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Work: Now and Then
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Zookeepers

• Truckers  Unloaders Water 
Spiders  Stowers  Kiva Robots 
 (Amnesty Teams)  Pickers 
Packers

• “Watching an amnesty worker walk 
among the robots can feel a bit like 
watching a zookeeper mingle with 
lions. You know this is a trained 
professional who will probably walk 
in and out of  the cage without 
incident. Yet you can’t help 
wondering: What are the chances 
that this person gets mauled?”
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Hot Miserable Jobs 
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Automation Risk 
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What does it take to be good at a job?
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Predictions
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Productive or Unproductive?

Group A

• Nurses
• Teachers
• Dockworkers
• Garbage collectors
• Janitors 
• ...

Group B

• Financial analysts
• Telemarketers
• PR researchers
• Bailiffs
• Lobbyists
• …
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A Window to Hell?

• General Rule:
• “the more obviously one’s work 

benefits other people, the less one is 
likely to be paid for it.”

• a window on much deeper social 
problems.
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Who are essential workers?

• 200,000 health care workers
• 161,000 municipal workers
• 112,000 state workers
• 100,000 school employees

• e.g., 28,000 teachers and other staff  
in Chicago

• Who else?
• Industrial laundry

• Disinfecting gowns, patient bedsheets, 
etc. 
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Wealth “Transfer”

• Real Wage
• $18-$21/hr
• $40, 000 a year

• Counterfactual wage
• $32-$42$/hr
• $92,000 a year

Wealth transfer
• $2.5 trillion 
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Qui bono -- Who Benefits?

• If  automation and technology is 
as great as enthusiasts suggest, 
why do we have to put people’s 
lives at risk in order to get very 
basic things done?
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Qui bono?
Hot-Skilled or High-Skilled?
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Qui bono?
Technophilia
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Qui bono?
Humans or Machines?
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Qui bono?
Social Difference
• Capitalism thrives in difference.

• It regenerate difference

• Spatio-temporal difference
• Capitalism constantly reconfigures 

the relationship between space and 
time in the interest of  profit.

Karl Marx 1867

• Social difference 
• Class, gender, race, (dis)ability,… 
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Difference in Remote Work

• Spatial
• Home/office versus farm, factory, 

store, warehouse, port, hospital, street, 

• Temporal
• Work-life boundary
• Time zones

• Positional
• Skilled-unskilled
• Educated-uneducated
• CIS-other
• North-south
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Us Against Ourselves

“Amazon is a microeconomist’s wet dream. If  you’re a consumer, it’s 
perfect for maximizing the efficiency of  finding what you want and getting 
it as cheap and fast as possible. But, the thing is, most of  us aren’t just 
consumers. We’re also producers, or manufacturers, or employees, or we 
live in cities where retailers have gone out of  business because they can’t 
compete with Amazon, and so Amazon kind of  pits us against ourselves.” 

Tim Wu
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• An injury to one is an injury to all!
• Wobblies Motto

Industrial Workers of  the World

18



What if ?
A Moment of  Reckoning!
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