Casebook

In one of the essays in this casebook, Vivian Gornick remembers a rite of passage for many college students — working as a waitress during summer break. In another reading, Barbara Ehrenreich leaves her comfortable middle-class life and takes a full-time job as a waitress to see if she can survive in the world of the working poor after welfare reform. In both readings, a waitperson is enduring hardships and trying to satisfy customers, but the selections have notable differences that can be compared and contrasted. You could even ask which presents a more powerful portrait of work — Gornick’s personal reflections or Ehrenreich’s present-day investigation. And what do both say about the nature of work?

Unlike the other sections of this book, which focus on a single type of writing, the five readings in this casebook focus on a single topic: working. In addition to Gornick and Ehrenreich, noted social thinker C. Wright Mills explains the history and social forces behind white-collar work, Eric Schlosser and award-winning photographer Jon Lowenstein report on the hardships that illegal immigrant laborers face, and poet Philip Levine makes a case for “what work is.’’

By placing these readings in a separate casebook, we intend to emphasize how readings on a single topic can relate to one another. You can enter the discussion by answering the questions that follow each reading or by responding to the “Making Connections’’ prompts that examine similar ideas between the readings. You could also use one, a few, or all of the readings as the basis for a large research project on the topic of work.

These readings are only a small selection of the many essays and books that have been written on the topic of work. As you respond to the questions following the readings, you will be asked to explore other ideas about work and to do so by drawing on your own experiences and on other sources that you research. Of course, you should ask some general questions as you read through the casebook: What is work? What is its function? More specifically, is your education work? How are education and work related? These are the types of questions that we hope this
casebook will inspire you to explore.

