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Trump, a populist president, is flanked
by tech billionaires at his inauguration

—
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10f 12| Tech billionaires Elon Musk and Jeff Bezos were among those in attendance at Donald Trump's inauguration ceremony in Washington.
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To what extent do digital platforms
reconfigure the political economy of
labor through technological
transformation?

Understanding digital infrastructure and Al requires
looking beyond code and algorithms to the material
infrastructures and social relations that sustain it.




l. Why Platforms?

Platforms as trendsetters




1990s: 2008 Crisis

Dot-Com Boom

1980s: 2000s:

Technological Dot-com Bubble
Infrastructure Burst

Uber
Airbnb

Deliverco




\J

Il. Debates and
3 Methodologies

Interdiscplinary perspectives: political economy,
sociology of work, law, geography, STS
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Table 1.1: Matrix of the organization of the platform economy

ature of the platfor

Location-based Web-based
Traditional Amazon warehouses

time-wage Amazon Web Services

Google

Facebook

Helpling Upwork
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Gig piece-wage  Uber Amazon Mechanical Turk
Lyft Upwork
Deliveroo Clickworker

Airbnb Prolific
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“Extraordinary.” —Bill McKibben
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OXFORD ‘Extraordinary and essential’ ‘What an important book’
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Methodologies: Accessing the field

Location-based

(traditional) platforms

Gig-based location-based

Gig-based web-based

e more traditional access to
workers

e field research, engaging in
strike action, attending
(trans)national union
meetings

e interviewing or surveying
workers

e Apicella 2021; Barthel 2019;
Delfanti 2021; Kassem 2023: Lee
et al. 2022;: Reese 2020

e more dispersed workforce

e being a gig worker as means
of auto-ethnography or
multi-sited ethnography

e joining social media groups,
focus groups

e approaching workers on
break and interviewing
afterwards

e Altenried 2024; Cant 2020; Cini,
Maccarone and Tassinari, 2022;
Dubal, 2023; Gebrial 2024; Heiland
AOVA

e digital fieldwork: sign up on
platforms, conduct
ethnographic study as
worker, posting
renumerated tasks like
surveys

e Reddit and other forums

e Anwar and Graham 2022; Berg
and Rani 2021; Gray and Suri, 2019;
Kassem 2023 McKenzie 2024,
Miceli and Posada 2022




lll. Working
conditions and
agency

Who are the workers? What characterizes their
working conditions? And what do they do about
it?




Amazon

Ware-
houses

Digital Taylorism

Divisions of Tasks, UPH rate,
digital panopticon (Apicella, 2021;
Delfanti 2021a; 2021b, Reese and
Alimahomed)

Wro/ K hard, have fun/mmmw

i

Disruptive Action and
Transnational Organizing

Structural power, associational
power, institutional power,
societal power (Boewe and
Schulten, 2019; Kassem, 2023)




workers

Algorithmic management

hire and fire by algorithms

black box, algorithmic insecurity
algorithmic wage discrimination
(Wood and Lehdonvirta, 2021;
Dubal, 2023; van Doorn and
Badger, 2020, Gandini, 2019)

Location-based gig

Disruptive Action and
Organizing

regulatory protests; more
traditional unions focussing on
regulation, classification and
associational rights

distributive protests: grassroots,
iniatives and labor addressing
unrest (Vandaele et al, 2024;
Woodcock, 2021; Cini et al, 2022;
Umney et al 2024)
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Digital Cubicles in Digital

MTurk & Assembly Lines Amazon Mechanical Turk

Human Intelligence Tasks, AM for

® ® monitoring and evaluating,
d Iglta I Approval Ratings (Irani, 2013, This HIT's reference number is 3951595
Aytes, 2013; Difallah et al, 2018; Cwrs R | 5 Lo
Aloisi and De Stefano, 2022; Gray

I a b o r and Suri, 2019) "‘ W\%—
platforms

‘ Access a global, on-demand, 24x7 workforce
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fairness
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9154

Mturk Approval Rating Calculator

How many more approved HITs do | need to reach my desired approval °
ating? e r oY Alternative forms of
Current Approved HITs: o rga n iz i ng
Racial ° Indian MTurk workers average hourly
wage: US$2.48; US earned US$6.90 Current Rejected HITs: Irecfitone eras e e
wage gap (Rani and Furrer, 2019) difficult oi & 3 gC I )
on Mturk . neolcolonial data extraction (Casilli, Desired Rating: ITficult, gig workers, Collective
2017) Digital Spaces (lrani and

Gendered e 20% lower hourly wage for women Silberman, 20]3’- Savage and

(Adams and Berg, 2019; Adams-Prassl| et Jarrahi, 2020; Gerber, 2022;
wage gap al, 2023) Kassem, 2023)
e double shifts of work, production and !

reproductive labor (Tandon and
Sekharan, 2022)



How do digital platforms reconfigure the
political economy of labor through bot
technological transformation?



Conclusion: Understanding digital infrastructure and Al
requires looking beyond code and algorithms to the

material infrastructures and social relations that
sustainit.

Why are platforms Where is tech in labor

relevant? processes? Who are the workers?

Positions platforms Reshaping labor disproportionately
and Al within systems processes through racialized and gendered

of power, control, and algorithmic workers
capital accumulation management
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