On Friday Night Drinks:

Workplace affects in the age of the cubicle

If you don’t do this, you are headed for trouble.

Dale Carnegie

In the final season of HBO’s Six Feet Under, Claire Fisher makes the transition from art school drop-out to office temp in a desperate bid to support herself after the breakdown of her relationship with the troubled Billy. Claire’s struggle to fit the straightjacket of corporate culture so soon after her dalliance with the bohemian world of sex, drugs and artistic expression initially manifests in dreamscapes, such as the memorable scene in which singing along to office muzak develops into a fully blown desktop-dancing ode to her constricting pantyhose.
 Following the death of her brother Nate, Claire’s comportment at work quickly moves beyond mere cynicism or bewilderment at the kitsch of Friday night drinks towards a self-destructive combination of substance abuse and verbal harassment of fellow workers. In contrast to much recent social theory suggesting that the workplace is changing to mirror the schedules and priorities of the ‘creative class’ (Florida, 2002; 2005) Claire’s spectacular fall from grace demonstrates a reverse movement, indicating the limited range of affective states and subjectivities permissible in workplaces dependent upon professional ‘cool’ (Liu, 2004).

Using Claire’s character as an entry point, this chapter draws on recent popular culture to reflect on changes to white-collar work in the transition to an information economy. Whether these conditions are described as constitutive of a new global ‘precariat’ (Neilson and Rossiter 2005), ‘cognitariat’ (Berardi 2004) or ‘cybertariat’ (Huws 2003), the significant developments affecting white-collar—or in Andrew Ross’s (2004) terms, ‘no collar’—workers are generally agreed to include a reduction in the privileges and security that once distinguished middle class office jobs from the vicissitudes of manual labour (see also Ross 2005; Andresky Fraser 2001).
 According to Alan Liu, we are now ‘on the scene of the abiding suspense of the contemporary middle class, which is even more structurally contradictory than the original white-collar class of the twentieth century’ (Liu 2004, 19). Not only is this due to the growth in off-shoring, out-sourcing and contract hiring, although these global dynamics affect white-collar workers in ways that previous writers on the topic had little cause to anticipate.
 Employees who may have once positioned themselves as valuable assets to the firm –  based on accumulated knowledge from length of service (Sennett 1998), or a demeanour that enhanced the pleasantries of a generally male business culture (see Carnegie 1971) – now find such skills secondary to the more valuable traits of ‘flexibility’ and ‘dealing with change’.
 To engage in white-collar work in these new conditions ‘is to stake one’s authority on an even more precarious knowledge that has to be re-earned with every new technological change, business cycle, or downsizing in one’s own life. Thus is laid the foundationless suspense, the perpetual anxiety, of “lifelong learning”’ (Liu 2004, 19). The anxiety and suspense of an ever-changing employment landscape are further affective dimensions associated with white-collar jobs at a time when employees are ‘simultaneously deskilled and encouraged to feel a deep emotional attachment to their work’ (Moran 2005, 39).

Drawing connections with a the history of queer phenomenology, Lauren Berlant also describes precarity in terms of ‘animated suspension’, and the general sensibility of the neoliberal present as one of ‘impasse’ (Berlant 2007). This is ‘a space of time lived without a genre’ in which people are variously ‘trying to gain a footing, bearings, a way of being, and new modes of composure’ (Berlant 2007). Exploring this idea, this chapter draws attention to two instances where workers can be seen variously ‘getting, losing, and keeping their bearing’ (Berlant 2007), particularly as this occurs in the office. On the one hand, this is to suggest that if the precariat is ‘fundamentally an affective class’ (Berlant 2007; Neilson and Rossiter 2005) then these affects are often articulated within and transmitted through popular culture. In addition, it is to take seriously the subcultures of consumption, identity formation and sustenance that make daily lives bearable in work contexts. As Siegfried Kracauer demonstrated in his study of the ‘salaried masses’ in Weimar Germany, it is not so much cataclysmic events that give insight into people’s actions as it is ‘the tiny catastrophes of which everyday existence is made up’ (Kracauer 1998, 62). It is these micro-encounters that act as both hindrance to and salvation from the need for a more widespread movement to confront isolating and exploitative working conditions shared on a broader scale.

Along with their communities of consumption, the media texts analysed here – one a cable TV show, one a website – are just two examples that give weight to Franco ‘Bifo’ Berardi’s claim that: ‘On the cultural plane, the conditions for the formation of a social consciousness of the cognitariat are emerging, and this could be the most important phenomenon of the years to come, the only key to offer solutions to the disaster’ (Berardi, 2004). Slightly to one side of these apocalyptic strains, Claire’s character can be situated within a broader suite of texts emerging over recent years which depict the banality of contemporary office life, including ‘the boredom of routine and the fear that even this impoverished existence, and its increasingly hollow claims to privileged status, might come to an end’ (Moran 2004, 31). From webcomics to weblogs, gossip columns to newspaper feedback sections, a range of platforms play host to the variety of frustrations felt by those tethered to the computer screen and keyboard on a daily basis. While the internet has been key to establishing many of these communities (and the cultural capital underpinning their peculiar forms of humour, see Wilson 2006) they are not simply web-based: the cruel knowingness on display in publications like Vice magazine evokes an affective stance of cynical detachment that bears further theorizing (Campbell 2006). 

One reading of the situation is that such cynical forms of subcultural humour have emerged in relation to a hegemonic workplace culture that perpetuates superficiality. As displays of affection become standardised, through birthday cakes and farewell cards, Secret Santas and Facebook friends, such militantly obligatory and cloyingly positive tokens of connection bear relation to, but do not fully mask a long hours culture that prevents workers from establishing more traditional forms of friendship and community beyond the compulsory sociality of the office. Meanwhile the workplace provides comparatively few outlets for the many negative affects that accompany these developments, as well other dimensions of routine office work. As we will see, these less pleasant and highly personal experiences are instead left to take place in the solitude of the cubicle, even while the economic benefits of open-plan offices with their mobile hot-desks and ‘pods’ render this space similarly invaded by the constant invitation to friendship. When this is the case, popular culture becomes a more constant and reliable place to give voice to the manifold grievances that, in the name of collegiality and efficiency, the workplace tends to leave silent. 

Of course, the voices of colleagues are also rendered silent by the vast proliferation of email amassing between corridors and across the floors of office buildings, business parks and research campuses. With its casual address and relaxed punctuation, email effaces direct commands in hierarchical workplaces so that requests to act appear both friendly and discretionary. As William H Whyte (1956) predicted, such overt pleasantness actually makes the working relationship more awkward than a direct chain of command because choice and compliance are implied to be optional and discretionary when this is rarely the case. The Organization confuses workers in its very beneficence; meanwhile the new management agenda isn’t content to have control over the number of hours worked: ‘the new man wants your soul’ (Whyte 1956, 365; see also Moran 2003). Email’s storage capacity caters to the presumption that leaving a message will avoid unnecessary interruptions and enhance productivity, despite the fact that the accumulation of phatic and bulk recipient messages and flags for urgency contribute to a never-ending information flow with paralysing effects of its own.
 Ultimately, where email doesn’t succeed is in the affective aspects of message delivery, the communicative nuances that attend physical presence: the courtesy behind an administrator’s request, the shyness of an employee, the gravitas of The Boss. Email renders all its senders and receivers equal. In this sense, it is a classically middle class communication format. It caters to the convivial fiction of equity in the workplace just as it requires a certain default literacy for it to act as the preferred vehicle for communication (see Nunes 2006). 

In ‘The Scriptural Economy’, Michel de Certeau describes how the middle-class learned to ensure their status and position through a superior mastery of language. Literacy enabled the power ‘of making history and fabricating languages’:

This power, which is essentially scriptural, challenges not only the privilege of “birth,” that is, of the aristocracy, but also defines the code governing socioeconomic promotion and dominates, regulates, or selects according to its norms all those who do not possess this mastery of language (Certeau 1986, 139).

In the shift to a knowledge economy, Certeau’s diagnosis takes on new connotations as everyone from software coders to professional publicists redefine previous hierarchies of class, power, education and entertainment. Certeau’s writing anticipates how the dominant class makes language ‘its instrument of production’ (Certeau, 139) which is a useful way of distinguishing between those who occupy jobs in today’s lofts, offices and boardrooms, and those in the service industries that support them. Certeau’s description also begins to explain the phenomenal rise of email as the principal mode of communication in information workplaces. Email’s textual properties favour those who may be good with words but less confident in person; those who are happy to write a smiley face but would struggle to perform ‘service with a smile’ (see Liu 2004, 123). In office work—as in other parts of our onscreen lives, due to the mimetic nature of software design—the emoticon is the default repository for the affective dimensions lost in email’s tonelessness. The smiley face (or the signature kiss (x) among women) is a temporary resolution as much as it is an index of the problem of conveying affect through the screen. On the many occasions when this improvised solution falls short, the ambivalence, anonymity and isolation of the workplace are quickly made clear. The website ‘Passive Aggressive Notes’ is an interesting synopsis of the worst instances of this kid of communication breakdown between co-workers. 

Just a friendly reminder ( : Office pass-agg

By its own description, Passive Aggressive Notes is a website dedicated to ‘painfully polite and hilariously hostile writings from shared spaces the world over.’ Started in May 2007, the site takes the form of a weblog and a typical post consists of a brief narrative followed by one or two photographs of hand-written notes submitted quasi-anonymously by readers. The source locations for the notes range from share-house kitchens to the inside of department store change-rooms while the targets for notes range from flatmates who fail to clean the house (but do use your toothbrush) to homeless people who should know better than to sleep outside the apartment blocks near to or indeed housing the blog’s articulate demographic. While the overall tone of the site is humorous, it nonetheless helps us speculate about the micro-level of tiny tyrannies constantly taking place on any given day, that sequence of ‘miniature occurrence’ to which Kraucer (1998, 62) earlier referred. For the purposes of the site, a passive-aggressive note-writer is judged to be someone who displays:

a stubborn malcontent, someone who passively resists fulfilling routine tasks, complains of being misunderstood and underappreciated, unreasonably scorns authority and voices exaggerated complaints of personal misfortune.

The site regularly attracts over a hundred comments in response to an entry, although RSS feeds and bookmarking websites register the actual readership as much larger. As we know, passive-aggression often results when one person’s standards of etiquette or performance differ from those of another. Typically the circumstances of their relationship entails that this grievance take the form of a polite entreaty that will draw attention to the offending behaviour in (what is perceived to be) an inoffensive way. In reference to the notes on their site, the founders explain:

some of these notes are really more aggressive in tone, and some of them are more passive – polite, even – but they all share a common sense of frustration that’s been channeled into written form rather than a direct confrontation. it’s barbed criticism disguised as something else – helpful advice, a funny joke, simple forgetfulness. as dr. scott wetzler, a clinical psychologist and the author of living with the passive-aggressive man, observed: “a joke can be the most skillful passive-aggressive act there is.”

The yellow sticky note on the website’s header hints that one of the richest sources of the notes posted on the site is the workplace, with tags dedicated to office life, particularly grating group emails, episodes arising from shared fridges, as well as a surprising range of appeals that have been affixed to toilet cubicles. Added titles and tags extend the humour, and posts often play to a theme, such as the ‘office anthropomorphism’ entry which grouped together a range of notes depicting a talking sponge (use me!), talking door (shut me!), microwave (clean me!), and toilet (flush me!), all in workplace settings.

Browsing the archives or the tagcloud, a striking aspect of the material regularly submitted is the degree to which notewriters are criticized or lauded for their use of language in making their pass-agg point. The categories assigned include ‘bullet points’, ‘CAPS LOCK’, ‘ellipses-crazed’, ‘exclamation-point happy!’, ‘irregular capitalization’, ‘smiley’, ‘spelling and grammar police’, ‘underlining’, ‘unnecessary "quotation marks"’ as well as the use of ‘questionable logic’ or a ‘rhetorical question’. While it is just a sample of the categories the notes fall into, the list shows the variety of strategies the note-writers employ to express themselves through the constraints of the written word—perhaps overcoming some of email’s limitations in expressing affect (although email is itself the origin for some of the most humorous communiqués). The readers’ remarkable attention to the writing, grammar and composition displayed in the notes suggests there is a certain pleasure in pointing out the faults and peculiarities in language use, and other links on the site’s blogroll reinforce a wider sense of community affirmed through standards and taste (‘Apostrophe abuse’ and ‘The “Blog” of “Unnecessary” Quotation Marks’ being just two sympathetic projects).
Evidently the site is a haven for the literate and educated, if not also for pedants and sticklers who enjoy displaying their superiority in language over others. In some respects, this policing and mocking behaviour bears similarities to the remorseless subculture of shaming intrinsic to hacking culture, in which engineers and coders suffer endless critique when their work doesn’t meet prescribed expectations (Ullman 1996; Gilboa 1996). But what is also going on here is that the site gives voice to the exacerbation felt by those seeking to distinguish their own professionalism and competence from the amateurism and petty obsessions of co-workers. Subtle judgments are constantly conferred in the process of categorising the notes, meanwhile the online location of this classifying and demonising behaviour renders such practices safe from exposure or real life encounters. 

In each case, it is proficiency and competence with the written word that selects, rates, and regulates the behaviour of others: firstly on the part of the note writer who seeks to affect the addressee; secondly on the part of the large, in-house community judging the note writer after the fact. In Certeau’s terms, the scriptural economy of the website has two dimensions. In the first instance, ‘the order thought (the text conceived) produces itself as a body’—a note, the posting of which to the website creates ‘networks of rationality through the incoherence of the universe’ (Certeau 1986, 144). Whether we focus on the initial decision that a note is warranted or the secondary judgment of its status as ‘pass-agg’, each act is an exercise in ‘producing an order so that it can be written on the body of an uncivilized or depraved society’ (Certeau 1986, 144). 


Sometimes this ‘body’ is more literal. It is not incidental that two of the most common locations for notes to be left around the office are the shared kitchen and bathroom. Both are places where, in contrast to the hypnotic screen to which workers are generally wedded, the messy materiality of others’ bodies cannot be avoided. The range of creative descriptions of preferred toilet behaviour in many notes (including volume of ‘pushing’ to show courtesy to co-workers toiling near the facilities to ‘holding the handle down until everything disappears’ to ‘show your respect for all of us’) reflect the residual etiquette and politesse of the public sphere – especially as this manifests in the United States, where the majority of the notes originate. The almost ludicrous regularity with which notes appear documenting theft from the office fridge would itself seem a baromoter of workplace atomisation if it wasn’t also symptomatic of the rise of flex-time and contract work – both of which leave many co-workers either unknown or sharing space at opposite ends of the day. Often the note will take on further connotations as its actual origin is revealed, allowing readers to revel in stereotypes about the company’s employees. 

If the website’s modus operandi is humour, Figure 1 paints a more sombre picture of one worker’s response to what is, in the conventions of this subculture, an apparently routine theft:
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The description accompanying this note includes details of the ‘elaborate scheme’ required to steal it from the fridge long enough to send in, which tends to indicate that this community privileges humour at the expense of any vestiges of humanity that might otherwise be evident in the note. It is only in the comment section that some readers show support for the expectant mother, and yet it would be disingenuous not to acknowledge the stereotypes that occur here and on other occasions as a result of the fact that those leaving notes for others tend to be female. 
The subcultural aspects of this community are further evident in the reciprocal linking practices mentioned which include pooling photos on photosharing websites such as Flickr (eg. the group titled Furious Fridge Notes - Lunch Thieves, Beware!) and extend to the competencies assumed of readers, who must not only have access to the site in order to participate, but also the skills in digital photography necessary to document, upload and circulate the captured note should they wish to contribute. The comment sections after each post show regular visitors with established identities returning to admire and rate the notes, as well as make repetitive – though apparently never tired – in-jokes. In this way the threaded comments often become a source of conversation, stimulation and point-scoring for this particular branch of the knowledge class, to reflect on their profession and find solidarity with others. 

Overall, the success of the website comes from its capacity to vent workplace frustrations from the relative safety of the screen. Like the note-writers whose messages are often directed to unknown others, the screen subcultures arise out of the isolated experience of the individual whose mode of employment often means they are a passing, transient presence in the lives of their colleagues. In this situation identity is performed and articulated through text rather than the physical proximity, and it is this mastery of language – the residual authority of middle-class cultural capital – that allows workers to express themselves. All the while, these acts of superior knowingness remain distant from local criticism or other embarrassing displays of affect that face to face confrontation might threaten. In Liu’s terms, Passive Aggressive Notes can be read as an example of the politics of the cubicle: ‘where cool people do act up—but oh so secretly, subtly, and undecidably (suspended between passiveness and activism, despair and hope)’ (Liu 2004, 277). For Liu, this drive to maintain ‘cool’ in the information workplace is a regression in the history of labour politics: 
cool is almost unbelievably narrow in tone, incapable of modulation, cruel without compensating pathos, indiscriminate, inarticulate, and, above all, self-centred or private. Another way to say this is that at the moment of cool, knowledge workers (not to mention students training for knowledge work) regress to “adolescence,” which is less a dismissive epithet than a structural description of individual as opposed to social archaism. (Liu 2004, 305).

Liu goes on to conclude: ‘Even when knowledge workers have graduated and gone to work, “cool” is how they instantly retreat to their mental “room” instead of joining the broader, public history of peoples resistant to rationalization’ (ibid.). If he is dismissive of screen based subcultures it is because they remain isolated pockets of refusal, offering no long term solution to the changing pressures affecting the white-collar workplace. While they may be a fitting response to the alienation inherent to the job, they fail to make any connection with the local conditions that would ultimately align their legitimate cynicism with previous manifestations of workplace resistance. 

It is here that the character of Claire Fisher proves a fruitful contrast, given her own experiments in refusing office protocol. Before proceeding, however, some care is required to introduce the televisual properties that distinguish Six Feet Under from this web-based example, and to chart its uniqueness against a wider backdrop of TV representations lately enamoured with, if also perplexed by, the changing working prospects for the educated middle class. 

Watching work

While it is regularly listed alongside other successful examples of ‘quality drama’ driven by HBO in recent years – The Sopranos, Oz, Carnivale, Big Love – Six Feet Under shares a similar time period with a range of other critically acclaimed shows that figure the viewer as something of a knowing industry insider to various workplace cultures and professions. While their visual and narrative styles are very different, programs as diverse as The West Wing, Entourage, Curb Your Enthusiasm, Ugly Betty, Studio 60 on the Sunset Strip and 30 Rock all operate at the boundary of participant/observer. In the case of those focused on the television industry, they suggest an audience that includes both the traditional connoisseur as well as producer of creative content (something that has perhaps reached its zenith in the Ricky Gervais comedy, Extras). In contrast to the legal and medical dramas otherwise dominant on prime time TV, these shows foster empathy for the conditions and requirements for white-collar and indeed ‘no collar’ work. 
As a precariously employed art-school drop-out, Claire’s status is a welcome change from many of these depictions of employed ‘creatives’, some frank admission of how regularly young people fail in this ‘winner takes all’ cultural economy (Hesmondhalgh 2007) that is also epitomised in the temporality of reality TV celebrity (Turner 2004). At the same time, the depiction of Claire shares visual cues for representing office life that, according to Joe Moran (2003), began with the film Office Space and reached fulfilment in another Gervais comedy, The Office. This much more grudging and unglamorous depiction of white-collar work illustrates the pathos of hierarchical workplaces suffering from an ever-changing diet of populist management techniques. In the context of Six Feet Under’s sometimes unbearably arch seriousness – particularly in the last season that is my focus here – the satire that marks the office scenes featuring Claire make it a unique experiment somewhere in between these emergent genre expectations. 

Temp is short for temporary: Making friends at the new economy hotdesk

For the uninitiated, Claire is the youngest child and only daughter in Six Feet Under, which pivots on the day to day running of a family-run funeral home, Fisher and Sons. The name of the business tells us that Claire was never likely to benefit from a clear career path or succession plan, yet this patriarchal oversight and attendant inheritance was thrown into disarray by the death of the father in the show’s very first episode.
 In a shift itself symbolic of the changing cultural composition of present day United States, and Six Feet Under’s Los Angeles setting, the lifespan of the show bore witness to a drawn out struggle to change the trading name to ‘Fisher & Diaz’ to reflect the increasing financial clout of the funeral home’s chief embalmer and the show’s main Latino character, Frederico. 

Unlike the men in the series, Claire does not face the same dilemmas over whether to pursue the ambitions held for her by her father, and much of the show plays witness to her lack of life direction as a young woman awkwardly positioned in relation to the forms of fulfilment available in a postfeminist culture (Gill 2007a, McRobbie 2004). For instance, Claire’s eventual ‘awakening’ as an artist is a consistently entertaining subplot for the show because she is such an outsider to the subculture. With few role models to guide her entrance to the art world, Claire is forced to learn how to gain and keep credibility pretty much on her own. Following an extended period investigating the bohemian clichés of drug use, sexual experimentation, egotistical tantrums and even showdowns over intellectual property, she begins season five in a volatile relationship with the schizophrenic photography teacher Billy—a character who is conducting his own experiment in responsible neoliberal subject formation by attempting to stay on medication, to the detriment of his creative impulse. Growing bored with himself and missing the edginess that was central to his artistic genius, Billy’s manic persona returns with a vengeance early in the final season. Claire is left running scared; of her lover, and all that his exciting world was supposed to represent.

When Claire is first depicted visiting a temp agency in Episode 6 she explains to the desk clerk that she quit art school because there wasn’t enough time to ‘be creative’. It seems she feels obligated to own up to her true aspirations: she’s applied for a grant that she expects to get and she’ll have to quit working ‘like, immediately’ when it happens. This small gesture positions Claire as a genuine and honest soul entering the cut-throat reality of the employment environment. Her cuteness is only exacerbated when the consultant replies to her generosity by saying, ‘Yeah well temp is short for temporary’. Turning to the computer database, the recruitment officer spends little time finding Claire a job, but warns that the office culture is conservative: she’ll need ‘a nice blouse, skirt and hose’.

We next see Claire making friends with a new office buddy, whose collegial gestures (the supportive cliché ‘Having fun yet?’, the invitation to sign a secret birthday card for Beverly) are key signifiers of the modern white-collar office.
 When Claire protests that she hasn’t met Beverly yet, figuring she shouldn’t sign the card, she’s assured that it doesn’t matter, because no one ever reads them (‘Last year I signed it Hitler and she didn’t say anything’). This particular scene bears all the hallmarks of an initiation: site-specific jokes (like pass-agg notes, they are riddled with pathos); in-group language and rituals; tips on how to behave and treat people. But what we also discover very quickly is that in this situation friendship isn’t much of a choice. You don’t even need to know the person, you just have to participate. Moreover, the gifts exchanged among these compulsory friends have little meaning. The gift is pure gesture. What becomes comic is the expectation that there would be an appropriate affect accompanying it. 

Another scene shortly after has Claire feeling obliged to thank her new cubicle colleague for sending an e-card with dancing puppies. Marking this convivial textual gesture then develops into an awkward moment as her colleague offers her a toilet pass so that she feels more a part of the team. In this instance too, workplace culture is shown to operate on the presumption that tokens of friendship will not be declined, and invitations will not be issued with the option of rejection. Listening to Claire’s attempts to protest her meagre options is to recognise what Liu describes as the ‘eternal, inescapable friendship’ of knowledge work (Liu 2004, 172) which ‘undermines normal human relationships and then seeks to manufacture them after the fact’ (Moran 2003, 38). This is despite some clear contradictions: Clare isn’t entitled to her own bathroom pass because she is a temp but she is still expected to sign the card to fit in with the team. On several occasions throughout the season the workplace resembles a reversion to high school: one has to earn trust to get permission to go to the toilet. And as it happens, this distinction proves to be important. The toilet becomes a key dramatic location in the narrative because it is the one site free from surveillance – providing a temporary reprieve from the exhausting performance of cool. 

 

Perhaps the ultimate act of friendship in office jobs is after-work drinks, and when she is invited early on, Claire seems unimpressed by the prospect of the nearby bar in the mall. She politely declines, saying she’ll come next time. In turn, her colleagues accuse her of having tickets on herself in the hippest of Top 40 lingo: ‘What’s the matter Claire, think your shit don’t stink?’ Eventually, Claire relents to these suffocating attempts to draw her in to the world of pitchers, pool and party pashing, especially as she learns that her art grant application was unsuccessful and her route out of temp work might be doomed. In a rare confessional gesture, over a pitcher co-worker Kirsten advises that she is having a workplace romance with Ted, the cute lawyer. Note her expression as she says: ‘We’re trying to be cool about it. We didn’t talk for a month; then fooled around in the boys’ bathroom… We need to take it to that next level once he’s dealt with some of his intimacy issues’. Following this girly chat, Claire heads to the bar where Ted himself appears to make an unsubtle play for her affections, in a classic case of ‘making friends with the new girl’. The two strike up an unlikely connection, especially given that on their first official date Ted reveals he is a Republican who voted for Bush and wholeheartedly backs the war in Iraq. Ted bypasses what he calls the ‘naivete’ of Claire’s Left wing politics to argue that it’s ‘human nature’ to use violence to make progress. At this telling moment – only the most significant ideological divide defining the show’s political conjuncture – their conversation is interrupted by a phone call announcing that Claire’s brother has collapsed.

 

Proving that Republicans can also be nice guys, Ted stays with Claire throughout the long night that ensues at the hospital. Despite their difference on public sphere issues, Ted notices what has been missing from Claire’s personal life for a long time. Against her protests (‘You don’t have to stay. I’ve got people here for support’) he stays the whole night. Ted proves such comfort to Claire in the ensuing weeks because he is able to see what viewers already know: her family has rarely been a source of support for her in difficult times. In this sense Ted’s character is itself a welcome deviation from popular caricatures of Republicanism dominated by the religious Right and obsessed with conservative family values. 

Letting the team down 

In the passage of time between Nate’s funeral and the concluding episodes of the show it becomes clear that Claire hasn’t been coping very well with her loss, and has failed to fully sublimate her bohemian habits in her new job. Of course, as a temp, Claire has no sick leave or benefits, nor has she any access to her inheritance because she dropped out of school. Given her diet of drugs and booze, Claire’s temperament at work proves too much for her colleagues, and Kirsten is finally compelled to confront her in the office toilet. Claire is clearly drunk – despite a mumbled protest that ‘you can’t smell vodka’ – and yet Kirsten appeals to her with the same register of teamwork that has distinguished their co-worker relationship from the start: ‘We’re all really sorry that your brother died; I’ve told them all to give you a break.’ Interpreting her concern as lecturing, Claire manages to inflame matters to the point where Kirsten bargains with her: she ‘won’t tell’ Human Resources about her bad behaviour if she just goes home for the day. This ultimate act of best friend allegiance proves too close to schoolyard theatrics for Claire, who throws both the paper towels and her offer of loyalty back in Kirsten’s face. An even greater act of sisterly betrayal then follows with the announcement that she has been sleeping with Ted all this time. Dragged down to the level of adolescent pettiness, Claire uses the only ammunition she has to hurt her so-called ‘friend’ – noting again it is the actions of bodies that force colleagues to feel.

 

Just like the schoolyard, the office is shown to have strict rules of behaviour that can result in punishment, discipline and ostracism. Claire is forced to pack up her belongings and does so a beautifully obnoxious final exeunt from the office. Her inability to cope with the shock of trauma tries the patience of the team, which by its nature cannot accommodate extreme demands from needy individuals. To the extent that individualism is celebrated in this office culture, it is through the inane peculiarities of coffee and chai latte orders and the aesthetics of decorated IBMs. Succumbing to her grief, and seeing little point in holding it together any more, Claire’s public persona suffers a complete breakdown.

Arriving back at the funeral home soon after, Claire’s outburst gathers momentum. Taking note of the SUV parked in the driveway, she proceeds to verbally harass a client of the family business for daring to display a ‘Support our Troops’ sticker on a car that demands so much of the oil that sparked the war in the first place. ‘Support our troops? What a bunch of bullshit,’ she says to the stunned female owner. Ted tries to take her inside because, as Claire admits, ‘we wouldn’t want to offend anybody while they’re supporting our troops!’ But she is determined to break free and confront the two women with even more abuse: 

Dozens of fucking Iraqis are dying every day. The whole world hates us for going in there in the first place and terrorists are going to be blowing up this country for the next hundred years and the best thing she can think to do about it is to put a sticker on that enormous shit box. American soldiers are still getting fucked up every day and they don’t even tell us, and it’s all so you can keep putting gas in this fucking car of yours to keep everyone feeling really fucking American! 

Just as she deviates from the principles of appropriate workplace performance, Claire has no compulsion to abide by dominant liberal platitudes and suppress her anger at the Iraq War. Drawing on Goffman (1971), we could even argue that this insight into ‘the back region’ of Bush-era Democratic sentiment can only happen because Claire has lost any investment in a public ‘presentation of self’. Perhaps it is this freedom that allows her to see through both the superficiality of workplace friendships and the failures of mainstream political compromises. At this point, the only thing that finally quietens Claire is Frederico’s reprimand that the car-owner’s brother just died – a fact that instantly affects her because it registers at the same level of intense rage and anger that governs her behaviour. Away from the forms of investment that would require her to maintain the semblance of ‘cool’, Claire responds to – because her outpourings of affect arise from – the pain of losing a brother. 

‘Everything. Everyone. Everywhere. Ends’.

It is probably too tempting to read the breakdown of Claire’s character as something of a parable for the historical circumstances that have marked George W. Bush’s America, which coincides with the time-span of the show’s five seasons. The links between the sporting metaphor of team-work, and her greatest of workplace crimes – letting the team down – surely extend to broader questions of loyalty to the nation, especially given Bush’s diagnosis of those who would barrack for anyone other than Team America: ‘You are either with us or against us’. Claire’s compelling collapse reveals how morale is crucial to securing both business and military enterprise (see Anderson, this volume), and this is a form of camaraderie she has not been able to access, for reasons of gender, age, and educational experience, among others. In his wonderful account of BBC’s The Office, Moran argues the characters appeal to us because they are ‘both somewhere and nowhere, stuck in a notoriously dull place that is often the butt of their lame jokes but controlled by wider economic forces that they can neither influence nor understand’ (2003, 42). By contrast, in Six Feet Under, and in the context of the Bush presidency, the sheer force of Claire’s outrage against the inanities of her co-workers is justified by an elaborate explanation of the wider economic forces dictating the terms for a happy life in contemporary America. This latter portrayal seems to indicate that it makes no difference whether citizens understand the wider picture – simply telling people about their implication in the realities of contemporary geo-politics is about as effective as hitting an SUV with a handbag. 

The significance of this climactic scene at the funeral home is heightened by the preceding, much more intimate encounter between Frederico and Claire’s remaining brother, David. In a further exploration of workplace dynamics, the family values represented by Frederico (which loyal viewers recognise as hypocritical given his own extra-marital affair) are pitted against those implicit in the life chosen by David, who is shown coming to the realisation that his closest colleague does not accept his long-term relationship with a man. In this, quite different representation, the friendship that has developed between the two men over the course of many years still doesn’t quite stretch to acceptance, and both are shown trying to keep their bearing in the knowledge of their own failings. 

The poignancy of these scenes is further enhanced by the fact that they take place following the tragic death of the show’s central character. In the episode featuring his funeral (for every episode features a funeral) Nate is described as someone who was ‘above all, an idealist’. And so it appears likely that the abject despair, the horrendous pain and the claustrophobia that characterise the last season of Six Feet Under is intended to represent the affective state of a nation whose citizens had temporarily lost their capacity for idealism—which would explain why Borack Obama would require ‘audacity’ to encourage his fellow citizens to ‘hope’ (Obama 2007).

 

In each of the texts I’ve mentioned, subcultural rituals, including tactics of group shaming, form the basis to overcome the anomie of the office cubicle. The virtual friendships of the networked employee complement and assuage the tenuous intimacies shared between co-workers as institutionalised forms of support disappear in their places of employment. Passive Aggressive Notes and Six Feet Under stand as successors both to the alienation of the Fordist industrial era and the superficiality of corporate cool to what is now, in the network society, ‘the final drama’:

a scripting that binds workers not just to the friendship system of corporate culture but, through their automatic participation in a universal environment of “user friendliness,” to corporate culture as the stage of general culture, as the new model of general sociality, interaction, and communication. We don’t need to be kind, generous, tolerant, accepting, sympathetic, or, in a word, social, anymore. We just need to be user friendly, which is the same as being corporate. (Liu 2004, 172)

As Claire rightly observes, the key objective for workers in both locations is that ‘we not offend anyone’. The politics of the cubicle encompass a range of reliable if temporary distractions from the monotony and anxiety of today’s information jobs, particularly when available forms of communication neither inspire or express our true intentions. If the objective of workplace relations is no longer solidarity but mutual recognition of ‘cool’, these depictions prompt us to ask:

What is cool in an era when all our techniques are bonded to all our technologies through a paradoxically de- and recentralized network of standards, protocols, routines, metaphors, and, finally, culture that makes knowledge work simulate an eternal, inescapable friendship? (Liu 2004, 172)

In the final scene of Six Feet Under, Claire has left the confines of her family and a budding romance with Ted and is driving alone, destined for New York City. Initially she planned to leave for an entry level position at a photo house, having been recommended by an old teacher (which just goes to show that in the art scene, the patronage system and ‘who you know’ is still the best way to get ahead, see Gill 2007b). But as if to prove that she really is the pin-up girl for the fortunes of today’s precarious workers, she learns upon leaving that New Image has gone into receivership. There will be no big break, no happy ending. 

To live in conditions of precarity is to heed the existential lesson contained in the billboard promotions for Six Feet Under’s final season: ‘Everything. Everyone. Everywhere. Ends.’ Given what we know of start-up companies relying on the haphazard employment of willing artistic talent, we can only assume Claire’s destiny will be a competitive and unpredictable portfolio career (Comfort 1997) where investing in herself comes without any guarantee of ever arriving at a comforting destination – at least to the extent that this still entails the stability of an ongoing job or the nurturing of her evident potential. And it is in this closing vision, of Claire driving alone on the highway, that she also becomes the figure of every other worker who has ever believed in this one modest hope, not to mention the idea of America as the place of reinvention, as the place where anyone can make it if they work hard and believe in the dream. 

As it has for decades in popular culture, the open road signifies the utopian freedom to escape, to move on, to start again. And even if its image is both tarnished and emboldened following 9-11, New York City retains its mythical status as the pinnacle of opportunity and rebirth. Reflecting on Claire’s journey, as the road trip plays witness to the inevitable death of every character in Six Feet Under, is it not fitting to conclude that this imagery – of industry, of investment, of recognition for labour – might also be taking its last breath? These old dreams are fading; this chapter has revealed some of the alliances already underway that will be part of any effort to summon the new. For if it is true that we may temporarily condemned to a feeling of ‘impasse’, by looking to the experiences of others we may realise that – as has been the case for every class formation that precedes this one – it is not something we need to experience alone.
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� This scene from the episode ‘The Rainbow of her Reasons’ is available on You Tube, another key destination for those passing time at the office cubicle, and hence the focus for increasing workplace surveillance: � HYPERLINK "http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=GpcPgfNAsio" ��http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=GpcPgfNAsio�


Claire’s reworked lyrics to ‘You Light Up My Life’ fade in to coherence as she grabs her stapler and climbs on to her desktop singing: ‘You… ride up my thighs, you tug on my ass, you climb up my crotch… Your ruin my day and fill my soul with hate…’ As her finale—‘It can’t be right when it feels so tight’—gathers momentum, Claire’s daydream is interrupted by her co-worker asking if the music is bothering her and whether she should turn it down. Claire meekly responds: ‘Oh, yeah, maybe a little, thanks’ – a neat pass-agg encounter of the type I discuss in greater detail below. 


� As Neilson and Rossiter explain, precarity ‘refers to all possible shapes of unsure, not guaranteed, flexible exploitation: from illegalised, seasonal and temporary employment to homework, flex- and temp-work to subcontractors, freelancers or so-called self-employed persons’. But because ‘its reference also extends beyond the world of work to encompass other aspects of intersubjective life, including housing, debt, and the ability to build affective social relations’ it allows for ‘inter-connection between, say, the work of migrants packaging computer parts or cleaning offices and that of media labour in a call centre, software development firm or digital post-production for a film studio’. For all of the differences between them, in each worker ‘we see a common expressive capacity predicated on the dual conditions of exploitation and uncertainty’. Despite the growth of writing on white-collar labour in recent years, it is worth noting that research in this area from a feminist viewpoint predates this spike in interest by over twenty years. See, for example, Huws (2003), Crompton and Jones (1984) and Pringle (1988).


� Such as Sigfried Kracauer (1930), C. Wright Mills (1953) or William H. Whyte (1956).


� Demonstrated in the phenomenal success of motivational texts like Who Moved My Cheese? (1998). Aside from strictly corporate workplaces, a glance of my own university’s Staff Development offerings for the current year includes courses on ‘Living with change’ as part of a desirable skill set for employees. 


� My current ARC Australian Postdoctoral Fellowship, ‘Working from home: New Media technology, workplace culture and the changing nature of domesticity’ is revealing a number of these contradictions in interviews with white collar workers.


� Small caps and loose formatting are retained here in the spirit of the web-based subcultures under discussion.


� � HYPERLINK "http://www.passiveaggressivenotes.com/2007/12/29/office-anthropomorphism/#more-516" ��http://www.passiveaggressivenotes.com/2007/12/29/office-anthropomorphism/#more-516�


� A narrative twist that would be repeated in Brothers and Sisters, the subsequent vehicle for one of the show’s stars, Rachel Griffiths, as well as one of the past decade’s more memorable office workers, Calista Flockart (Ally McBeal). This show staged a much more explicit confrontation between the liberal Democratic and Republican positions on the Iraq War that I discuss later in the chapter, but through the more sentimental confines of the middle-class family unit.


� ‘Having fun yet?’ is one of the stickers that comes with ‘Cubes’ office toys. These desk-size toys allow their owners to construct a cubicle for a toy worker and decorate it with stickers to create distracting jokes, boring computer monitor screens, productivity flow charts and holiday destinations. A whole set can be bought to create an office where ‘you’re the boss’. My thanks to Heather Stewart and Michelle Dicinoski for supplying me with this knowledge, as well as my very own cube.





