued only insofar as it
generates a price. However, within the capabilities framework, work is recognized as a
dignifying activity that structures time, identity, and social relations (Green, 2026, 1-18). This
creates the necessary conceptual space to evaluate labor independent of its market compensation.
We can now recognize that the hidden and unseen labor in the “core economy” and the labor that
often faces severe devaluation possesses an intrinsic social value because it is constitutive of the
capabilities of others (Folbre and Nelson, 2000, 47-51; Fast et al., 2024, 236-240). When we stop
asking “how much does this job pay?” and start asking “how does this labor enable human
flourishing?”, we finally possess the moral tools to challenge a meritless meritocracy that treats
essential workers as invisible while bestowing outsized honor on “intellectually superior”
occupations (Hickey et al., 2025; ILO).

3.1.2: Nussbaum’s Capabilities as a Moral Baseline

Having established the inadequacy of market and welfare systems as normative guides,
this subsection develops the affirmative case for Nussbaum’s capabilities list as the moral
baseline for a just theory of labor. Three features of this framework are examined in turn. First,
the threshold model is analyzed as a direct challenge to meritocratic ranking, which sorts
individuals along a competitive hierarchy. Instead, it specifies a floor of dignified existence
beneath which no person should fall. Second, the non-aggregative structure of Nussbaum’s list is
examined, demonstrating how its insistence on the irreducibility of each capability prevents the
trade-offs that allow economic growth to mask deprivation in any single domain. Third, the
framework’s compatibility with ethical and cultural pluralism is explored, which reveals how a

focus on capability rather than prescribed functioning respects diverse life plans while remaining
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normatively forceful. Together, these features establish the capabilities approach not as one
theory among many, but as the most coherent and humane standard available for evaluating
whether social institutions — and the labor that sustains them — are genuinely serving justice.
3.1.2.1: Capabilities as Thresholds, Not Rankings

As mentioned, the capabilities approach when applied to labor represents a significant
axiological shift away from the hierarchical sorting characteristic of modern meritocracies,
conceptualizing social justice through the lens of universal “thresholds” rather than competitive
“rankings” (Nussbaum, 2003, 41-44). In a meritocratic order, socioeconomic position is
frequently treated as a direct metric of individual ability and talent, a transformation of social
outcome into moral judgments that assigns a sense of deservedness to inequality. This creates a
legitimized hierarchy where those at the top view their status as a reflection of intrinsic worth,
while those at the bottom are burdened with the stigma of earned failure. By contrast, the
capabilities approach specifies a social minimum, a threshold level of central human capabilities
below which no person should drop (Nussbaum, 2007, 75-83).

By focusing on universal thresholds, this framework explicitly rejects the idea that
specific natural assets, such as intelligence or brain power, should serve as the sole basis for
social honor or economic reward. The basis of a moral claim in this paradigm is not an
individual’s marginal productivity or their contribution to a nation’s GDP, but rather their
existence as a human being with “rich human need” (Nussbaum, 2003, 40-48). This perspective
effectively deconstructs the moralized comparisons of productivity that currently relegate those
without elite educational credentials to a perceived second-class caste (Standing, 2016, 100-112).
Instead of asking how an individual “stacks up” against their peers in a market-validated

bloodbath, the threshold model evaluates whether the basic structure of society has secured the
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necessary material and social means for that individual to flourish as an end in themselves
(Nussbaum, 2007, 85-92).

Likewise, the threshold concept serves as a critical safeguard against a meritocratic
hubris, which views social failure as a personal indictment rather than a structural outcome. In a
system defined by these moral baselines, the primary political goal is to ensure that every citizen
possesses the freedom to exist as they are, regardless of their occupation and its market value
(ILO). This necessitates an evaluation of institutional success by the society’s success in lifting
the most disadvantaged above the minimum capability floor. Consequently, the capabilities
approach provides a rigorous normative basis for justice and affirms that every person’s dignity
is inherent and not a prize to be won through competition (Nussbaum, 2003, 40-48).

Ultimately, the focus on thresholds enables recognition of human functioning in the
Marxian sense, valuing activities essential to life but often economically invisible. In the current
meritocratic system, individuals are often forced into a vicious cycle of intelligence-proving
curricula in schools and workplaces. The threshold model provides an exit from this cycle by
asserting that once the conditions for dignity are met, a person is free from the market's constant
moral evaluation. This decoupling of human value from competitive rank is the first step toward
a social order that provides self-confidence and self-respect to all individuals (Nussbaum, 2007,
75-80).
3.1.2.2: The Non-Aggregative Structure of the List

A fundamental tenet of the capabilities approach, specifically Nussbaum’s interpretation,
is the “radical non-fungibility” of the central human capabilities, which mandates that each
capability on the list be treated as a distinct and irreducible requirement of justice (Nussbaum,

2003, 44-49). This non-aggregative structure stands in direct opposition to the utilitarian and
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market-centric systems, which permit individual deprivation in favor of group abundance (Spash,
2012, 40-43). By stipulating that a failure in any one capability constitutes a grave failure of
basic justice, the approach directs institutional attention toward domains systematically that price
signals regularly neglect (Nussbaum, 2003, 44-49).

This structural requirement ensures that economic growth or high per-capita income
cannot serve as a legitimate excuse for the erosion of political liberties, bodily integrity, or
health. For instance, a society may exhibit impressive GDP growth while simultaneously
denying its citizens the “social bases of self-respect” or the ability to participate in political life
(Andeson, 1999, 288-295). Within the capabilities framework, such a society is fundamentally
unjust because it treats distinct human needs as tradeable commodities. This plurality of
entitlement reflects the insight that human beings are creatures in need of life-bettering activities
and thus require a multi-dimensional standard of evaluation that a single monetary index cannot
provide (Nussbaum, 2003, 44-49).
3.1.2.3: Compatibility with Ethical and Cultural Pluralism

The capabilities approach is specifically designed to serve as a “freestanding partial
moral conception” or a “module” that can be endorsed by overlapping groups with diverse
religious, secular, and cultural backgrounds (Nussbaum, 2007, 155-163). This compatibility is
achieved by prioritizing capability over functioning, meaning that the political goal is to provide
citizens with the genuine opportunity to engage in certain activities rather than prescribe their
actual performance (Nussbaum, 2007, 155-163). For example, a just society must guarantee
every citizen the right to vote, but it must also respect the freedom of groups that may choose not
to participate in political life for religious reasons. This distinction ensures the approach remains

non-paternalistic while still being normatively robust enough to challenge systemic exclusion.
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This focus on capability rather than functioning protects pluralism, the fair coexistence
and relationship between diverse groups, by leaving individuals the freedom to choose which
goods they prioritize in their own life plans, such as which occupation they choose to work in
(Galston, 2010, 255-262). A person may choose a life of religious devotion or one of secular
inquiry, and the approach protects both as long as the underlying capabilities, such as “practical
reason” and “control over one’s environment,” are effectively secured (Nussbaum, 2003, 40-48).
By specifying a relatively short list of core opportunities rather than a comprehensive blueprint
for the “good life,” the framework allows for the “reasonable pluralism” that characterizes
modern democratic societies (Galston, 2010, 262-272). It avoids an “aesthetic universalism” of
many comprehensive liberal systems that might inadvertently criticize those who lead more
traditional or communal lives.

Moreover, the list is intended to be “open-ended and subject to ongoing revision,”
acknowledging that our understanding of what human dignity requires can evolve through global
deliberation (Chambers and Warren, 2025, 280-286; Ackerman and Fishkin, 2004, 1-12). This
openness is important in an international context, where Western-centric concepts of rights are
often criticized as parochial. The language of capabilities bypasses these historical tensions by
focusing on universal human activities and abilities that are recognizable across various cultures
(Nussbaum, 2007, 165-174). This openly interpretive approach allows different nations to
specify the approximate threshold for a capability, such as the school-leaving age or the
definition of free speech, in accordance with their unique histories and circumstances.

The compatibility with pluralism is also reinforced by the approach’s distinction between
“justification” and “implementation.” While the list of capabilities provides a universal set of

norms for assessing any nation’s practices, it does not mandate a singular “world state” or
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coercive intervention, which would be inherently tyrannical (Supiot, 2013, 129-135). Instead, it
functions as a basis for persuasion and contributive justice within a decentralized global public
sphere (Wright, 2020, 11-23). By acknowledging that human flourishing can take many diverse
forms, the capabilities approach offers a way to unify humanity around a set of shared
entitlements without erasing the cultural and linguistic diversity that is a valuable part of our
world, which will be extremely beneficial to labor systems that are equally as diverse.

Finally, the approach builds in a “sensitivity to cultural difference” without falling into
the trap of relativism or the belief that there are no absolute truths, only cultural preferences and
values (Galston, 2010, 272-282). It recognizes that in different contexts, different resources may
be needed to achieve the same capability; for instance, producing literacy in a society that
discourages female education requires more resources than in one that does not (Nussbaum,
2007, 165-172). By focusing on the result (the ability to read) rather than on the input (the
money spent), the approach ensures that justice is substantive, not merely formal. This allows the
framework to be forceful and subtle at the same time.
3.1.2.4: Why Capabilities Are Especially Suited to Evaluating Work

Through the capabilities approach, a superior foundation is provided for evaluating labor
because it reconceives work as a “truly human functioning” rather than a mere income-
generating commodity (Nussbaum, 2003, 40-48; Green, 2026, 1-18). In a market liberalism
framework, work is valued only insofar as it generates a price signal, leading to the systematic
undervaluation of essential roles in care, education, and social infrastructure (Folbre and Nelson,
2000, 123-128; ILO). Evaluating labor through capabilities allows society to ask the fundamental
question of contributive justice: which kinds of labor are doing the essential “moral work” of

society?. This shift recognizes that work structures a person’s sense of time, identity, and social
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environment, serving as an expressive and dignifying activity that facilitates human agency
(Green, 2026, 8-14).

Most central human capabilities are not naturally given but are socially produced and
deeply labor-dependent (Nussbaum, 2007, 171-178). Work is therefore the primary site of
“capability production.” By defining the value of work as an activity that contributes to the
realization of central human capabilities, we can begin to rectify the hidden injuries of class
produced by a meritocracy that equates market successes with moral worth. Additionally, a
capabilities-based evaluation of work highlights the importance of “workplace voice” and
autonomy as basic human needs (Jager et al., 2022). Modern work often involves increasing
labor intensity and cyclical poverty, which squeeze out the capabilities surrounding play and
emotional development (Standing, 2016, 93-100). Within a market-driven meritocracy, the
“intellect” of elites is used to deskill and monitor the work of others, eroding their dignity and
capacity for practical reason, another capability (Anderson, 2019, 37-45). The capability
approach, by contrast, evaluates jobs based on their contributions to these capabilities and the
substantive freedoms they afford employees in experiencing them, prioritizing unity and just
distributions (Wright, 2020, 179-188).

Overall, the capabilities approach recognizes that work is a site of “social infrastructure”
that can fight inequality and polarization (Klinenberg, 2019, 5-17). When work is organized as a
collaborative effort to sustain human capabilities, like the unpaid volunteer editors of Wikipedia
or the staff of a public library, it creates “palaces for the people” that promote social bonding and
trust (Klinenberg, 2019, 127-133). This revaluation of work as a social good rather than a private

burden is what a post-scarcity future requires (Benanav, 2020, 91-97). It shifts the focus from
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“jobs, jobs, and jobs” to a more individualized and personal experience. In this sense, the
capabilities approach is not just a theory of justice, but a vision for a more humane future.
3.1.3: Labor and the Production of Human Capabilities

The following sections provide a rigorous analysis of the ten central human capabilities,
rethinking work and labor as the primary mechanisms through which these capabilities are
produced, sustained, and protected. By moving from a market-centric to a capabilities-based
distributive model, we can recognize the labor-intensive nature of human survival and the
systematic failures of current economic metrics to value the foundational work that underpins
biological and social existence.
3.1.3.1: The Capability for Life

The capability for life, as defined by Nussbaum as the ability to live to the end of a
human life of normal length and not die prematurely, constitutes the most fundamental threshold
of social justice (Nussbaum, 2003, 40-48). Within the capabilities approach framework, survival
is recognized not as a biological default but as a complex, labor-intensive achievement that relies
on “‘joint production” across the entire causal web of society (Wright, 2020, 11-24). This joint
production implies that every product of the economy is the result of everyone working together,
making specific productive contributions dependent on the labor of others, such as food
production that prevents starvation or the infrastructure that prevents environmental death
(Raworth, 2017, 210-223). Consequently, the survival of any individual is a collective
accomplishment, secured by a diverse array of laborers acting as agents for the rest of the
community. For example, empirical evidence from urban sociology demonstrates that the
capability for life is fundamentally determined by social infrastructure, the physical places and

organizations that shape human interaction (Klinenberg, 2019, 5-17). Eric Klinenberg’s analysis
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of the 1995 Chicago heat wave illustrates that life expectancy and survival rates are not simply
cultural or demographic variables; they are produced by the robustness of local infrastructure,
such as libraries, schools, and corner diners, that foster mutual support during crises (Klinenberg,
2019, 5-17). In neighborhoods where this infrastructure was degraded, social isolation became a
“freedom-restricting” condition that led to premature death, with over 739 Chicagoan deaths,
while in resilient neighborhoods, the labor of maintaining these “palaces for the people” literally
determined the difference between life and death (Klinenberg, 2019, 5-17) This reveals that life
expectancy is an achievement of sustained labor and institutional design rather than a natural
gift.

Additionally, the protection of life relies on workers in “dangerous occupations,” such as
police officers, firefighters, members of the armed forces, farmers, and miners, who suffer
significantly higher risks of injury and death to secure the safety of others (ILO). These workers
provide protection and resources that society consumers, yet market liberalism often treats their
safety as a matter of consequence, denying them claims to collective aid when accidents occur
(Anderson, 2019, 69-76). Interpersonal justice requires a rejection of this “occupational
discrimination.” It is fundamentally unjust to be served by an occupation that fails to secure the
social conditions of freedom for those who fill it (Anderson, 1999, 308-316). The labor that
protects the community from death possesses an intrinsic social value that necessitates a “safety
net” through which even the imprudent are never forced to fall (ILO).

Ultimately, the claim that labor preserving life has intrinsic social value irrespective of its
price is a foundational move for labor valuation theories of justice. In a meritocracy, the social
contribution of a highly important technology CEO may appear hundreds of times more valuable

than that of a sanitation worker based on earnings (Stansbury and Summers, 2017; Bureau of
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Labor Statistics). However, from a capabilities perspective, the person who “picks up our
garbage” is as significant as a physician because, in their absence, diseases run rampant and
poverty and neglect extinguish the capability for life (ILO). Decoupling recognition from market
compensation allows us to honor essential work that keeps our society alive while abandoning
traditional ideas of market-based valuation.

3.1.3.2: The Capability for Bodily Health

Bodily Health — the ability to have good health, adequate nourishment, and shelter — is
not a static state of being but a continuous process sustained by the “on-going production of the
working body” (Nussbaum, 2003, 40-48). This production occurs primarily within the core
economy or “love economy,” where unpaid labor provides the care and nurturance needed to
make all other economic activity possible (Folbre and Nelson, 2000, 123-133; Bjonhold, 2014).
Nancy Folbre and Julie Nelson emphasize that this labor, often performed by women, underpins
personal and family well-being through “empathy, teaching, and reciprocity” (Folbre and
Nelson, 2000, 123-128). Without the labor involved in these care aspects, a workforce would not
be productive; thus, the market depends entirely on health-sustaining activities that it refuses to
count as part of its production boundaries.

The current economic order suffers from a systematic bias that rewards “crisis
intervention” over “preventive maintenance,” leading to a profound bias in the valuation of
health labor, as exemplified in the chapter critiquing meritocracy (Stansbury and Summers,
2017). Market metrics place high value on those who “take the cancer out” (surgeons) while
rendering invisible the nurses who actively support and structure the patient’s healing process
(Green, 2026, 1-18). This hierarchy is mirrored in government studies that group foster mothers

and nursery schoolteachers as redundant, low-skilled occupations while awarding the highest
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skill scores to well-paid medical professionals (Fast et al., 2024, 236-240). This setup disparages
those who provide “the social bases of health” simply because their contributions lack elite
credentials, even though their labor is structurally necessary for the self-preservation of the
human species (ILO).

Employers and policymakers further undervalue preventive labor because its payoffs are
delayed. For example, the labor invested in breastfeeding contributes uniquely to human
development and long-term health, reducing the incidence of chronic disease in adulthood and
acute infectious illness in childhood, which is exemplified by a 72% reduction of infant
hospitalization rates for respiratory illness when said infant is breastfed (Jenkins and Smith,
2021, 22-28). These “positive social externalities” constitute a form of “national wealth” that
benefits future employers, teachers, and social security systems, yet, because mothers simply
perform the work without a wage, economists treat this investment as “economic inactivity”
(Folbre and Nelson, 2000, 123-128). Failing to count this labor distorts public policy, favoring
market work over valuable but unpaid care that prevents future social costs (MIT Living Wage
Calculator).

Finally, maintaining bodily health requires recognizing the persistence of labor and its
practices. Health and aging are time-dependent and irreversible processes; individuals must “rest,
eat, be clothed, and be reaffirmed” to sustain their capacity to work (Nussbaum, 2007, 76-78).
While the “24/7 machine” of the global market has no respect for human physiology, the
capabilities approach identifies “rest” and “restoration” as indispensable types of caring work
(Spash, 2012, 40-43). Restoration, which includes health care, therapy, and social support
networks, becomes necessary when signs of stress and decline are evident (ILO). By redefining

health as a “right to flourish” rather than an investment of good for capital, we can ground the
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social value of labor in its ability to protect human beings from “undeserved hardship” across the
entire life cycle (Nussbaum, 2003, 40-48).
3.1.3.3: The Capability for Bodily Integrity

The capability for Bodily Integrity encompasses the fundamental entitlement to move
freely from place to place and to be secure against violent assault, including sexual assault and
domestic violence (Nussbaum, 2003, 40-48). This integrity is not merely a negative liberty
provided by the state’s monopoly on force, but a relational achievement produced through a vast
causal web of care work, legal advocacy, and community monitoring (Anderson, 2019, 59-68).
This labor, frequently informal and feminized, functions as the infrastructure in which society
sustains individual safety before coercive state intervention becomes necessary (Jenkins and
Smith, 2021, 22-28). Much of this protective work occurs within the hidden state of the
household, where women often assume the burden of acting as “shock absorbers” against social
instability (Folbre and Nelson, 2000, 123-128).

Interpersonal justice requires a reconception that safety is a product of joint production,
where the security of the vulnerable depends on the commitment of others to perform their roles
in the division of labor (Wright, 2020, 119-130). For instance, the labor of caregivers who
provide for those in states of “asymmetrical dependency,” such as children or the severely
disabled, ensures that these individuals are not subjected to mockery, confinement, or physical
harm (Fast et al., 2024, 236-240). In this context, the legal advocacy and social services provided
by community organizations act as “counterpublics,” offering the private forums necessary for
marginalized groups to plan and respond to violence free from the dominant group's surveillance

(Chambers and Warren, 2025, 279-284).
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Essentially, the preservation of bodily integrity depends on the “relational
embeddedness” of labor, which relies on trust, care, and interpersonal responsibility that is often
damaged when fully commodified (Hochschild, 1986, 56-65). The current system renders this
labor invisible because it lacks esteem and often educational requirements, even though it is
structurally necessary for the self-preservation of the human species (ILO). By acknowledging
that work is an expressive and dignifying activity that structures social relations, we can begin to
honor the labor of those who ensure that every person can live a life worthy of human dignity,
secure in their own person (Green, 2026, 14-22).
3.1.3.4: The Capability for Senses, Imagination, and Thought

Nussbaum defines the capability for Senses, Imagination, and Thought as the ability to
use the senses to imagine, think, and reason in a “truly human” way, a process that must be
informed and cultivated by an adequate education (Nussbaum, 2003, 40-48). Cognitive
capabilities are not natural gifts that bloom in isolation; they are labor-intensive outcomes of
teaching, cultural production, and the rigorous preservation of knowledge (Green, 2026, 14-22).
Educational labor is the primary mechanism for producing the long-term autonomy and
“democratic competence” required for citizens to engage in reasoned dialogue and imagine the
situation of others (Chambers and Warren, 2025, 279-284). Schools and libraries function as our
“modern agoras,” providing the social infrastructure where we make and remake ourselves
through repeated human interaction and joint participation in shared projects (Klinenberg, 2019,
127-133).

Cultural production and artistic labor are equally vital for this capability, as they provide
the symbolic resources that allow individuals to “form a conception of the good” and see

themselves as agents of their own history (Kaszynska, 2025, 463-470). However, the
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marketization of the arts forces creators to produce only what is a “commercial success,”
threatening the autonomy and vitality of controversial or innovative expression (De Peuter, 2011,
417-425; Gill and Pratt, 2008, 1-15). In a world of “zero-marginal-cost” digital reproduction,
cultural workers often labor under conditions of precarity, where their contribution to the
“collective creativity” of the digital commons is captured as intellectual property by parasitical
corporations (Schor and Attwood-Charles, 2017).

Identifying work through its contribution to this capability allows us to recognize that the
labor of a librarian, a teacher, or an artist constitutes a form of national wealth” =that culminates
over a lifetime. This work provides the places where individuals can find the abundance of
thought-making materials necessary to transcend the constraints of their social circumstances. By
evaluating labor through the lens of capabilities, we can prioritize “meaningful work™ that
enables a “unity of conception and execution,” fostering the minds essential to a thriving
democracy (Green, 2026, 14-22).
3.1.3.5: The Capability for Emotions

The capability for Emotions involves having attachments to things and people outside
ourselves, including the freedom of love, to grieve, and to experience longing, gratitude, and
justified anger (Nussbaum, 2003, 40-48). Emotional development requires a foundation of stable
caregiving and the maintenance of trust-based relationships, which are fostered through the
intensive “emotional labor” of managing one’s own feelings to sustain an outward countenance
that conveys a sense of being cared for by others (Hochschild, 1986, 33-42). This labor is a “gift
exchange” of muted anger or conjured gratitude that creates social solidarity and underpins the

“social carpet” of public civility (Folbre and Nelson, 2000, 128-133).

Paquette 85



This form of labor is uniquely human and cannot be fully automated; while machines can
replace certain positions, they cannot provide the authentic human connection that is essential for
emotional security and the restoration of the human body. However, the commercialization of
this private emotional gift exchange often transforms it into a standardized commodity, leading
to emotional dissonance in which the worker becomes estranged from their own feelings (Folbre
and Nelson, 128-133). Organizations increasingly attempt to make the worker’s “true self” a
company asset, but the more they offer this self for sale, the more the worker risks a burnout that
drains their capacity to feel at all (Standing, 2016, 121-130).

Finding meaning in relational care work often reveals a “dark side” of emotional
intensity, where deep human bonds make it impossible to “switch off” from the needs of others
(Jenkins, 2025). In this context, constructing meaning becomes a “moral project” of resistance
against a society that depicts care work as dirty work or unskilled (Deranty and Renault, 2007,
92-100). Through the recognition of emotional labor as necessary and essential, we can begin to
redistribute the assets of time and space to ensure the “on-going production of the working body”
is supported by a system of mutual recognition (Folbre and Nelson, 2000, 128-133).
3.1.3.6: The Capability for Practical Reason

Practical Reasons is considered a structural capability because it pervades and informs all
others, allowing individuals to form a conception of the good and engage in critical reflection
about the planning of their own lives (Nussbaum, 2003, 40-48). Autonomous life planning is not
an abstract exercise; it requires a baseline of education, material stability, and social
predictability (Nussbaum, 2007, 76-78). Responsible agency requires “real options” and the
“self-respect needed to trust one’s own judgment,” both of which are social conditions that must

be secured by the basic structure of society (Anderson, 1999, 288-295).
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The pervasive precarity of the modern labor market undermines this capability by forcing
individuals into a state of “short-termism,” in which the low probability of personal progress
induces a mass incapacity to think long term (Standing, 2016, 1-10). This “precarious mind” is
often overwhelmed by “information overload” and “fear,” preventing the reflection and
contemplation necessary for autonomy. Labor that stabilizes life conditions, such as the work
involved in maintaining social safety nets or providing secure, career-based employment,
indirectly enables autonomy by providing the “quality time” needed for deliberation (ILO).

Fundamentally, the capability for practical reason depends on “material and social
fortune,” including the quality of institutions one accesses and the degree of “control over one’s
environment,” another capability (Nussbaum, 2007, 76-78). In work, this means being able to
work as a human being and enter into “meaningful relationships of mutual recognition” rather
than being treated as a mere “instrument of labor” (Green, 2026, 14-22).
3.1.3.7: The Capability for Affiliation

Affiliation includes both the ability to live with and toward others in relationships of
mutual recognition and the possession of the “social bases of self-respect” and “nonhumiliation”
(Nussbaum, 2003, 40-48; Anderson, 1999, 308-316). This capability is manifested in the “vast
networks of mutual recognition, reciprocity, and care” that define family and community life
(Folbre and Nelson, 2000, 128-133). Social belonging depends upon care labor, anti-
discrimination work, and the active construction of community through shared spaces.

Markets systematically fail to value inclusion and community-building because the
benefits are not direct to them and the returns are “non-exclusive,” creating a persistent incentive
for the state and market to “free ride” on the trust produced by the household (Folbre and Nelson,

2000, 128-133). The “greatest unacknowledged non-profit organization” is that of mothers,
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whose unpaid labor produces the “healthy, well-fed” workers that the market subsequently
consumes (Bjonhold, 2014). The central irony of this capability is that the labor producing social
inclusion is itself often excluded from economic recognition and status.

When work is organized as a collaborative effort to sustain human capabilities, it creates
the spaces in society that are needed to fight extreme ideological separation and foster solidarity.
By recognizing that human beings are social animals, we can create institutions that reinforce
community rather than “greed and fear” of the market (Klinenberg, 2019, 10-20). Ultimately, the
capability for affiliation requires a scheme of justice where every person’s contribution to the
common good is honored, and no person is meant to be pushed out or trapped.
3.1.3.8: The Capability for Other Species

The capability for Other Species, which Nussbaum defines as the ability to live with
concern for, and in relation to, animals, plants, and the natural world, represents a vital
dimension of human flourishing that is systematically undermined by the extractive logic of the
market (Nussbaum, 2007, 76-78; Spash, 2012, 44-47). Ecological integrity is recognized as a
community effort that depends upon extensive stewardship labor, conservation science, and
sustainable agricultural practices (Spash, 2012, 44-47). This labor constitutes the limitation of
humans within the biosphere, ensuring that the economy remains embedded within the living
world rather than operating as a self-contained, circular loop that ignores biophysical limits
(Raworth, 2017, 203-215). Consequently, the preservation of nature is not a “luxury good” for
the affluent, but a foundational requirement for a life compatible with human dignity (Spash,
2012, 36-40).

The labor required to sustain this capability, such as reforestation, biodiversity

conservation, and the management of common resources, possesses a social value that transcends
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its market valuation. Clive Spash identifies “restoration” as a specific type of caring work
essential for renewal when ecosystems show signs of “overuse, stress, and decline” (Spash,
2012, 43-47). This restorative labor requires a fundamental rethinking of value from “use-based”
to “conservation-based,” recognizing that the health of the planetary household is a collective
achievement of sustained human effort (Raworth, 2017, 203-215). When we treat the
environment as a “lego pile” of resources, we ignore the relationship and interdependency that
link human survival to the flourishing of other species (Spash, 2012, 43-47).

Conclusively, the capability for other species demands an economic model that is
“regenerative by design,” which replaces linear “take-make-use-lose” supply chains with a
circular economy that mimics natural cycles of renewal (Raworth, 2017, 210-222). This requires
the creation of common resource trusts and other institutional frameworks that protect the rights
of nature against the “class robbery” of enclosure and privatization (Wright, 2020, 23-32).
Through this creation, society can finally honor the labor that protects the biosphere as a shared
inheritance for all sentient beings, rather than an asset to be liquidated for short-term profit.
3.1.3.9: The Capability for Play

The capability for Play, the ability to laugh, to play, and to enjoy recreational activities, is
frequently marginalized as a superfluous or non-functional luxury in a market-driven
meritocracy (Nussbaum, 2007, 76-78). However, within a capabilities framework, play is
understood as an essential site for “self-realization,” and allows individuals to explore their own
character and limitations through active and passive leisure time (Henricks, 2015, 68-75). Play is
a primary strategy for “ascending meaning,” wherein the psyche asserts its own agency to
destabilize the dreariness of everyday life and create new, imagined realities (Henricks, 2015,

90-98). Far from being a mere escape, play is a “social laboratory” where citizens practice the
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“democratic competence” and interpersonal skills needed for collective flourishing (Chambers
and Warren, 2025, 280-286).

As Elizabeth Anderson argues, Michael Jordan could not make so many baskets if no one
kept the court swept clean; thus, the enjoyment of play for some is only possible because of the
labor of others, reaffirming the causal web of production in society (Anderson, 1999. 330-337).
This reveals that play relies on a robust infrastructure — parks, libraries, playgrounds, etc. — that
provide the necessary material conditions for social interaction (Klinenberg, 2019, 5-17). The
labor of librarians, park maintainers, and community leaders who sustain these spaces constitutes
“national wealth” that facilitates the continuous cycle of public space renewal (Klinenberg, 2019,
161-174).

Under modern capitalism and the ever-demanding flexibility of workers, the capability
for play is increasingly threatened by a “leisure squeeze.” Guy Standing notes that the precariat
is under constant time stress and forced into “work-for-labour” that erodes the quality time
needed for deep, imaginative play (Standing, 2016, 93-100, 121-130). When all activities are
commodified and valued only for their financial returns, free-thinking people and the
spontaneous joy of play are treated as “time theft.” This “hedonistic treadmill” replaces active,
deliberative leisure with passive and spent “play” in front of screens, leading to burnout and the
draining of emotional regulation (Standing, 2016, 130-135).
3.1.3.10: The Capability for Control Over One’s Environment

The capability for Control Over One’s Environment includes both political participation
and material rights, such as the ability to seek employment and to work in relationships of
mutual recognition (Nussbaum, 2003, 40-48). In a meritocratic order, control is often

misrepresented as an individual trait or a reward for valor, but it is described more accurately as
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an “institutional achievement” underwritten by state law (Anderson, 2019, 69-75). The current
meritocratic system and the rise of “private government,” a term coined by Elizabeth Anderson
that describes the hierarchical and unjust organizations of workplaces, have resulted in most
workers being subject to “arbitrary and unaccountable power” that extends even into their off
duty lives (Anderson, 2019, 37-45).

Political control requires sustained and active work from citizens in political movements,
community meetings, and institutional maintenance to ensure that the state remains a “public
thing” (res publica) accountable to the governed (Chambers and Warren, 2025, 280-286). As
Erik Olin Wright argues, social empowerment requires “pathways” that subordinate economic
and state power to “social power” rooted in civil society (Wright, 2020, 119-126). However, the
“commodification of politics” and the influence of elite money have led to a “thin democracy”
where the “forgotten men and women” are disengaged and lacking in “voice security” (Galston,
2010, 262-272). Strengthening this capability necessitates “representation security” and a
collective voice through unions that can contest the “tyranny of the market” (Jager et al., 2022).

Material control is equally contingent upon institutional design, requiring “stable
employment” and “labor protections” to provide the predictability necessary for autonomous life
planning (ILO). Elizabeth Anderson’s critique of “private government” reveals that most U.S.
workers labor under “communist dictatorships” where bosses exercise dictatorial authority over
their movements, speech, and even bodily functions (Anderson, 2019, 37-45). This “republican
unfreedom” means that workers’ liberties are vulnerable to “cancellation without justification,”
leaving them in a state of precarity and dependency (Standing, 2016, 149-161). This lack of

control is exacerbated by “fissured” workplaces and “zero-hour contracts,” two prominent forms

Paquette 91



of labor agreements in modern times, that shift all risk onto the worker through uncertain wages
and job instability while preserving the authority of the employer (Standing, 2016, 149-161).

Achieving true control requires a “just workplace constitution” that incorporates rule-of-
law protections and a “workers’ bill of rights,” including the right to use one’s voice and have
one’s opinion heard in managerial decisions (Anderson, 2019, 59-68). In fact, 85 percent of U.S.
workers would prefer firm governance to be a jointly run operation by management and
employees, a model already present in European “codetermination” systems (Jager et al., 2022).
Furthermore, an “unconditional basic income,” a cash check provided by the government to
every citizen, no matter circumstances, would provide the “freedom of exit” needed to refuse
oppressive work conditions, thereby shifting the balance of power in favor of social
empowerment (Wright, 2020, 211-224). By recognizing that control is a “basic human need”
rather than a market commodity, society can replace the “dictatorship of the firm” with a scheme
of mutual recognition and contributive justice (Anderson, 1999, 59-68; Wright, 2020, 211-224).
3.1.3.11: Labor as the Infrastructure of Human Capability

The preceding analysis of Nussbaum’s ten central human capabilities reveals a pattern
that standard economic metrics are structurally designed to miss: virtually every dimension of
human flourishing is dependent upon labor that markets systematically undervalue or render
entirely invisible. The capability of Life is not a biological default, but a collective achievement
sustained by sanitation workers, emergency responders, and the builders and maintainers of
social infrastructure. Bodily Health depends on the unpaid care labor of the core economy —
feeding, nursing, and restoring bodies that the market subsequently treats as productive inputs.
Bodily Integrity is protected by a vast, feminized web of advocacy, caregiving, and community

monitoring that receives neither wages nor recognition commensurate with its social necessity.
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The capabilities for Senses, Imagination, and Thought are cultivated by teachers, librarians, and
cultural workers whose contributions accrue as national wealth across generations, not as
quarterly profit. The capability for Emotions rests upon emotional laborers who manage their
innermost feelings as a gift to others, a form of work that is simultaneously indispensable and
economically dismissed. Practical Reason requires the stable material conditions and institutional
predictability that only labor arrangements can provide. Affiliation depends on the unpaid
mothers, community organizers, and caregivers who produce the social trust upon which all
market activity free-rides. The capability for Other Species demands restorative and stewardship
labor that regenerates the ecological systems upon which all human life depends. Play requires
the infrastructure of parks, libraries, and communal spaces that is built and sustained by workers
whose contributions are treated as overhead rather than as social investment. Finally, Control
Over One’s Environment, political and material, hinges on institutional design and collective
worker voice that actively contest the arbitrary power of private government. Taken together,
these ten capabilities demonstrate that the foundational work of human society 1s performed
daily by workers who are often the least compensated and least recognized. A theory of labor
just must begin here.
3.2: The Axiology of Socially Valuable Work

To transition from a critique of the unjust meritocratic system to a new framework of
labor valuation, we must establish a rigorous axiological framework that identifies and privileges
socially valuable work. Within this thesis, socially valuable work is formally defined as labor
that sustains, expands, or protects the basic human capabilities necessary for collective or
individual human flourishing, regardless of its current market valuation. This definition shifts the

evaluative focus from what labor produces for capital to what it enables for the human person by
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treating each individual as a person rather than an instrument of production. By centering
Nussbaum’s capabilities as the normative baseline, we recognize that labor that ensures these
thresholds are met possesses an inherent social value that standard economic metrics
systematically fail to register.

The term “socially” within this definition refers strictly to our state of “collective
dependence” rather than a measure of individual moral virtue (Wright, 2020, 11-18). Drawing
upon the Aristotelian and Marxian conception of the human being as a “political animal,” this
framework acknowledges that survival and flourishing are not individual accomplishments but
are products of societal collaboration (Wright, 2020, 11-18). We are all “some mother’s child,”
and our biological and social existence is tethered to a social nexus of interdependence where the
labor of one sustains the agency of another (Folbre and Nelson, 2000, 123-128). Therefore, work
is social because it functions within this web of mutual necessity. It is not a claim about moral
superiority, but a description of how labor functions within a web of mutual necessity.

Correspondingly, “value” in this context refers to the substantive “contribution” an
activity makes to the realization of human capabilities, deliberately distinguished from “esteem”
or “pay” (Nussbaum, 2003, 40-48). In meritocracy’s current form, economists often mistake the
market price of labor for its inherent worth, an illusion that conflates exchange value with social
necessity (Stansbury and Summers, 2017; Bureau of Labor Statistics). By grounding value in
capability contribution, we can actively identify areas of labor that often go undervalued under
meritocratic systems as being of high social value because they prevent the collapse of the social
and ecological systems upon which we depend (Raworth, 2017, 210-222). This labor is

foundational, even if the market currently treats it as unskilled and value-deficient (ILO).
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A critical analytical move in this framework is the explicit differentiation between three
distinct domains: social value, compensation, and recognition. Social value represents the
normative contribution to human flourishing, as stated above. Compensation represents the
economic reward or wage someone receives for their labor. Finally, recognition represents the
political and cultural esteem granted to the producer. In a just social order, these three would be
intentionally decoupled to prevent unjust distributions of societal benefits and burdens hidden
under the guise of merit-based achievement from naturalizing inequality. Currently, the elite
capture outsized portions of all three, while meritocracy denies lower classes both economic
security and social honor despite performing essential labor that protects basic human
capabilities.

The conflation of these three categories produces profound moral and political harm.
When we assume that market metrics are the sole indicator of a person’s worth, we inflict class-
based grievances on a wide scale and generate a psychological crisis of humiliation and
resentment (Anderson, 1999, 330-337; Standing, 2016, 100-112). This conflation fuels the belief
in self-deservedness among the winners of meritocratic systems, who understand their superior
standing as being earned, and induces shame among the marginalized, who internalize their lack
of market value as a personal failing. Furthermore, it creates an empty moral space in public
policy, where technocratic debates about efficiency obscure the vital question of what we owe
one another as citizens (Galston, 2010, 255-262). The result is an unraveled social bond, in
which the status of the wealthy allows them to ignore the actions necessary to sustain the
community.

By separating these concepts into distinct definitions, we enable the institutional

flexibility needed to build a system of labor valuation centered on socially valuable work.
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Recognizing that a role has high social value even if it commands zero market compensation
justifies the creation of non-market distributive mechanisms.. For instance, a universal basic
income could act as a safety net for those already participating in the reproduction of society, but
who are unpaid or underpaid, breaking the coercive link between work and income (Wright,
2020, 211-224). Providing this safety net for everyone grants individuals the freedom and assets
needed to pursue work that is constitutive of their own and others’ capabilities. Ultimately,
defining labor through its capability production allows society to move toward an understanding
of justice in which recognition and dignity are awarded based on one’s participation in the labor
of human flourishing over their capacity to generate profit.
3.3: The Moral Minimum and Classification of Socially Valuable Work

Identifying which forms of labor possess intrinsic social value is a necessary but
insufficient step toward justice. The harder question is institutional: how does a society translate
that recognition into concrete guarantees of material provision and democratic legitimacy? This
section addresses that challenge directly. It proceeds in two stages. The first establishes the living
wage as the indispensable material floor of a capabilities-based theory of labor, arguing that a
society which celebrates essential workers in rhetoric while allowing them to subsist below a
threshold of dignified living has committed a form of institutional robbery. The second turns to
the question of how social value itself is determined and makes the case that only robust
democratic deliberation, which is embedded in a pluralist network of institutional sites, can grant
legitimate authority to standards of contributive justice. Overall, these two arguments bridge the
normative theory developed in Section 2.1 and the practical institutions required to enact it.

3.3.1: A Living Wage as the Moral Minimum
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The capabilities framework established in the preceding sections is not merely a
theoretical lens (Nussbaum, 2003, 40-48; Nussbaum, 2007, 155-167). Rather, it carries binding
material implications. If certain forms of labor genuinely sustain the human capabilities upon
which a just society depends, then those who perform such labor are owed, as a matter of right,
the material conditions necessary to exercise those same capabilities for themselves (Nussbaum,
2003, 40-48). This subsection develops that entailment into a specific institutional commitment:
the living wage (MIT Living Wage Calculator). It begins by diagnosing the profound normative
gap between the social necessity of essential labor and the poverty wages that currently
compensate it, a condition termed “capability servitude” (Hickey et al., 2025; Standing, 2016,
100-112). It then distinguishes the living wage from the statutory minimum wage and grounds
the former in the actual cost of a dignified life instead of the political bargaining power of capital
(MIT Living Wage Calculator). Finally, it addresses the principal structural and economic
objections to living wage mandates, demonstrating that the costs of non-compliance invariably
exceed the costs of justice (ILO).
3.3.1.1: A Need for Change

The central challenge in contemporary labor theory lies in the profound normative gap
between the recognized social necessity of certain forms of labor and the material conditions
afforded to those who perform them (Stansbury and Summers, 2017; Bureau of Labor Statistics).
Markets, which operate under a logic of extractive efficiency, systematically undervalue labor
that sustains our society because these forms of labor are viewed as not valuable enough or
unskilled (Spash, 2012, 40-43). Consequently, we face a structural contradiction: the very
workers responsible for sustaining others' human capabilities are frequently denied the material

resources necessary to secure those same thresholds for themselves (Nussbaum, 2003, 40-48).
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This discrepancy produces what may be termed a state of “capability servitude,” where a
person’s dignity and freedom are circumscribed by a regime of constant work that offers no path
to material security or leisure (Standing, 2016, 100-112). For example, during the COVID-19
pandemic, this paradox was laid bare, as essential workers were rhetorically celebrated as the
“babysitters for the economy,” yet their compensation remained tethered to a meritless
meritocracy that treats their labor as a low-skill commodity, not a vital social investment
(Jenkins and Smith, 2021, 22-28; ILO). Recognizing the intrinsic social value of this labor
without guaranteeing the material means for the laborer’s own flourishing presents itself as a
direct denial of justice that treats the worker as an almost robotic machine.

Furthermore, this undervalued labor actively contributes to creating healthy and
socialized agents of society that markets often exploit for profit yet often goes unnoticed or
unappreciated (Folbre and Nelson, 2000, 133-138; Fast et al., 2024). When this labor is poorly
compensated or not compensated at all, it relies on the fake assumption of self-sufficiency and
ignores the reality that we all rely on each other to survive (Raworth, 2017, 210-218). If a society
allows its labor backbone to live at the mercy of meager market benefits, it fails a core tenet of
justice: interpersonal justification (Anderson, 1999, 288-295) This tenet requires that any social
arrangement be acceptable to everyone, including those in the most vulnerable roles. A just
normative framework must therefore translate this recognized social value into a non-negotiable
minimum of material provision, ensuring that no participant in our society is relegated to an
inferior status (Nussbaum, 2007, 155-167).

Consequently, the claim that socially valuable work possesses an intrinsic social value
that’s disconnected from price necessitates a fundamental rethinking of the division of labor. By

redrawing the perimeters of what makes work valuable, we acknowledge that these activities
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constitute the national wealth that facilitates all other forms of development (Raworth, 2017, 72-
80). Grounding the value of work in its contribution to human capabilities provides the necessary
compass to challenge an economic order currently fixated on wealth rather than the actual
functioning of human beings (Nussbaum, 2003, 40-48).
3.3.1.2: Defining the Living Wage

A critical conceptual distinction must be maintained between the “statutory minimum
wage” and the “living wage,” as they emerge from fundamentally different logical and political
origins (MIT Living Wage Calculator; Hickey et al., 2025). The minimum wage is an artifact of
political “give and take,” often established at levels that reflect the bargaining power of capital
over the needs of workers; in the United States, for instance, the minimum wage has stagnated
for over fifteen years and has actively eroded in real value by 30 percent, is falling well below
the official poverty line, and has led to nearly half (44-50%). of the U.S. population earning less
than a living wage (Hickey et al., 2025; MIT Living Wage Calculator). In contrast, the living
wage 1s a morally grounded standard that is anchored in the actual cost of living and the material
conditions required for a life of reasonable comfort (MIT Living Wage Calculator). While the
minimum wage often functions as a “poverty wage,” the living wage is designed to enable a
worker to support themselves and their household at an “existence worthy of human dignity”
through earnings alone, without recourse to public or private assistance (MIT Living Wage
Calculator; ILO).

The composition of a living wage is multidimensional in nature, encompassing the “eight
basic needs” that constitute the material foundation of modern agency: food, childcare,
healthcare, housing, transportation, civic engagement, broadband, and other household

necessities (MIT Living Wage Calculator). Unlike the reductionist “Official Poverty Measure,”
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which calculates thresholds based on three times the cost of a 1963 minimum diet, a true living
wage accounts for the complex factors of the modern economy, such as the rising cost of
childcare when both parents are expected to work and the necessity of internet access for
participation in civic life. It moves beyond poverty benchmarks to target a “basic family budget”
that allows for a decent standard of living (MIT Living Wage Calculator).

The “cost-of-living” serves here as a moral metric that grounds wages in the material
conditions of a specific social environment rather than what the market is “willing to pay” (MIT
Living Wage Calculator). This requires a firm commitment to “geographic specificity,”
acknowledging that a wage earner in a high-cost area like Boston requires significantly more
resources to achieve the same level of capability, such as mobility or social inclusion, as a
worker in a less expensive region (MIT Living Wage Calculator). Through the use of
geographically-specific data for 3,144 counties in the U.S., the living wage model rejects the
“contagious illusion” of a single national price for labor (MIT Living Wage Calculator). Instead,
it insists that justice be responsive to local realities.

Finally, because processes of human flourishing are “time-dependent and irreversible,”
the living wage additionally requires periodic adjustment to account for inflation and shifting
social norms (Nussbaum, 2007, 155-167). A living wage that fails to keep pace with the cost of
housing or medical care quickly induces a state of precarity that forces workers into an
environment where they must take multiple jobs or work excessive overtime just to survive
(Standing, 2016, 130-137). The living wage framework includes a “margin for unforeseen
events,” typically set at 10 percent, to ensure that workers are protected against future obstacles
such as illness or temporary underemployment, creating a vast social safety net that no one

should fall through (MIT Living Wage Calculator). Ultimately, this understanding puts the living
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wage forward as an institutional tool for reducing “status competition,” and establishing the
foundations for self-respect amongst all citizens (Anderson, 1999, 323-330). In this sense, the
living wage is the “social salary” for those already participating in the reproduction and
flourishing of society, a fundamental requirement for socially valuable work.
3.3.1.3: Addressing Structural and Economic Objections

The implementation of a living wage is frequently met with the objection that such a
mandate is “too costly” for firms and the public sector to absorb. However, this critique relies on
a narrow accounting logic that ignores the hidden costs of poverty already prevalent in society
(ILO; Hickey et al., 2025). When workers are paid sub-living wages, the discrepancy between
their income and their basic needs does not vanish; employers and the state simply externalize it
onto family members, public health systems, and emergency social services (ILO). As evidence
from municipal experiments suggests, providing a living wage can actually redistribute these
existing social costs more efficiently. For instance, unconditional material support for the most
vulnerable has been shown to save taxpayers significantly more than the initial outlay by
reducing the long-term burdens on local authorities and health infrastructures (ILO). Rather than
creating new costs, the living wage internalizes the “on-going production of the working body”
into the formal economic process, ensuring that the labor-intensive achievement of human
survival is no longer subsidized by the private misery of the laborer (Folbre and Nelson, 2000,
123-128).

Additionally, the standard neoclassical argument that raising wage floors inevitably leads
to significant employment losses is often based on an oversimplified application of the “law of
demand” that ignores the fact that not only wages but also circulation will change (Stansbury and

Summers, 2017). In real-world economic environments, the impact of wage increases is
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frequently swamped by broader business cycle expansions that render the predicted
“disemployment” effects negligible (Stansbury and Summers, 2017). Detailed studies of living
wage ordinances, such as one done in Boston, found that firms forced to raise wages did not
respond by reducing staff or hours; instead, they often expanded their workforce and accepted
lower profit margins as a trade-off for higher worker effort and morale. This suggests that
empirical uncertainty regarding marginal employment effects should not override the normative
requirement to secure a basic threshold of dignity, particularly given that the standard of living
produced by sub-living wages is a known and constant harm (Nussbaum, 2003, 40-48).

Finally, the objection that a living wage standard constitutes an artificial interference in
the natural signaling of the market fails to recognize that market prices reflect institutionalized
power and engineered scarcity rather than moral necessity (Anderson, 2019, 330-337; Supiot,
2013, 129-135). The neoliberal conclusion that “what you receive is what you are worth” is an
utterly obscene perspective that ignores the pervasive influence of monopsony power (the power
of large economic entities to control prices due to their existence as the sole buyer) and the “skill
fetishism” of the credentialed elite. Because markets are structurally blind to the contributions of
undervalued labor, price signals are an inadequate metric for the social value of labor.
Consequently, the state’s intervention to establish a living wage is not an interference with a
neutral system but a necessary condition of a “moral vacancy” in public policy, shifting the
evaluative focus from market efficiency to contributive justice (Wright, 2020, 11-23).
3.3.1.4: Integration with Socially Valuable Work

The formal integration of a living wage into the framework of socially valuable work
represents the essential bridge between normative theory and material practice. While the

concept of socially valuable work identifies the specific forms of labor that sustain, expand, and

Paquette 102



protect human capabilities necessary for collective flourishing, the living wage provides the
institutional guarantee that those who perform this labor can also lead a dignified life (MIT
Living Wage Calculator; Nussbaum, 2007, 155-167). Without this material floor, society risks
creating a regime of “capability servitude,” where the performers of essential labor are
structurally prevented from exercising their own agency and freedom (Standing, 2016, 121-130).
A just social order must therefore recognize the interdependency of society and the exigency of
each person’s capabilities that requires no participant to be sacrificed to promote an aggregate
total (Nussbaum, 2003, 40-48).

By grounding the moral minimum of pay in capability thresholds, society finally
acknowledges that labor-intensive work, such as elderly care, possesses an inherent value to
society that is independent of its market price (Fast et al., 2024, 236-240). This shift allows for
the creation of a “status shield” that protects the dignity and value behind workers whose
contributions are currently marginalized under meritocracy (Anderson, 1999, 288-295). When a
living wage is paid, it reflects the reality that the economy is a “public thing” dedicated to the
self-preservation of the human species rather than a private machine for surplus extraction
(Supiot, 2013, 129-135). This integration ensures that human beings are no longer treated as
commodities. Instead, they are dignified subjects of justice.

Ultimately, a system that depends upon the labor of caregivers, educators, and
maintainers to function, while simultaneously allowing those workers to fall below a living
wage, fails to meet its one internal moral commitment (ILO). This structural contradiction
amounts to “institutional robbery,” a legally sanctioned misappropriation of the fruits of labor by
a system that refuses to count the very activities that keep it going (Spash, 2012, 40-43). Through

the institution of a capability-based living wage, we move toward a stronger societal solidarity
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that honors the labor that protects the common interests and flourishing of humankind. In
essence, the living wage is not merely a transfer of income standards; it is the material
actualization of socially valuable work that recognizes every individual’s contribution to our
shared flourishing as a matter of right (Nussbaum, 2007, 155-167).
3.3.2: Democratic Deliberation and Institutional Pluralism

A capabilities-based living wage addresses the material dimension of labor justice, but it
does not resolve the deeper epistemological question of who decides which work qualifies as
socially valuable, and on what authority? This subsection confronts those questions by arguing
that the determination of social value is not a task for market algorithms, technocratic expertise,
or any singular institutional authority. Because value reflects the diverse ways in which labor
contributes to human dignity across different communities and contexts, it can only be
legitimately determined through an ongoing process of democratic deliberation. This subsection
develops that argument in three stages. First, a diagnosis of the failures of market-liberal
methods for identifying social utility is stated. Then, the affirmative case of deliberation as a
mechanism that politicizes overlooked labor and generates accountability is made. Finally, the
practical institutionalization of deliberation through mechanisms like Deliberation Day and
worker codetermination is examined and upheld. The result is a framework that shifts the
concept of social value from a fixed property to be discovered to a democratic achievement to be
continually justified.
3.3.2.1: The Problem of Determining Social Value

The identification of socially valuable work faces a terminal crisis within the framework
of market liberalism, which presumes that market price and individual preference satisfy the

requirements of social utility (Raworth, 2017, 210-218; Stansbury and Summers, 2017). As
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established in preceding sections, market prices are often the artifacts of institutionalized power
asymmetries and engineered scarcity rather than reflections of moral necessity or the expansion
of human capabilities. Relying on individual preferences is equally problematic, as these are
frequently adaptive and conditioned by entrenched deprivation, leading the public to undervalue
the foundational labor that actually sustains their existence (Nussbaum, 2003, 40-48).
Consequently, socially valuable work cannot be identified through a single, reductive moral
metric. Identifying socially valuable work therefore requires embracing what Galston calls
“value pluralism” (Galston, 2010, 262-272).

Galston argues that the goods which characterize a flourishing human life are not
“reducible to a common measure” and cannot be fully ranked in order in a static hierarchy
(Galston, 2010, 262-272). Within a democratic order, this implies that the state must
accommodate competing values rather than collapsing them into the goal of total growth or a
singular end. For labor theory, this means that the criteria for determining which work is socially
valuable must emerge from a process of collective justification that respects the plurality of
human needs. Due to the fact that no market algorithm or technocratic expert can unilaterally
weigh the value of a finance executive against a nurse, the determination of value must be
returned to the citizenry (Chambers and Warren, 2025, 280-286).

Moreover, the pluralist framework necessitates that political deliberation remains open to
the “separateness of persons” and the diverse ways in which labor contributes to human dignity
(Nussbaum, 2007, 155-167). A society that fails to recognize the moral vacancy at the heart of
its distributive mechanisms risks rendering essential labor invisible through the
institutionalization of inequality. By adopting Galston’s perspective, the quest for a just economy

shifts from the pursuit of a singular best outcome to the creation of a “pluralist constitutional
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democracy” that protects basic liberties while inviting public reason to define the common good
(Galston, 2010, 262-272). The implication is clear that the criteria for socially valuable labor are
not found in the “truth” of the market, but in the ongoing, deliberative efforts of citizens to
justify their collective dependence.

3.3.2.2: Why Deliberation is Necessary

The necessity of deliberation in determining social value arises from the structural
limitations of current democratic models, which treat preferences as fixed inputs rather than the
subjects of critical inquiry. As Simone Chambers and Mark E. Warren state, deliberation is a
“medium of interaction” that generates “persuasive influence” through the offering and receiving
of claims and justifications (Chambers and Warren, 2025, 287-293). While voting serves as a
necessary mechanism to conclude debate and take practical action, it is the preceding
deliberative process that secures the legitimacy of a decision by ensuring it reflects informed and
thoughtful self-determination.

Deliberation improves the quality of social judgment by forcing “the clarification of
interests and preferences,” which often reveals a complex web of conflicting points that are
otherwise obscured by standard economic metrics (Chambers and Warren, 2025, 287-293). In
the context of labor, this reason-giving process makes “overlooked labor” visible to the public
eye (Folbre and Nelson, 2000, 133-138). By shifting from preference aggregation to “public
reasoning,” deliberation allows citizens to scrutinize the immorality of market-validated merit
and confront the misvaluation of labor (Anderson, 1999, 308-322). This process induces
“discursive accountability,” wherein participants must demonstrate their “entitlement to a claim,”
thereby preventing the commodification of politics from displacing genuine social necessity

(Chambers and Warren, 2025, 287-293).
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Furthermore, deliberation serves to politicize the question of value by effectively
internalizing social conflict into the decision-making process rather than externalizing it as a
market failure (Deranty and Renault, 2007, 101-106). This is essential for socially valuable work
because it creates a “stage upon which to display and make visible disagreements,” which
ensures that the concerns of the under-/mis-valued are not silenced by a false consensus
(Chambers and Warren, 2025, 287-293). As Chambers and Warren argue, decisions reflecting
deliberative influence carry immense power because they have survived the testing of validity
claims in a public forum (Chambers and Warren, 2025, 287-293). Overall, the determination of
what constitutes socially valuable work requires these reason-giving processes, as value is not an
outcome to be measured. It is a social relationship to be justified through mutual recognition.
3.3.2.3: Institutionalizing Deliberation

The practical implementation of a capabilities-based evaluation of labor requires the
institutionalization of large-scale deliberation, a challenge directly addressed by Bruce
Ackerman and James S. Fishkin’s proposal for “Deliberation Day” (Ackerman and Fishkin,
2004, 1-10). Deliberation Day is conceptualized as a “serious holiday” designed to move beyond
the “utopian dream” of small-scale experiments and create a framework that is plausible enough
that tens of millions of people can engage in thoughtful practice of self-government (Ackerman
and Fishkin, 2004, 1-10). By dividing the citizenry into randomly assigned groups of fifteen, the
model facilitates face-to-face reasoning about public priorities, which is then refined through
larger citizen assemblies (Ackerman and Fishkin, 2004, 55-62). This structured format ensures
that deliberation is inclusive and focused, preventing it from degenerating into “boring

irrelevance or angry confrontation.”
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To ensure that these deliberations are informed and productive, participants are provided
with “briefing materials” and watch “televised debates” that have been better balanced by
advisory committees (Ackerman and Fishkin, 2004, 83-88). This informational scaffolding is
critical; polling data establishes that representative samples of citizens profit greatly from such
structured dialogue and show great increases in information absorbed by the citizenry and a shift
toward more “public-spirited” judgments (Ackerman and Fishkin, 2004, 111-120) For example,
when citizens are given the opportunity to deliberate, they often look beyond self-interest to
support the provision of public goods, such as renewable energy or social safety nets (Rodrik,
1999, 707-714). This “communication utility” motivates significant learning, which allows
participants to master complex facts and weed out irrelevant or implausible scenarios.

The institutionalization of Deliberation Day would practically shape how societies
evaluate labor by “transforming public opinion” and reintegrating local leaders into national
dialogues (Ackerman and Fishkin, 2004, 141-155). Instead of receiving a “torrent of ten-second
sound bites,” citizens would actively shape the “evolving agenda,” reasoning with one another
about what kinds of work are doing the moral work of society. This “neighborhood model” of
deliberation alleviates disparities in participation by creating spaces for diverse racial and class
groups to engage as equal partners in the goal of the common good (Klinenberg, 2019, 10-20).
Ultimately, by creating this deliberative landscape, institutions like Deliberation Day provide the
foundation necessary to move from a meritocratic caste order to a democratic solidarity where
labor is valued for its contribution to human flourishing.
3.3.2.4: Institutional Pluralism and Worker Voice

As affirmed in the previous subsection, the determination of socially valuable work

cannot be relegated to a singular technocratic authority or the unreliable signal of market price.
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In conjunction with democratic deliberation, this determination must occur across a dense
constellation of institutional sites. Institutional pluralism serves as a vital safeguard against the
“moral vacancy” of neoliberal governance by ensuring that value is negotiated within the
specific contexts where labor is performed and its effects are felt (Supiot, 2013, 135-139). Simon
Jager, Benjamin Schoefer, and Jorg Heining demonstrate through their analysis of German
board-level representation that worker participation functions as a mechanism for the substantive
redistribution of power (Jager et al., 2021, 669-680). Their research indicates that when workers
occupy seats on supervisory boards, they do not merely act as passive recipients of managerial
directives but actively shape the production process, which leads to significant increases in
capital formation and labor productivity while simultaneously reducing the tendency toward
labor-intensive outsourcing (Jager et al., 2021, 695-710) Furthermore, this institutionalized voice
facilitates a shift in the demographic composition of corporate leadership, increasing the
representation of women and reducing the dominance of elite social networks.

The efficacy of these sites is further explained by Jager, Shakked Noy, and Schoefer, who
distinguish between the “high-level” strategic influence of board-level codetermination and the
daily impact of shop-floor works councils (Jager et al., 2022). While board-level representation
enhances information flows and secures marginal improvements in working conditions, shop-
floor codetermination provides workers with co-decision-making rights over immediate tasks,
hours, and amenities (Jager et al., 2022). This dual-channel approach strengthens the “worker
voice” in firm decisions, transforming the workplace from a private government to a space where
managerial decisions are constrained by mutual justification (Anderson, 2019, 59-68). By

institutionalizing these venues for social dialogue, codetermination mitigates the power
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imbalances inherent in the employment relationship and prevents the “institutional robbery” that
occurs when the fruits of labor are appropriated by capital owners.

Felix FitzZRoy and Michael Nolan argue that this movement toward “economic
democracy” is a necessary complement to political democracy, as it expands the bounds of
justice that traditional market models neglect (FitzRoy and Nolan, 2020). They posit that the
well-being of workers, which market-managed firms typically treat as a “negative externality,”
can only be internalized when workers themselves possess the power to co-determine their
conditions of work and share in the residual surplus (FitzRoy and Nolan, 2020). This
democratization of the firm improves the quality of work by fostering autonomy, trust, and a
sense of meaning that market compensation alone cannot provide (Green, 2026, 8-14).
Consequently, economic democracy acts as an “equity argument” for general residual sharing,
ensuring that the workers who are directly responsible for a firm’s success are not excluded from
its benefits.

The proliferation of these institutional sites, ranging from worker cooperatives to
stakeholder councils, creates the infrastructure necessary to sustain socially valuable work
(Wright, 2020, 179-188). By embedding the determination of social value in diverse
organizational forms, society moves toward a distributive model that prioritizes human
capabilities and the moral agency of personhood (Nussbaum, 2003, 40-48). This framework
allows for the recognition of work that is fundamental for human dignity and provides the basis
for all participants in the collective venture of society to establish and possess just value.
3.3.2.5: The Democratic Determination of Value

Under the societal conditions of deep pluralism and pervasive interdependence, the

criteria for socially valuable work must be democratically determined through an ongoing
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process of reason-giving and mutual justification (Chambers and Warren, 2025, 287-293;
Galston, 2010, 262-272). Because market price is a “distorted signaling device” that reflects
power and scarcity, only a robustly deliberative public sphere can grant true legitimacy to the
standards of social contribution (Raworth, 2017, 203-215). This deliberative process makes
visible the undervalued yet necessary labor for society’s functioning and flourishing while
allowing citizens to reject the immoral standards of meritocracy. Institutional pluralism embeds
these values across the social fabric, from the public spaces in local communities to the co-
governance of large firms, ensuring that social value is not static but a revisable and legitimate
reflection of our shared endeavors. Together, these democratic mechanisms ensure that the
dignity and interests of all people are protected and that every individual’s contributions to
collective flourishing are honored as a matter of right, establishing a democratic solidarity rooted
in our common dependence.

Chapter 3 Conclusion:

This chapter has constructed a normative architecture for understanding and rewarding
socially valuable work that stands in fundamental opposition to the logic of meritocracy. The
argument has proceeded in three interconnected movements. First, by establishing the
capabilities approach as the proper evaluative standard for labor, the chapter displaced market
price and aggregate welfare as the arbiters of social worth (Nussbaum, 2003, 40-48). Second, by
tracing the specific ways in which each of Nussbaum’s ten central human capabilities depends
upon undervalued and invisible labor, it demonstrated that the current hierarchy of recognition is
not a reflection of genuine social contribution but of institutionalized power and engineered

scarcity. Third, by integrating a living wage and democratic deliberation as the material and
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political mechanisms of a just order, the chapter showed how normative theory can be translated
into accountable institutional practice.

The stakes of this revaluation are not merely academic. A society that allows the workers
who protect life, produce health, cultivate minds, sustain relationships, and steward the natural
world to labor in poverty and obscurity while rewarding financial speculation and credentialed
status has not simply misallocated resources, but has made a moral choice about whose dignity
matters. The framework developed here insists that this choice can be made differently. By
decoupling social recognition from market compensation, and by embedding the determination
of value in genuinely democratic processes, it becomes possible to imagine and to build an order
in which the honor attached to labor reflects the human flourishing it makes possible, rather than
the surplus it generates for capital. That is not merely a fairer economy. It is a more fully human

one.
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Chapter 4: The Critique Before the Construction: Sandel, Markovits, and the Necessity of
a New Theory of Labor Valuation

The scholarly critique of meritocracy has produced two works of particular force and
influence in the contemporary debate: Michael Sandel’s The Tyranny of Merit: What’s Become
of the Common Good? and Daniel Markovits’s The Meritocracy Trap. Both texts constitute
serious, empirically grounded, and morally urgent indictments of the meritocratic order, and both
have shaped public and academic discourse on inequality in important ways. Any honest
accounting of the normative framework developed in this thesis must begin by recognizing what
these scholars got right before proceeding to what they left unfinished. The central argument of
this section is that while Sandel and Markovits successfully diagnose meritocracy’s failures and
expose its moral distortions, neither supply what a complete theory of labor justice requires, a
positive and capability-grounded standard for identifying and rewarding socially valuable work.
Their critiques clear the ground. This thesis builds on it. Importantly, however, this thesis also
departs from a third and more foundational theoretical tradition of the Rawlsian premise that
natural skills and talents are morally arbitrary (Rawls, 1971, 72-78). This departure is not
incidental. It is constitutive of the framework’s originality.

4.1: Sandel’s Contribution — The Hubris of Merit and the Degradation of the Common
Good:

Sandel’s work is animated by the powerful moral intuition that meritocracy, despite its
commitment to fairness and justice, has produced tyranny of its own. However, this tyranny is
not based on birth or blood, but on credentials and cognitive achievement. His core indictment is
twofold. First, he argues that meritocracy generates a distinctive form of hubris among its

winners, who come to regard their success as a personal achievement they have fully earned and
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therefore fully deserve (Sandel, 2020, 4-7). Second, and more consequentially for the present
analysis, Sandel argues that this hubris is corrosive to democratic solidarity, as it licenses
contempt for those who did not succeed on meritocratic terms and erodes the shared sense of
mutual obligation upon which a functioning common good depends (Sandel, 2020, 4-7).

These insights are directly foundational to Chapter One of this thesis. The analysis of
how meritocracy generates a “psychology of resentment”” among those it displaces, such as the
working-class communities whose industrial labor has been devalued, the rural populations left
behind by the geographic concentration of credentialed work, the workers whose embodied
sacrifices go unrecognized because they cannot be credentialed or scaled. This analysis draws
substantially on Sandel’s account of how the meritocratic ideology operates as a moral
framework and not merely an economic one (Sandel, 2020, 4-7). When this thesis argues that the
system produces class-based grievances and a psychological crisis of humiliation and
resentment, it is building directly on Sandel’s diagnosis of what he calls the “disdain” that
meritocracy licenses and the politics of humiliation that follows in its wake (Sandel, 2020, 11-
14).

Equally important to the present argument is Sandel’s recovery of the concept of
contributive justice, the idea that people need not only income and security but the social
recognition that comes from being seen as making a genuine contribution to the common good
(Sandel, 2020, 8-11). For Sandel, one of meritocracy’s deepest failures is its systematic
degradation of the dignity of work that does not carry elite credentials, and his call for a politics
that revalues the contributions of ordinary workers to the shared life of society resonates strongly
with the framework developed in Chapter Two. The claim in Section 3.2 of this thesis that social

value, compensation, and recognition must be deliberately decoupled, and the fact that the
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current conflation of these three categories produces profound moral harm, are, in important
respects, more formalized elaborations of the intuition Sandel articulates. He names the injury;
this thesis attempts to specify its structural cause and institutional remedy.

Sandel’s work also performs a service that is indispensable as intellectual preparation for
the positive theory offered here. It demonstrates that the moral authority of meritocracy is not
self-evident but contingent, and that a serious and philosophically rigorous case can be made that
the system is unjust on its own terms. By showing that meritocracy’s promise of fairness rests on
a morally problematic account of desert, as it ignores the role of luck, social investment, and
structural advantage in producing the talents that markets reward, Sandel opens the conceptual
space in which a capabilities-based alternative becomes not merely possible but necessary
(Sandel, 2020, 8-11). You cannot build a new evaluative framework for labor without first
dismantling the moral authority of the old one, and Sandel does that demolition work with
considerable skill.

4.2: Markovits’s Contribution — The Structural Mechanics of Meritocratic Exclusion

Where Sandel’s critique is primarily moral and political, Markovits’s is structural and
economic. The Meritocracy Trap offers an analytical account of how meritocracy, understood as
a self-reinforcing system of elite credential production, has transformed the very nature of work
at the top of the income distribution while simultaneously impoverishing those at the bottom
(Markovits, 2019, 3-7). Markovits’s central claim is that the meritocratic elite does not simply
inherit advantage; it produces it through an extraordinary investment of time, money, and self-
denial in the manufacture of human capital, with research indicating that elite families invest
upwards of $10 million in a child’s education over the child's lifetime (Markovits, 2019, 85-91).

Those who succeed are then expected to labor with an intensity, including hundred-hour weeks
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and the complete subordination of personal life to professional performance, that represents a
genuine, if differently structured, form of sacrifice (Markovits, 2019, 118-127).

This analysis provides this thesis with two crucial contributions. First, Markovits’s
detailed anatomy of how elite credentialism functions to concentrate advantage across
generations directly informs the critique of human capital theory developed in Section 3.1.1.2.
The argument that HCT’s commodification of education transforms learning from a liberating
process into a credentialist tournament that primarily serves to transmit elite status is supported
and deepened by Markovits’s empirical account of how this tournament actually operates,
including the staggering private investment in elite schooling, the credential inflation that
systematically excludes non-elite workers from high-wage employment, and the skill fetishism
that defines the worth of a worker by the certificates they carry rather than the contributions they
make (Markovits, 2019, 147-153).

Second, and perhaps more significantly, Markovits’s account of what he calls the
meritocracy trap illuminates the mechanism through which the system reproduces itself even
among those it nominally rewards. His argument that the meritocratic elite is trapped because the
system provides no honorable alternative to maximal credentialed performance points toward the
same structural problem that this thesis addresses through the capabilities framework (Markovits,
2019, 241-250). What Markovits describes as a trap is, in the language of Nussbaum’s
capabilities, a systematic undermining of practical reason, play, affiliation, and control over
one’s environment, even for those who win by meritocratic standards. The system does not
merely undervalue essential workers; it damages the human capabilities of the elites in

production as well. This insight that meritocracy is a failure for those it excludes and for the
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humanity of those it includes is one that the capabilities framework is uniquely equipped to
articulate, because it evaluates institutions by who and what people are.

Additionally, Markovits’s empirical documentation of the geographic and economic
consequences of meritocratic sorting, such as the hollowing out of middle-skill employment, the
concentration of powerful economic activity in a handful of metropolitan centers, and the
destruction of the stable jobs that once provided working-class communities withe economic
security and social dignity, provides the sociological grounding for this thesis’s claim that
meritocracy is structurally corrosive of the social infrastructure upon which human capability
depends (Markovits, 2019, 3-7). When Section 3.1.3.1 argues that the capability for life is
sustained by the social infrastructure of libraries, corner diners, and community institutions, and
that its degradation produces measurable increases in premature death, it is describing, in
capability terms, the same phenomenon that Markovits documents in economic terms.

4.3: Where the Existing Critiques Fall Short — The Missing Positive Theory

Despite these genuine and substantial contributions, both Sandel and Markovits
encounter the common limitation that defines the necessity of the framework developed in this
thesis, which neither provides a positive and normatively grounded theory of how labor should
be valued in place of the meritocratic standard they reject. Their work is, in the most precise
sense, critical, as it tears down with analytical power but does not fully build up in its place. This
is not a dismissal of their achievement; demolition is necessary work, and they perform it well.
But a complete theory of labor justice requires more than the critique of an unjust system. It
requires a new evaluative standard, an account of what makes work valuable independent of
what the market will pay for it, and a set of institutional mechanisms capable of translating that

standard into practice. This is precisely what this thesis undertakes, and the distance between
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what Sandel and Markovits provide and what a complete theory requires is the intellectual space
this work occupies.

Sandel’s concept of contributive justice, despite its intuitive appeal, remains
philosophically underdeveloped. He argues compellingly that people need to feel they are
contributing to the common good and that meritocracy’s devaluation of non-credentialed work is
corrosive to democratic solidarity, but he does not specify what the common good consists of in
the sense of how we identify which forms of labor contribute to it or how its determination
should be institutionalized in a pluralist democracy (Sandel, 2020, 8-11). The concept does real
moral work in Sandel’s critique, but it functions more as a regulative ideal than an operational
standard. This thesis takes that ideal and supplies what it requires to do institutional work. By
grounding contributive justice in Nussbaum’s capabilities list, the framework provides a specific,
non-arbitrary account of what the common good consists of — the conditions necessary for every
person to live a life of full human dignity — and thereby identifies, with philosophical precision,
which forms of labor are genuinely contributing to it. The capabilities list gives Sandel’s
intuition normative teeth.

The limitation in Markovits’s work is different in character but equally significant.
Markovits’s diagnosis of the structural mechanisms of meritocratic exclusion is the most
rigorous available, but his proposed remedies, in the form of redistributing elite human capital
through investment in non-elite education, more inclusive admissions policies, and tax reforms to
create mid-skilled jobs, remain firmly within the market-liberal framework he critiques. By
proposing to extend meritocratic opportunity more broadly rather than to challenge the
meritocratic standard itself, Markovits accepts the premise that what ultimately matters is

market-validated skill and credentials. He seeks a more inclusive tournament, not a different
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game. This is a consequential limitation, as it leaves intact the underlying logic that renders care
work, maintenance labor, ecological stewardship, and community-building economically
invisible and socially degraded. You cannot honor the labor of a sanitation worker or a home
health aide by giving them better access to elite credentials; you can only honor it by developing
an evaluative framework that recognizes its intrinsic social value independent of what the market
currently pays.

Both authors also share a related limitation in their treatment of how gender shapes the
undervaluation of care labor. Sandel acknowledges that care work is degraded by the
meritocratic ideology, and Markovits notes the feminized character of low-wage essential
employment, but neither develops a sustained theoretical account of why care labor specifically
resists market valuation or what a just framework for recognizing it would require. The
capabilities approach, with its grounding in the core economy literature of scholars, like Nancy
Folbre, Paula England and Kate Raworth, provides precisely this account (Folbre and England,
1999, 39-43, Raworth, 2017, 72-80). Through the demonstration of the market’s production
boundaries systematically excluding the reproductive and relational labor upon which all market
activity depends, and that each of Nussbaum’s ten central capabilities is labor-dependently
produced, this thesis supplies the theoretical infrastructure that both Sandel and Markovits
require but do not provide.

4.4: Beyond Rawls — SKkills, Labor, and the Refusal of Moral Arbitrariness

The framework developed in this thesis also departs in a fundamental way from a
theoretical tradition that underlies much of the liberal egalitarian critique of meritocracy,
including an aspect of Sandel’s own argument in the Rawlsian premise that natural skills and

talents are morally arbitrary. In A4 Theory of Justice, John Rawls argued that a person’s native
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endowments, such as their intelligence, creativity, physical capacity, and aptitude, are not
deserved in any morally robust sense since no individual chooses the family, biology, or social
circumstances into which they are born (Rawls, 1971, 72-78). On this view, natural talents are
morally arbitrary in the same way that aristocratic birth is morally arbitrary. They are facts about
a person that tell us nothing about what that person deserves. Rawls, therefore, treats the total
pool of natural talents as a “common asset” to be arranged through the difference principle for
the benefit of the least advantaged (Rawls, 1971, 100-108). This premise is further reflected in
Sandel’s own engagement with Rawls, as critics of meritocracy routinely invoke the arbitrariness
argument to deny that superior ability justifies superior reward (Sandel, 2020, 4-7).

This is a powerful and influential argument, and the present thesis does not dispute its
egalitarian conclusion that no person deserves to be left behind because they were born with
fewer marketable talents than others. However, the Rawlsian framing of skill as inherently
arbitrary carries a consequence that the capabilities approach reveals to be philosophically
problematic and practically corrosive.

It severs the connection between skill and labor, and thereby between skill and the
production of human flourishing. If talents are morally arbitrary because they are unchosen, then
the exercise of those talents, including the labor through which skills are developed, deployed,
and contributed to the social world, is implicitly devalued as well. The moral weight of the
Rawlsian framework falls entirely on distributive outcomes — how primary goods and resources
are allocated — rather than on the social processes through which capabilities are produced and
sustained (Rawls, 1971, 100-108). This is precisely where the capabilities approach parts ways

with Rawlsian liberalism, as Sen argues that a focus on primary goods fails to account for the
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variability in individuals’ actual ability to convert resources into valuable functionings and, by
extension, into human capability.

The capabilities framework, as deployed in Section 3.1.3, demonstrates that skills lose
their moral arbitrariness once we understand them as forms of labor directed toward the
production of human capability. A home health aide who develops the practical skill of
managing a patient’s chronic pain, a teacher who cultivates the craft of translating complex ideas
across cognitive and cultural differences, and a sanitation worker who masters the logistical
knowledge required to maintain a city’s public health infrastructure are not examples of people
with arbitrary endowments passively received at birth. They are achievements of sustained effort,
social learning, and personal investment, and they are directed toward outcomes of profound
social necessity (Folbre and England, 1999, 39-43). When skills are understood as labor, and
labor is evaluated by its contribution to the ten central capabilities, the moral arbitrariness thesis
collapses. The skill itself becomes socially significant not because of who possesses it, but
because of what it does. Because of the capability it produces, sustains, or protects in others.

This reframing has consequences that neither Rawls nor Sandel fully draws out. For
Rawls, the appropriate response to the arbitrariness of talent is redistribution through the
difference principle, meaning that since no one deserves their natural advantages, the benefits of
those advantages must be arranged to improve the position of the worst-off (Rawls, 1971, 100-
108). For Sandel, the appropriate response is a cultural shift toward humility and solidarity,
which signifies that since success depends on luck and social support, winners should not regard
their achievements with hubris and should support the dignity of those who did not win the
meritocratic competition (Sandel, 2020, 4-7). Both responses are admirable as far as they go. But

neither reconceives the relationship between skill and value at the level of labor itself. Neither
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asks: what if the skills that are most socially necessary — the skills that produce the most essential
human capabilities — are precisely the skills that the market most systematically undervalues? If
that is true, as the analysis of Section 3.1.3 demonstrates capability by capability, then the
problem is not simply that talented people receive unequal rewards for their arbitrary
endowments. The problem is that the entire hierarchy of skill recognition inverts social necessity,
and redistribution within that inverted hierarchy leaves the inversion intact.

The capabilities approach corrects this by grounding the value of skill not in its market
price, its rarity, or its credentialed status, but in its contribution to human flourishing (Nussbaum,
2007, 76-78). This is a move that Rawls’s framework, focused as it is on primary goods and
distributive shares, cannot make because it does not ask what labor does for human capability,
only how the benefits of talent should be distributed (Rawls, 1971, 100-108; Sen, 1979).
Sandel’s framework, which focuses on the cultural politics of recognition, also cannot make this
move fully since it challenges the hubris of the talented without providing a positive account of
why the skills of care workers, educators, and ecological stewards deserve recognition (Sandel,
2020, 4-7). The capabilities approach provides that account and affirms that these skills deserve
recognition because the labor through which they are exercised is constitutive of the central
human capabilities upon which every life of dignity depends. They are not arbitrary. They are
foundational. And a theory of labor justice that fails to say so has not yet gone far enough.

4.5: The Unique Contribution — From Critique to Construction

The framework developed in this thesis is not simply an extension or refinement of the
Sandel-Markovits critique, nor a variant of Rawlsian redistribution. It represents a qualitatively
different kind of intellectual project, one that moves from the diagnosis of injustice to the

construction of an alternative evaluative standard, from critique to what might be called
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normative architecture. Four features of this framework are genuinely novel in the literature and
define its specific contribution to the field.

The first is the systematic grounding of labor valuation in the capabilities approach.
Neither Sandel nor Markovits deploys Nussbaum’s framework as an evaluative tool for labor
specifically, and the consequences of that absence are significant. The capabilities approach
provides what their critique lacks, a non-market, non-utilitarian standard for assessing the worth
of labor that is philosophically robust, cross-culturally applicable, and institutionally actionable.
By asking not what a job pays but what it enables, this thesis generates a new answer to the
foundational question of labor valuation. Concretely, the ten-capability analysis of Section 3.1.3
demonstrates that the labor most essential to human flourishing is precisely the labor that market
metrics most systematically undervalue. This is more than a rhetorical point. It is an analytical
demonstration that is worked out capability by capability that the market’s hierarchy of
recognition is inverted relative to any defensible account of social necessity.

The second original contribution is the refusal of the Rawlsian moral arbitrariness thesis
as applied to skills understood through labor. By tying skill directly to labor through which it is
exercised and evaluated by the capability it produces, this thesis reconceives the relationship
between talent and social value in a way that neither the Rawlsian tradition nor its meritocratic
critics have fully articulated (Rawls, 1971, 100-108; Sandel, 2020, 4-7). Skills are not arbitrary
residues of biological luck; they are forms of socially embedded labor that acquire their moral
significance from their contribution to human flourishing. This move allows the framework to
honor the genuine achievement involved in developing and deploying skill without endorsing the

meritocratic conclusion that market-valued skill deserves outsized reward. It is a middle path

Paquette 123



between Rawlsian arbitrariness and meritocratic desert, and it is one that only the capabilities
approach makes available.

The third original contribution is the tripartite distinction between social value,
compensation, and recognition developed in Section 3.2. Sandel’s critique implicitly conflates
compensation and recognition, as his concern is that low-wage workers are not respected, but he
does not rigorously distinguish between the economic and cultural dimensions of that disrespect.
Markovits focuses primarily on compensation and the mechanisms of human capital
accumulation, with less attention to the cultural politics of recognition (Markovits, 2019, 3-7).
This thesis insists that the three categories must be analytically separated before they can be
institutionally addressed because each respond to different kinds of injustice and requires
different kinds of remedy. A living wage addresses the compensation dimension; worker
codetermination and democratic deliberation address the recognition and valuation dimensions in
parallel ways. Without this tripartite framework, it is impossible to design institutions that
respond to the full range of injuries that meritocracy inflicts.

The fourth and perhaps most important contribution is the democratic and institutional
dimension of the framework. Sandel calls for a new politics of the common good without fully
specifying how its content would be determined in a pluralist society (Sandel, 2020, 11-14);
Markovits proposes policy reforms within the existing institutional framework (Markovits,
2019); Rawls locates the determination of just principles behind a veil of ignorance that abstracts
away from the specific social relations through which labor is actually performed (Rawls, 1971,
100-108). This thesis, by contrast, develops a theory of how social value should be
democratically determined through deliberative processes that make labor visible. These

processes force the clarification of social priorities and generate a kind of accountability that
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neither market prices nor technocratic expertise can provide. The integration of deliberative
institutions, worker codetermination, and a capability-based living wage into a single
institutional framework represents a genuinely new synthesis, one that connects the normative
philosophy of the capabilities approach to the democratic theory of deliberative institutions in a
way that none of its predecessors achieves.

The result is a theory of labor valuation that honors the critical achievements of its
predecessors while transcending their limitations. Sandel demonstrates that the moral authority
of meritocracy is fraudulent, Markovits demonstrates that its structural consequences are severe,
and Rawls demonstrates that natural advantage cannot ground claims of desert. This thesis
accepts all three conclusions and proceeds to the harder question that none of them fully
answers: what should replace the meritocratic standard, on what normative grounds, with what
account of the relationship between skill and social value, determined through what democratic
processes, and enforced through what institutional mechanisms? The capabilities approach, the
living wage, and the deliberative framework developed in the previous section represented a
sustained attempt to answer that question. Not merely a critique of a failed system, but a

construction of the normative foundation for a more just one.
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Conclusion: Beyond Meritocracy — Toward a Just Valuation of Work

This thesis has argued that meritocracy, far from serving as a neutral or just mechanism
for distributing social and economic rewards, operates as a moral framework that legitimizes
particular forms of labor while systematically rendering others invisible (Sandel, 2021, 4-7;
Markovits, 2020, 3-7). Centering its evaluative criteria on cognitive achievement, financial risk,
and market productivity allows the systems to construct a hierarchy of value that elevates elite
forms of work while systematically devaluing the embodied, emotional, and socially necessary
labor that sustains everyday life. Economic inequality compounds a deeper moral distortion: a
fundamental misunderstanding of what constitutes genuine contribution.

Through the analysis of essential healthcare labor, manual labor, and frontline service
work, this thesis has demonstrated that risk and sacrifice are not confined to the domains
typically celebrated within meritocratic discourse. Instead, they are pervasive features of the
labor that underpins social reproduction and economic stability. Workers in these sectors
routinely confront physical harm, chronic illness, emotional exhaustion, and financial instability,
which are all immediate and often irreversible. Yet these forms of risk remain largely invisible
within dominant frameworks of valuation, continuing to privilege abstract and speculative forms
of contribution.

This misrecognition is not accidental. It is structurally embedded in the logic of
meritocracy itself, which depends on a narrowed conception of value to sustain its claims of
fairness (Markovits, 2020, 3-7). By excluding embodied and relational forms of labor from its
moral calculus, the system is able to justify vast disparities in reward while maintaining the
illusion of equal opportunity. In this sense, meritocracy functions as an ideological apparatus that

reshapes how inequality is perceived, internalized, and contested (Lareau, 2011, 105-114). It
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transforms structural disadvantage into individual failure and recasts collective dependency as
personal achievement.

At the same time, the analysis has shown that this framework carries broader social and
political consequences. The erosion of shared structural explanations for inequality contributes to
resentment and the fragmentation of collective identity, creating fertile ground for polarized and
reactionary forms of political expression (Hochschild, 2016, 72-90; Mutz, 2018, 4336-4339). As
the promise of meritocratic mobility becomes increasingly unattainable for large segments of the
population, growing numbers of people are questioning the legitimacy of the system itself

Against this backdrop, the central contribution of this thesis is the establishment of an
alternative normative framework for labor valuation in the conceptual establishment of socially
valuable work, which repositions risk, sacrifice, and social necessity as foundational criteria of
worth. Instead of treating value as a function of market demand or institutional prestige, this
framework insists we assess the moral and economic significance of work through the conditions
under which it is performed and the degree to which it sustains collective life. In doing so, it
exposes the inadequacy of existing evaluative systems and provides a conceptual basis for
reimagining how labor is recognized and compensated.

The alternative theory advanced here opens a pathway for reconfiguring these dynamics
by restoring visibility to the forms of labor that have been systematically excluded from the
dominant narrative of value. It invites a shift toward evaluative systems that recognize
interdependence, redistribute recognition, and account for the cumulative burdens borne by
marginalized workers. Such a shift is not simply an economic adjustment but a moral

reorientation that challenges deeply embedded assumptions about success and deservingness.
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Ultimately, confronting the limitations of meritocracy requires more than refining its
mechanisms; it demands a fundamental reconsideration of the principles by which societies
assign worth. By exposing the hidden ledger of labor that underwrites modern prosperity, this
thesis invites a broader ethical inquiry into what, and whom, we choose to value, and at what
cost.

In this sense, the project is both critical and reconstructive. It offers the beginnings of a
theoretical and moral framework through which labor can be revalued in a way that aligns
recognition with the realities of human effort and social necessity. The challenge that remains is
not simply to acknowledge this misalignment, but to transform the institutions and ideologies

that depend upon it.
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