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There are multiple futures of work, depending on where 
you sit on the chessboard and what you have access to. 
All of the hype around the promise of AI to unlock cor-
porate growth and human potential is a distraction from 
the present problems many workers face: keeping the 
dignity of their work in an age where we are increasingly 
containerized, monitored and surveilled.

AI is seeping into our lives. At a mine in 
West Angeles, Australia, Rio Tinto doubled 
its fleet of autonomous drills. British super-
market chain Ocado deployed a thousand 
warehouse robots to pick, lift and transport 
groceries. Norway is launching a fully au-
tonomous container ship and the jobs of 
2 million truck drivers in the US are pro-
foundly changing. Humans and robots 
are becoming increasingly entangled in 
machinic assemblages. 



We seek to better understand the system we are working 
within. We aim to critically examine the reality of a glob-
al, technological system that is powered by low wage hu-
man labor, non-renewable resources, economic models 
and production and distribution apparatuses. We embrace 
the speed, accumulation, disruption, fragmentation, tran-
sience, incompleteness and absurdity of this system to best 
signify and reclaim space within it. How are creative tech-
nology disruptions transforming jobs?  What value do we 
associate with automation if it eliminates lower wage tough 
jobs, like trucking, but leaves those workers without a sus-
tainable safety net? What is the opposite of a world of hy-
per-efficiency where the dignity of work is cast aside for 
increased monitoring? What new ideological frameworks, 
symbols and policies are needed to not only preserve hu-
man dignity but increase equity for marginalized workers 
in the world of AI and automation? How can we amplify 
the voices of workers in the conversation about the future 
of work? How does an artwork function in this system and 
in an art world that also runs on gig-based labor? 



As Paul Virilio once said, “the invention of 
the ship was also the invention of the ship-

wreck.” Advances in AI and robotics can in-
crease human potential and productivity, but 
they also have Virilian consequences if they 
are not designed with prescience. Now is the 

time to ask tough questions about work in 
the age of automation.



“I wake. Another magical day in wonderland. Breaths of spirit 
once again consciously fill my lungs as I wake once again. A true 
gift, this life and reality. First things first, I head down stairs to 
grab some coffee. Hopped on mTurk in hopes it would be some-
what busy so that I can earn myself some pocket change. All in 
all, a very uneventful morning and most likely the rest of my day 
to be the same. A typical day in the life of me. Not much going 
on mTurk today. I head downstairs to grab a healthy concoction 
of oatmeal. Things are very slow on mTurk today. I head over to 
Youtube to start up the lecture about reading Astrological birth 
charts. I seem to be interrupted and not able to give my full at-
tention to the video as my computer beeps at me letting me know 
there is more pocket change to be made. Welp, time to jam some 
music and get some of these Amazon mTurk hits done and then 
later I shall return to the birth chart lecture to learn and grow 
more.”   The Social Factory







“After finished break ready to go to my office to do my daily work 
and ended 11 o clock that time is take a break for physical and 
mentally. Just take a coffee. My higher officer announced today 
evening we conduct a meeting. Then we go to lunch at the time 
of 1:25 pm. Chew the moments on what happened in today office 
and discuss with them. After finished lunch go to as usual do 
work. My senior officer gave a project that is complete the data 
with what is not filled in the files.
          In the evening we go to meeting room. I just exited for 
which is this meeting decorate with color papers and some crafts. 
And I see that a cake front of the table. And I just realized we 
celebrate a birthday party but not a meeting. The birthday for my 
senior officer and he announced our company go to next level 
and salary increment for all. All are very happy and celebrate the 
birthday party more happily.”

“I have fairly severe stress on my right wrist, from doing my 
work on a computer all day long. Sometimes i wear a wrist 
support that relieves some pressure, but it doesn’t ever com-
pletely get rid of the pain. I also have some minor eye strain 
and vision loss due to the harmful blue glow that comes from 
computer screens.” “I currently suffer from neck pain. It is likely this is due to how 

much time I spend working on a computer, much of it spent sit-
ting with poor posture. I have issues with the range in motion in 
my neck. If I move it in a certain direction I can feel some pain, 
this is likely a nerve being pinched. I intend to visit a chiroprac-
tor for this pain very soon.

I work the majority of time on Mturk. I essentially sit on a com-
puter all day looking for work. Once I actually find the work 
things are smooth sailing, but it certainly gets frustrating looking 
for work.”



“I currently suffer from neck pain. It is likely this is due to how 
much time I spend working on a computer, much of it spent sit-
ting with poor posture. I have issues with the range in motion in 
my neck. If I move it in a certain direction I can feel some pain, 
this is likely a nerve being pinched. I intend to visit a chiroprac-
tor for this pain very soon.

I work the majority of time on Mturk. I essentially sit on a com-
puter all day looking for work. Once I actually find the work 
things are smooth sailing, but it certainly gets frustrating looking 
for work.”

“Most of my pain comes from my lower back area. I usually 
spend about 5 hours a day, 5 days a week on Mturk doing hits. I 
tend to slouch over a bit when working for long periods of time 
and i start to feel pain in my lower back. Sometimes i place a 
small pillow on the chair for cushioning and to remind me not to 
slouch over. Every hour i try to get up and stretch my back and 
legs a bit but sometimes i get so caught up i could spend a few 
hours without doing so and i often regret it.”

The social factory
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British supermarket chain Ocado deploys a thousand warehouse 
robots to pick, lift and transport groceries. These smaller, flexi-

ble robots are able to work alongside humans in a choreographed 
dance. Humans pack and unpack goods and the bots sort and ar-

range them. They process 3.5 million items or around 65,000 orders 
every week. The bots can also huddle and form teams when needed 

in the warehouse. The once-fixed assembly line has given way to 
flexible, fluid and adaptive human-machine teams. If any one bot 
breaks down, it can quickly be replaced. Human repairers work 

on the periphery of the warehouse fixing broken bots. Despite all 
the advances in AI, Ocado says the robots can’t deal with a bag of 

oranges. There is not much to grip and if the bots squeeze too hard, 
you end up with juice. Ocado’s aim is to build a warehouse with no 

humans needed.   
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THE PLANET



At a mine in West Angeles, Australia, Rio Tinto is 
doubling its fleet of autonomous drills. The goal is to 

boost productivity of its iron ore operations in the 
Western Australian region.  The drills are controlled 
remotely by operators in Perth, about 1,500 kilome-
ters away. The company says the drills can operate 

more safely, accurately and consistently.  

THE PLANETTHE PLANET



THE PLANET

In 1973, the artist Robert Smithson submitted The Bingham Can-
yon Reclamation Project, a site-specific design to reimagine the 
mine as a work of land art to the Kennecott Copper Corporation. 
Rio Tinto purchased the rights to the mine in 1989. The first dig-
ging at Bingham Canyon Mine began in 1906 with financing from 
Guggenheim Exploration, which later founded the Guggenheim 
museum.



THE PLANETTHE PLANETTHE PLANET



The Internet runs on cables 
under the sea. Data Centers take 
up more energy than the entire 
airline industry. The future of 
work runs on tech which runs 
on the planet. How do we sustain 
this?





Humans + robots are entangled in 
an ecosystem of picking, packing 

and delivery - from robots in ware-
houses to riders who are alerted to 

jobs on the Internet. 



AI is seeping into truck cabs, 
infringing on the bodies and 

freedom of truck drivers. Truckers 
are not being retrained for a world of 

automation.

.What we don’t see behind 
every tech product is its huge 
supply chain of human labor.
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We are living in magical times. Times made possible by smart-
phones and Cloud uploads.  Times where technology and the rise 
of AI has both the power to open up new possibilities and exploit. 
There are over a billion people around the world connected to a 
central brain through smartphones and access to the Cloud. The 

access to the Internet and the rise of AI has opened up a field of new 
models and possibilities. Companies like Uber – which live off the 
sharing economy and do not make or sell goods – are now incredi-
bly valuable. They can do things that in the past required the infra-
structure of much larger companies. Uber also simultaneously pays 
engineers six-figure salaries and monitors hundreds of thousands of 

drivers who working in financial uncertainty. 





This rise in productivity and efficiency has consequences. 
Economists widely believe that automation will further 
polarize the labor market, exacerbating the separation be-
tween high income, skilled jobs and low paying, rote work.

Ocado’s theory is to keep disrupting itself - and its tech-
nology - before competitors can. This a common idea in 
Silicon Valley. What if creative technology disruptions are 
obliterating jobs, exploiting freelance workers, and im-
plementing confusing algorithms? What is a world of hy-
per-efficiency in which humans are cast aside for machine 
prioritized decisions? What is the opposite form of a hy-

per-efficient automated warehouse or mine? 

Source: Congressional Budget Office, “Trends in Family Wealth, 1989-2013”



We need to prevent the present problems of wages, 
unemployment and inequality from being perpetuated 

in the future. For example, worker wages have been 
largely stagnant for the last 40 years while productivity 

has skyrocketed. It is no wonder why there is a narrative 
promoted in the sharing economy and in contemporary 

society that access is more popular than ownership. 

Economic 
Models



 "I feel very tired since I woke up very early to do 
surveys and later on I still have to go to my full time 
job, but at the same time I'm very grateful that there 
is a way with which I can complement my income 
while staying at home with my wife and dogs. In 

fact, my wife even brought me breakfast in bed this 
morning, which was very sweet of her and reminds 
me of what I lucky man I am to have a partner who 
understands why sometimes I am so tired and can't 
give her all the attention I would like. I'm planning 
on definitely making up for this with her upcoming 

birthday though."



Production
and

Distribution

Some attempts to tackle the issue of bias in ma-
chine learning systems only complicate them, such 

as workers performing low-cost, marginalized 
tasks to make AI more intelligent. On Amazon’s 
Mechanical Turk platform, gig workers perform 

segmented tasks, such as classifying images to train 
machine-learning algorithms. The average worker 
on Mechanical Turk makes around $2 per hour, 

and is essentially training their machine-learning 
replacements. Amazon has found a way to train its 
own algorithms, and offers the crowd-as-a-service 
to others in what Ayhan Aytes calls an “assembly 

line of cognitive labor.”



We are living in a sea of data. Our own data is gathered 
everywhere we go, physically and digitally.  Horizontal 
digital platforms have become proprietary, global, sur-
veillance mechanisms. Uber drivers are recruited and 

managed by algorithms on their smartphones. 



The social factory

Every job is being transformed in some way. A study by Oxford 
University predicts that 40% of all jobs will be reduced by 2040. 
Work in contemporary society is not only about income, but it 
also contributes to our professional identity and emotional well 
being. As work undergoes a transformation, whether it be in a 

warehouse, mine or high rise office, how will our relationship to 
work change?  What’s clear is we will be further choreographed 
with technology and processes. And, there will be new skills to 
be learned. Who will ask AI questions to gain the insights we 

need from them so they are not black boxes? Who will train AI 
agents towards productive outcomes? Who will help us imagine 
new models of work in an AI world that not only improve pro-

ductivity, but have social value? 



In The Soul at Work, Bifo Berardi discusses 
how we face new forms of alienation, not just 
physically, but also through mental activity on 
the Internet. Every bit of our mental activity is 

transformed into capital. 

This type of warehouse automation will help other parts of supply 
chains become more “intelligent”.  AI will predict future scenarios 
making activities like demand planning much easier.  (795 million 

people don’t have enough food). 

The factory has been the model of automation for many 
centuries. One of the first films ever made captured workers 
leaving the Lumiere factory in Lyon France in 1895. Today, 
warehouses are dominated by robots. In an Amazon ware-

house, Kiva robots autonomously transport goods to human 
pickers, who then select the right products for various orders.  

Factories will continue to automate everything. The main 
reasons are productivity and safety. Some think there is still 
plenty of work left for people by reimagining processes and 

new roles. 
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how we face new forms of alienation, not just 
physically, but also through mental activity on 
the Internet. Every bit of our mental activity is 

transformed into capital. 

This type of warehouse automation will help other parts of supply 
chains become more “intelligent”.  AI will predict future scenarios 
making activities like demand planning much easier.  (795 million 

people don’t have enough food). 
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