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1.
Searching leisurely through the internet in preparation for this conference on “maintainers,” I came across
the following quote. It is taken from a paper on “The True Cost of Maintenance”:2
When most managers in reactive maintenance environments are asked to state the first word that
comes into their minds when they hear the word maintenance, the most common response is cost.
This is an indicator of the lack of control that management has over maintenance budgets in these
environments. The traditional approach of management to resolve this problem is to cut the
maintenance budget or reduce the headcount in an attempt to control the budget.
“Cost,” or the interest in reducing cost, is also the first thing that came to my mind in thinking about
maintenance work. It is hard not to see this type of work in light of the growing inequality in wages and
living conditions that is the focus of so many current debates.3 As a philosopher, I am also less attuned to
the detailed description of practices and technical systems that seemingly fascinate most of the
participants at the “Maintainers” conference. What I sense in the interest for maintainers is ultimately a
moral concern, the normative question of how we should think of maintenance work and how the workers
should be treated. Maintainers, I believe, are philosophically relevant because they call for us to articulate
the injustices that pervade their lives. At the same time, it seems to me that maintenance work can be a
way to think about work in general and how its conditions are essential for any approach to justice.
I will approach the problem of justice here through the issue of inequality. This issue is more elusive than
it might seem. After all, nothing in principle is wrong with inequality.4 Not only are not all forms of
inequality morally problematic, one can even show how beneficial inequalities are in stimulating
competitiveness and innovation. After all, a free-market society is driven by the interest in becoming
richer. Why then are supposed to care about rising inequality, especially the inequality that comes from
the pressure of reducing the cost of maintenance work?
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If one asks this question – why do we care about inequality? – one sees that there are many bad reasons to
care. I will lay out some of the bad reasons to care in the first part of this talk, while the second one will
what good reasons there are.
First, isn’t the concern for maintainers and maintenance work the symptom of a rather nostalgic attitude
towards the past? A past in which real work done by real people was still appreciated, and one didn’t need
to spend all one’s energy and income on getting a college degree? What drives historians to look at
conditions of work if not the old-fashioned idea of the “worker,” who with his hands and heart pursues an
honest occupation and deals with real, that is, necessary and beneficial things? After all, the idea that
some folks are “working hard” is deeply engrained in the American imagination as a sign of dignity and
desert. In that sense, isn’t the maintainers’ conference simply a playground for those who like old
technology, a little bit like a gathering of people who drive old cars and spend hours looking at them?
Why talk about maintainers at the time when their very jobs are in danger of vanishing and the dynamics
of capitalism tend to outsource or at least diminish their work? Efforts might be better spent on analyzing
the current form of capitalism in all its destructive tendencies.
At the end, nostalgia is not only ineffective, it can also easily be abused. Nothing shows this better,
perhaps, than President Trump being surrounded by coal miners while signing an executive order meant
to repeal environmental restrictions.5 Real miners, like real maintainers, so become the symbol for the
authenticity and honesty of the president’s politics. While “the environment” is an abstract entity,
supported by people with college degrees who have no idea about the real world, the concern for miners
is immediate, tangible and full of human empathy. Obviously, one has to concede that all American
politicians love maintainers, the “hard working people,” democrats included. Trump just employs such
tactics more shamelessly than others. Still, the case in point here shows that nostalgia can easily prevent
us from engaging in the difficult analytical work that would be necessary to understand the systemic
conditions of our current world. By trying to appreciate maintainers we miss what threatens their very
existence.
This brings me to the second point, which is closely related to the one just mentioned. By looking at
maintainers as a historical phenomenon, academics just accomplish what capitalism has already started to
do: make maintainers a thing of past. Once management has done its job and reduced maintenance work
to its bare minimum, historians come in and look at what has gone. Historians and managers thereby
share that both are not what they are concerned with: maintainers. Historians, after all, are elitists, people
who have worked for doctoral degrees that allow them to work in admirable conditions at institutions of
higher learning. Historians, like other academics, want to be as solidly middle class as any middle
manager wants and complain if their income sinks to the level of maintainers. Academics, in other words,
and even the ones organizing a conference like “The Maintainers,” are part of the bourgeoisie. The
ultimate sign of a bourgeois attitude is that one pretends to care about the under-privileged. Members of
the academic middle class often feel that their work might indeed be as parasitic as maintainers think it is,
and the only way to acknowledge this is to openly feel bad and display one’s conscience. But again,
instead of focusing on the neglected other, the maintainers, shouldn’t academics focus much rather on the
systemic conditions of work that they themselves have helped to create? For example, focus on conditions
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of education and learning that actually contribute to the rise of inequality, or on the ever-increasing
computerization of life, created by academics, that makes human work a thing of the past?
These remarks should not be seen as personal polemic. As said before, there are bad reasons to be
concerned with inequality, and I just want to list some of them. We academics – everyone included:
speaker, organizers, audience – have to be aware how often we are concerned with inequality for such bad
reasons.
A third point shall only be mentioned briefly. Would maintainers like to attend a “Maintainer’s”
conference? Do they share concerns about inequalities, after all? The recent presidential election has
shown that the lower classes in society are as much involved in the fierce struggle against those below
than the upper ones are. It has been noted how the working class is critical against welfare and entitlement
programs and in the last presidential elections voted precisely for those who would rather eliminate them.6
Maintainers like to work, but they do not always like to maintain others who are unable to do so. Most
probably maintainers do not like to call themselves maintainers but rather want to be as important,
productive and innovative as anyone else. This means that a conference like “The Maintainers” most
likely misses the class struggles that are going on and take the side of groups who do not even think to
need their help.
My fourth and last point has to be brief as well, although it deserves much more attention. How can we
care about inequality without getting entangled in the dialectics of envy and resentment? Isn’t there a
temptation to praise the maintainers because the innovators are bad, simply because they care about
business alone and are rich? In other words, isn’t there a risk that one is concerned about inequality only
because one envies the rich?7 Obviously, there are good reasons not to like the rich if one isn’t part of
their class. But the question is how such resentment furthers the concern for inequality. In a sense, in
targeting the rich one makes the same categorical mistake one makes in focusing on maintainers. One
looks at persons, or groups of persons, instead of the systemic conditions of modern capitalism. For
example, one can easily call for a higher taxation of the rich because of their growing capital incomes
without ever addressing the problem of how such enormous incomes are created in the first place. For the
latter, one needs an economic theory combined with normative principles, which is much more difficult to
develop than an attitude towards specific people.

2.
If these are just a few bad reasons for why we care about inequality, what are good reasons? The answer
given here is philosophical and by no means meant as the only possible one. But it might not be clear
what a philosophical answer is. It is best to contrast it to a political one. From a political point of view, all
ideas are valid that can be successfully adopted and implemented. If a party or politician wants to promote
the idea that our society should be fairer, they simply do so and can use the idea to change existing
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practices. Political ideas are performative insofar as they create the reality that is envisioned in them.
Political ideas are justified if enough people feel persuaded by them. From a philosophical point of view,
instead, no idea is justified unless there are good reasons for it to be accepted; reasons which then need to
be shared by everyone, or at least potentially everyone.
This difference – which would need more explanation than is given here – comes to bear precisely with
respect to justice. Philosophically speaking, claims for a more just society have to be rooted in the very
idea of a society, in the way individuals live together and share a common world. They cannot be imposed
by just one part of society who happens to have an interest in them. If that happens, if the idea of justice is
at the service of one particular group, other groups have no reason to adopt it. The idea then rightfully
does not concern them.
Some philosophers have tried to show why every citizen inherently cares about inequalities that put parts
of the population at a disadvantage, that is, why everyone cares if only their rational assumptions were
examined in an impartial way. As already said, arguments of this kind aim at the structure of society as a
whole. The most prominent example is Rawls’ theory of justice with its contra-factual assumption of an
impartial point of view on the distribution of goods and rights.8 Against Rawls, Sandel, like others before,
has recently claimed that the focus on individual opportunity leads to underestimating conditions that are
independent of choice, such as the common life that citizens lead in a functioning democracy.9
I believe that the focus on maintenance work can further enrich these attempts at articulating the inherent
interest in a just society. The need for maintenance, I would argue, points at the common life that
individuals have, especially with respect to the inter-connectedness and inter-dependence of working
conditions in the age of technological capitalism, where whatever is maintained is maintained for others.
Individuals can fulfill their vital needs only within a system that is determined by highly complex
technological structures. The division of labor that separates managers and maintainers is at the same time
the condition that binds them together, because in a structure of divided labor no particular work is valid
on its own.
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These remarks are obviously very broad and would need more work to be justified. It is best to turn them
into a question. This question would be whether it is possible to derive binding philosophical arguments
against inequality from the idea of the commonly shared life of a technology-dominated world. In such a
world as ours, do we have rational interests in developing a just society?10
An important step in finding answers to this question can lie, I believe, in taking maintenance work not
only as a particular form of but as the basic paradigm of work. This point is again best articulated as a
question: are we theoretically allowed to take the idea of maintenance to explain the idea of work in
general, to explain what work in its most basic form means? There are probably more arguments needed
to show that this is so. But it seems hard not to think of work as an effort to fulfill one’s vital needs, and
the fulfillment of vital needs is maintenance work. Even if humans do many things that go beyond the
mere need to maintain themselves alive, in everything they do they also have to maintain the conditions
that allow them to do so (or they need others to maintain these conditions for them). And again, all
fulfillment of vital needs also happens in the highly inter-dependent and connected way that is typical for
maintenance work.
The productive work that drives capitalism, instead, falls under a different category. Things are produced
– manufactured or invented – in order to be sold, and they are sold in order to generate capital. Their
production doesn’t have to be continuous and doesn’t have to be maintained because once the capital is
generated, it becomes productive on its own, leaving behind the conditions under which it was produced.
One could perhaps argue that capital growth and capital productivity is not work, that it only uses human
work as its fuel without necessarily contributing to its maintenance.11
Seen from this angle, the distinction between innovation and maintenance that drives this conference, may
really be the difference, or better: the antagonism between capitalism and work. We might even call it the
antagonism between capitalism and life. Principles of justice, it seems, cannot be derived from capitalism
but only from the commonly shared life that underlies it. This way, the focus on maintenance can indeed
lead us to an articulation of our most important moral concerns.
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