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Anybody relying for their information on the current headlines would find it hard to make sense of what is happening
in the labour market. On the one hand, the news media are awash with apocalyptic forecasts, often backed up by
studies from reputable organisations such as the US National Bureau of Economic Research , the Oxford Martin
School or the Bruegel think tank, that robots, machine learning, drones, d3D printers, driverless cars and other
applications of Artificial Intelligence are going to eliminate very large numbers of jobs, not just in manufacturing but
also in service industries, ranging from low-skill tasks like picking and packing in warehouses and home delivery
right up to high-skill professional tasks like legal research or stockbroking.

On the other hand, employment levels in the UK are at an all-time high of 74.6 per cent, with the unemployment
level, which averaged over 7 per cent from 1971 to 2016, having fallen to just 4.7 per cent in January, 2017.

So, are we facing mass unemployment or not? Here we are, nearly a decade after a major financial crisis that led to
job losses, austerity and waves of corporate restructuring including bankruptcies, mergers and acquisitions, seeing
the emergence of new winners, with new business models and the birth of new industries, with new technological
applications playing a key role. If we take a broad historical view, this is actually quite a familiar story.

We could look, for example, at the development of new industries based on the spread of electrical power and mass
entertainment after the 1929 crash, or of computerisation after the 1973 energy crisis, or the explosive growth of the
Internet in the decade after the infamous 1987 Black Monday. Each of these technologies was also, of course,
instrumental in displacing large numbers of jobs in older industries. And with each wave, livelihoods were irrevocably
damaged, because the new jobs were not created in the same areas, or for the same people, as the old ones.

The elderly look on in amazement at the desirable new labour-saving appliances their grandchildren buy,
remembering the back-breaking drudgery of the old methods. But for every gleaming new factory in one part of the
world, there are piles of rusting machinery in others, along with devastated lives and communities. Such ‘creative
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destruction’, as Schumpeter called it, is, surely, part and parcel of capitalism as usual.

So why, in the second decade of the 21st century, are so many commentators, on so many different parts of the
political spectrum, convinced that this time things will be different: that we are, in Paul Mason’s phrase, moving into
a period that could be described as ‘postcapitalist’?

Part of the explanation might lie in the way that capitalism is often seen, especially by the young, as a single,
monolithic system that embraces all aspects of life. Perhaps a more useful way of understanding it is a somewhat
messy assemblage of different capitalists competing with each other, scrabbling for market share, experimenting
with new business models and often failing. In times of crisis, when many are going to the wall, technologies
(including some that have been around for a while) may be seized on, not as part of an orchestrated general plan,
but in much more piecemeal ways, by particular firms looking for means to restore profitability: to reduce labour
costs, develop new products or services or enter new markets.

Obvious first targets for automation are processes where labour costs are high, usually because they require scarce
skills or workers are well organised. So it is not surprising that skilled print workers were first in the firing line for
digitisation, or auto factories for robots. The first companies to introduce innovations can make a killing – getting
ahead of their competitors with a step change in increased productivity.

But such advantages do not last long. Once the technology is generally available, it is open to any competitor to buy
it at the lowest market price and copy these production methods. A race to the bottom is started, which can only be
sidestepped by firms that continue to innovate. It is fanciful to imagine that it would be possible to populate the
world’s factories with 2017 state-of-the-art robots and then just leave them to get on with production. Leaving aside
the question of how these robots are to be assembled and maintained, there is no conceivable business model that
would make this profitable over any sustained period of time.

A much more likely scenario is that vast new industries will grow up to manufacture these new means of production
which, like today’s laptops and mobile phones, will rapidly become obsolete and need replacing. These industries
will also give birth to new service jobs, involved in their design, distribution, maintenance and in dealing with the
unintended consequences of their widespread adoption (such as cyber-crime and new safety hazards).

Current technologies do not just create new kinds of jobs, they also change the way work is organised, managed
and controlled. My research has shown that 2.5 per cent of workers already get more than half their income from
online platforms. These new organisational models do not just change the way existing jobs are managed but also
bring new areas of economic activity within the direct orbit of capitalism, for instance by drawing into the formal
economy the kinds of cash-in-hand work done by window-cleaners, dog-walkers, baby-sitters or gardeners. They
may not be jobs in the traditional sense, but they are work, with the potential to be organised differently in the future,
that can form the basis of profitable new industries.

Another factor that blinkers thinking about the future of work is a failure to see beyond the boundaries of the existing
industrial structure and imagine where other new industries will emerge from. Whether it’s the DNA of plants, the
human needs for entertainment, sociality and health or outer space, the universe is full of new opportunities for
commodification. The question is, can the planet sustain them?

♣♣♣

Notes:

This blog post is based on the author’s paper Logged labour: a new paradigm of work organisation?,  in Work
Organisation, Labour & Globalisation, Vol. 10, No. 1 (Spring 2016), pp. 7-26  

The post gives the views of its author, not the position of LSE Business Review or the London School of
Economics.
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