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A familiar story

• A crisis of profitability (linked to financial crisis)
• Leading to:

– Job losses
– Austerity
– Corporate restructuring including, bankruptcies, mergers and acquisitions, emergence 

of new ‘winners’
• In this new landscape, companies take advantage of new technologies for several 

purposes:
– To substitute for and discipline high-skilled, well-organized labour (automation and 

de/reskilling)
– To access new sources of cheap/unorganized labour
– To develop new commodities based on existing products and services
– To develop new commodities based on areas of life previously outside capitalist 

relations (‘primitive accumulation’/ ‘accumulation by dispossession’)



A familiar story - continued

• New forms of labour emerge in which the old concept of a ‘job’ is increasingly 
unrecognizable

• Reactions from critical scholars often lead to predictions about the future of work along 
such lines as:

1. There will be mass unemployment. Robots will take all the jobs (and robots don’t buy 
cars). This is the end of capitalism.

2. Traditional ways of theorizing the labour/capital relationship are out of date. There is 
no longer a ‘point of production’. We need to rethink the labour theory of value.

3. New technologies will release boundless potential for productivity and can be used to 
build a post-capitalist sharing economy and society with leisure for all.

• Each of these views, and many of the mainstream forecasts coming from think tanks, 
government departments etc. seem to be based on similar misunderstandings and ‘blind 
spots’ about the dynamics of capitalist development.



Some pitfalls facing the futurologist of work

• Assumption that trends are linear (or even teleological)
• Difficulty in seeing beyond the boundaries of the existing industrial landscape
• Zero sum game fallacies
• Focus on disappearing jobs without spotting newly emerging ones - partly related 

to problems of definition, measurement and quantification (Or sometimes the 
opposite).

• Failure to take account of the ways in which trends may be shaped by resistance 
and reaction as well as unexpected new applications (positive or negative) of 
innovations (few tools to deal with contradictions)

• Tendency towards Utopian/Dystopian polarisations
• Failure to anticipate new forms of commodification 
• Failure to examine the role of (currently unpaid) reproductive labour



Current trends: automation

• Prioritisation usually given to tasks/processes carried out by high-skilled, well-organized 
workers (who are also the most expensive and troublesome to employ)

– Likely to be concentrated in industrial cities/regions where the resulting unemployment 
(and its secondary impacts on local economies) are highly visible

– Attention is drawn to these job losses by workers’ protests and policy responses
• But new jobs are needed to design, manufacture and distribute these new disruptive 

technological products (robots, drones, 3D printers, self-driving cars etc.) extract raw 
materials and transport them to customers

– More likely to be in green-field sites in the Global South, less visible to observers in the 
Global West

– More likely to have a ‘green’ workforce, prepared to accept lower wages and conditions
• New service jobs are also required for value chain management, communication with 

customers, maintenance, cleaning etc.
• New unpaid tasks may be transferred to users (e.g. 3d printing)
• New patterns of agglomeration and dispersion, extension of value chains



Current trends: formalisation of the informal economy

• Private services brought within the scope of direct capitalist relations via use of online 
platforms.

• This includes many services previously carried out by individuals in the informal economy 
or small independent businesses, e.g. gardening, cleaning, household maintenance, 
construction, social care, delivery, driving etc.

• Driving has attracted the most attention partly because it affects a group of workers who 
were previously organized & have therefore been vocal in protesting this development.

• In the first stages of this development, online companies derive a rent from the process of 
matching customers with workers (with workers also bearing the cost of purchase of 
depreciating means of production such as tools, vehicles etc.)

• As control patterns are established and formalized it seems likely that regulation will begin 
and the relationship transformed into one that is closer to the model of a traditional service 
company

• In the next stage, another classic pattern of capitalist development kicks in (already visible 
in Uber) – the substitution of goods for services (automation)



Current trends: new sites of accumulation

• Commodification of nature
– Enclosure of the commons (colonization and farming of the forest, the deep ocean, 

space)
– Capturing the dna of living organisms to create new bio-products (eg by 

pharmaceutical and agricultural industries)
• Commodification of art and culture
• Commodification of public services
• The human body 

– Plastic surgery
– Cosmetics 
– Mind-altering drugs
– Sex robots/drugs/new forms of pornography

• Human sociality
– Social media
– The ‘hidden housework’ of the internet
– Material infrastructure



Implications for capital/labour relations
• Increased dominance of global economy by relatively small number of large MNCs 
• Multiplicity of workplaces where workers are creating value, directly or indirectly, for these 

companies
– Factories, offices, farms, mines, shops, warehouses, container ships, trucks, but also homes, 

public spaces
• Dispersed workforces

– May be connected only electronically with employers and each other, separated by continents
– Ethnic and language divisions 
– Lack of knowledge about how they are interconnected in global value chains

• Complexity of value chains 
– multiplication of intermediaries
– Workers subjected to discipline and time regimes of global corporations and tightly managed 

by them, yet lack any rights (e.g. to guaranteed pay, job security, advance knowledge of new 
tasks, ability to challenge poor ratings etc.)

• Need for new societal-level demands, based in territories where workers live.
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