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PREFACE

Although this book centers on work and motivation in America, its inspi-
ration reaches back to my preacademic life in northern England in the 
1980s. At the core of the era’s dominant political ideology— Thatcherism— 
was a relentless quest to transform how people thought about work and its 
rewards. Inspired by conservative free market theorists, Margaret Thatcher 
and her government focused much of their energy on dismantling the com-
munitarian values that for years had underpinned attitudes about work. 
That goal was distilled in Thatcher’s famous claim that “there is no such 
thing as society; there are only individuals and families.” The Thatcher gov-
ernment’s efforts to recast work in individualistic terms formed a major 
pillar of its larger mission to define market- based capitalism— or neolib-
eralism, as we now call this ideal— as the irrefutable core of modern life. 
Work, according to Thatcher, was a route to the entrepreneurial sense of self 
needed for the individual to flourish and succeed.

Years later, having embarked on an academic path in the United States, 
I began to research similar developments in American work ideology. The 
Reagan era, given its assault on the labor movement and endless assertions 
of work’s individual rewards, seemed a logical entry point. Yet my interest 
in history drew me to the ideology’s roots and longer- term trajectory. The 
massive propaganda campaigns of World War II, one of the twentieth cen-
tury’s most visible attempts to promote work’s rewards, became a central 
focus in my research. What role did the U.S. government’s wartime motiva-
tion efforts play in the larger ideological contestations around work and citi-
zenship that took place between the Depression and the early Cold War era?
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Once I began to dig into boxes in research archives across the coun-
try, however, a more layered history emerged. It revolved around not just 
propaganda but also the subjects that eventually became the focal points 
of this book— motivation and motivational ideology. Attempts to develop 
and use motivation involved not only designers and coordinators of pro-
paganda but also a host of specialists in and on the fringes of the manage-
ment community. Among them were industrial psychologists, economists, 
management theorists, business organizations, communications experts, 
human relations and employee relations professionals, independent ven-
dors of motivational posters and films, and often managers and supervi-
sors. Although these individuals did not necessarily know one another, 
they nonetheless participated in a collective enterprise, even a loosely knit 
motivational “movement” of sorts. While specialists’ theories about work-
place motivation were far from singular or unified, their goals invariably 
converged around the same impulse: to grease the wheels of management 
control in the factory by selling employees on work’s rewards. The “moti-
vational project,” as I call this protracted quest, is this book’s central focus.

As we will see, the motivational project has many strands, and tracing its 
emergence and development takes us into an array of histories— of work, 
management, propaganda, and communication techniques— and into var-
ious kinds of work ideology. Ultimately, this is a story about how managers 
and their ideological allies constructed managerial visions of work and its 
rewards and promoted them in efforts to extend their control over workers, 
diminish the labor movement, and further their own power. That quest, it 
turned out, was remarkably successful. Today, over a century after indus-
trial psychologists and economists began to think seriously about how to 
exploit motivation in the workplace, and decades after the assaults on the 
labor movement ramped up in the 1980s, the managerial mission to sell 
work’s promises and rewards is flourishing more than ever, albeit via tech-
niques that are more extensive and sophisticated than those of the past.

The goal of this book is to provide an accounting of the emergence and 
historical development of motivational ideology in the workplace. But I 
hope that it can be just as useful in helping us understand the power of 
today’s motivation ideologies. In an era when corporations and educational 
institutions continually cast work as a route to personal fulfillment, and 
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when older rewards such as economic security and collective well- being 
have been eclipsed by managerial jargon about self- discovery through 
work, an assessment of motivational ideology and why it matters seems 
long overdue.
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