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Introduction 
AI: Making it, Faking it, Breaking it

Phoebe V. Moore and Jamie Woodcock

Technology has shaped and reshaped work in various ways throughout 
history. Digital technology is continuing to create widespread change 
across different kinds of work, a process that is set to intensify with the 
increasing use of artificial intelligence (AI) and automation. So far, there has 
been documented use of AI in the hiring, managing and firing of workers. 
Less understood are the effects of this on the labour process, workers and 
managers more broadly. Although platform work uses AI extensively to 
plan, manage and control workers, there is limited empirical research on 
how these processes operate in practice. 

There are two main problems with how AI and automation are discussed 
today. The first is a sense that they are somehow new and unprecedented 
interventions into the labour process. Historically, the machine is an attempt 
to automate part of the labour process, increasing the amount produced 
by a worker. It has a significantly longer history than self-driving cars or 
automated warehouse pickers. This leads us to the second problem: there 
is often a binary understanding of automation, either something will be 
automated or not. This leads to a focus on the machine – how effective 
is the new self-driving vehicle, for example – rather than looking at how 
automation is actually affecting work and workers. Rather than an either/
or, automation is used much more as an augmentation of the labour process. 
While the word ‘augmentation’ is often used to refer to improvement, the 
editors of this volume intend to challenge not only this definitional substance 
but the concept altogether. While automation and machinic augmentation 
can work to improve workers’ lives, in the context of neoliberal capitalism 
there is a broad assumption that technology will streamline work and make 
organisations more efficient, rather than an interrogation of the dangers and 
risks that accompany the processes outlined in the following chapters. 
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To address these challenges the contributions to this volume address the 
issues of AI, automation and work through three lines of analysis. First, we 
look at how AI is ‘made’, exploring how AI comes into being and how it is 
used, e.g., in human resource decision-making; how workers are becoming 
resources for machines in the sense of training AI datasets as ‘AI trainers’; 
how we are being oriented in the workplace as though we are either working 
in direct competition with machines or working for them as our managers; 
and focusing as well on the work of software developers. Second, the line of 
analysis of ‘faking’, referring to the increased use of AI as a smokescreen to 
hide managerial decision-making processes and accountability. And third, 
authors look at ‘breaking’ the system that surrounds AI and automation 
practices, highlighting worker resistance, both emergent and potential.

In digitalised work studies, empirical and theoretical research on platform 
and gig work (see editors’ work in this area Woodcock and Graham 2019; 
Moore and Joyce 2019 and further extensive references in this collection), 
have made important headway in the literature and made an impact on 
government policy such as the UK’s Taylor report (Taylor 2017). Now, adding 
to these critical interventions, algorithmic governance and AI-augmented 
tools are increasingly also being used to make decisions about workers and 
in other forms of work beyond delivery and ride sharing. Disentangling the 
ways in which AI works in practice, as well as understanding how it can be 
resisted, are increasingly pressing concerns for both workers and researchers. 
This volume’s three-part understanding of AI provides the basis for a much-
needed debate on these rapidly emerging issues. The problem is not that we 
are not socially evolving to keep up with technologies, as Zuboff speculated 
(2015: 82). It is rather that powerful users of technologies running aggressive 
multinational and national companies, governments and other public and 
private actors, are racing to the top by investing heavily in research and 
development in the uses of AI for profiling workers, while simultaneously 
racing to the bottom by finding the newest and most innovative ways to 
keep wages and worker representation as minimal as possible.

part i: making it

The first part of this book focuses on ‘making it’. Here, we collect five 
chapters on the processes, decisions and dynamics involved in the work 
of making artificial intelligence and its application in the workplace. In 
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the first chapter, Phoebe V. Moore asks ‘Who is the Smart Worker Today?’, 
drawing on her previous work on the quantified self. She develops this into 
an understanding of what kind of intelligence is expected from machines 
and how this then impacts the kinds of intelligences expected from the new 
smart worker. The implications are considered for what kinds of outcomes 
these new smart workers will face, how they can resist, and the wider com-
plications that this will create for automation and workplace surveillance.

In Chapter 2, ‘Work Now, Profit Later: AI Between Capital, Labour and 
Regulation’, Toni Prug and Paško Bilić focus on the actors that promote and 
invest in AI futures, as well as considering the large investments – both of 
capital and labour – required to try and make these futures a reality. Taking 
a Marxist approach to analysing these dynamics, they begin by focusing on 
the concentration and centralisation of capital that has driven investment 
in AI. In particular, they note that while AI promises to be a general form 
of technology with wide applications, the promised outcomes have not yet 
materialised. The chapter then moves on to discuss the ways in which capital 
relies on both highly skilled and high-paid labour in software development, 
and an increasingly hidden and globally dispersed workforce required to 
train machine learning algorithms. The lack of effective regulation is then 
considered, in relation to the development of AI understood in the context 
of the contradictions of capitalist production. The strength of this analysis 
lies in its tracing of the relationships of power and exploitation through the 
financing and production of AI, demonstrating that the current future of AI 
is one dominated by capital, but that this need not be the case.

In Chapter 3, ‘Delivering Food on Bikes: Between Machinic Subordina-
tion and Autonomy in the Algorithmic Workplace’, Benjamin Herr takes a 
Marxist Labour Process Theory approach to understanding the algorithms 
used in food-delivery platforms. Drawing on empirical evidence, the chapter 
focuses on the experience of people being managed by algorithms. As Herr 
reminds us, ‘algorithms are consciously constructed and implemented in 
the capitalist labour process to discipline and control labour’. The centring 
of food-delivery workers’ experience provides a much needed focus on the 
problems of the technology in practice. Herr builds on the argument of the 
‘illusion of freedom’ (Waters and Woodcock 2017), analysing the operation 
of the algorithm and workers’ experience of it. This understanding of how 
the algorithm is made to work in practice is crucial for a critical analysis of 
this kind of work. After all, as Herr notes, organising starts with workers and 
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‘how [they] perceive their work and the technology applied’. The chapter 
foreshadows some of the volume’s later discussions of resistance, providing 
an important backdrop for what follows.

Eduard Müller’s chapter, ‘Putting the Habitus to Work: Digital Pro-
sumption, Surveillance and Distinction’, focuses on the overlaps between 
production and consumption, using this as a starting point for understanding 
the implications of digital technology. It starts with a return to the debates 
on the ‘prosumer’, considering how these can be expanded in data-driven 
surveillance contexts. In particular, the chapter reintroduces Bourdieu’s 
notion of ‘habitus’, updating it in the light of surveillance capitalism and 
applying it to an organisational context. Müller therefore draws attention to 
the blurring of boundaries between work and leisure, accelerated through 
platform technology. While questions of power are often brought to the fore 
in research on digitalisation, particularly via Foucault, this chapter argues 
that future research can benefit from drawing on Bourdieu, unpicking the 
role of the customers’ habitus which plays an increasingly important role in 
relation to organisations. This commodification of the habitus represents an 
important area for future research, further developing critical understand-
ings of the shifting relationships of digitalisation.

In Chapter 5, Uwe Vormbusch and Peter Kels discuss ‘The Power of 
Prediction: People Analytics at Work’. The topic of data is considered again, 
this time focusing on the application of new forms of people analytics in the 
workplace. This is situated within longer histories of control, both at work 
and more widely, that represent attempts to control the future, introducing 
new forms of governmentality. The chapter begins by critically examining 
people analytics, drawing attention to its use of automation and algorithms 
in the screening, analysis and processing of data. The authors consider how 
potential applications could be found across human resource management, 
seeking to transform decision-making at work, before moving on to analyse 
how Predictive People Analytics practices are currently being implemented. 
This draws attention to the way in which automated decision-making is made 
opaque to the user – both workers and managers – undermining their ability 
to either understand or contest the choices made. The discussion focuses on 
the limitations of these practices, in particular on how they involve social 
normalisation and coercion, failing to take into account the diversity of ways 
in which people work. The authors conclude that these practices could lead 
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to resistance – or serious legal challenges – as they concentrate economic 
power in the hands of new data-science specialists.

part ii: faking it

The second part of the book moves on to discuss ‘faking it’, highlighting the 
limits of algorithms and automation. In particular, there have been examples 
in which capital pretends to be using artificial intelligence – often to gain 
attention or the kudos of being engaged in this kind of high technology 
work. In reality, behind the scenes, there is a worker. This section is therefore 
a brief walk to the end of the yellow brick road of artificial intelligence, 
pulling back the curtain on contemporary claims. In Chapter 6, Luca Perrig 
discusses ‘Manufacturing Consent in the Gig Economy’. His chapter draws 
on empirical research with local platforms in Switzerland. Perrig worked 
for each of the five major platforms over the course of six months. He 
interviewed couriers and managers, and conducted a month-long ethnog-
raphy with platform managers in their offices. This detailed empirical data 
is used to re-pose the question asked by Burawoy (1979) and others: why 
do workers work as hard as they do? Taking a starting point that is critical 
of the platform model, the chapter identifies the challenges this model 
faces in practice. Given the widespread use of self-employment status, 
Perrig discusses the problems that this precarious arrangement creates for 
consent at work, further complicated by the reliance on online communi-
cation. Starting from these challenges is a refreshing approach. Rather than 
starting from the victory of capital, Perrig interrogates how the platform 
model operates. In particular, he focuses on the attempted automation of 
the management function, using a combination of differential delivery fees, 
techniques of gamification, and the control of information. Each of these are 
used to try and maximise the number of transactions that workers agree to. 
Rather than concluding that an algorithm has solved these issues, Perrig’s 
chapter instead inquires into the role of platforms as market intermediaries, 
examining how they shape the markets behind the use of automation.

In Chapter 7, ‘Automated and Autonomous? Technologies Mediating 
the Exertion and Perception of Labour Control’, Beatriz Casas González 
re-examines the long-running debate in Labour Process Theory between 
technological change and labour autonomy. She focuses on two empirical 
case studies of German manufacturing companies, one in electronics and the 
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other in communication technologies. The chapter addresses issues from the 
author’s PhD project on technologically mediated influence over workers’ 
perception of control. It finds that there are two main impacts: on the one 
hand, new technologies are used as part of a broader strategy to directly 
control labour in the factory, reducing workers’ decision-making opportu-
nities and actions. On the other hand, technologies are also introduced as 
part of a strategy of control that relies on worker agency. These different 
dynamics are found within the same workplace, creating contradictions and 
strains which workers are left to resolve. However, workers do not identify 
either of these dynamics with greater control over their work. This raises 
important questions about the understanding of technology as neutral. The 
chapter concludes by emphasising the importance of workers’ perceptions 
of how these technologies operate in practice, considering how this either 
reproduces the control of capital or could lead to its disruption.

In Chapter 8, Giorgio Boccardo asks ‘Can Robots Produce Customer 
Confidence?’, drawing on an extensive case study of the Chilean banking 
sector, including 13 years of labour market data, 36 interviews, and an 
eight-year ethnography. This focuses on examining the labour process – 
which shares common characteristics with the sector in other countries. 
The question of automation is explored first through the longer trends of 
technological change within the banking sector, and then automation is 
considered in practice through the specificities of the banking labour process. 
In particular, Boccardo discusses the boundaries and limits to automation 
in relation to how confidence is produced and reproduced between banks 
and their clients. This problematises automation, unpacking its complexities 
in practice. The chapter concludes by arguing that automation needs to be 
placed within the existing relations of power, and asks whether trade unions 
can transform these relations to produce positive outcomes for automation.

part iii: breaking it

The third part of the book discusses ‘breaking it’. Here, the focus shifts 
towards the new ways that workers are finding to resist the use of algorithms 
and automation at work. We frame this last part as ‘breaking’ in order 
to draw attention to the long and complex history of resistance to – and 
with – technology. Going beyond the usual trope of machine breaking, the 
chapters examine how workers resist the new relations of production. This 
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can involve directly resisting technology, but attention is drawn to the wider 
resistance to management in the labour process. The chapters in this final 
part build on arguments in the first two parts, in terms of both how these 
technologies are made and the gaps that emerge from aspects of ‘fakeness’ 
in their practical application. The volume thus shifts onto the terrain of 
struggle, considering both how workers can resist and are resisting, as well 
as how they can reshape their own conditions in this new context.

The first chapter in this section, Adam Badger’s ‘It Gets Better With Age: 
AI and the Labour Process in Old and New Gig-Economy Firms’, focuses on 
platform delivery work. It first situates this kind of work within the longer 
history of couriers, examining how different technology has been applied 
to manage the delivery labour process. The platformisation of this work is 
rooted in both the development of AI technologies as well as the interests of 
shareholder investments. Platforms are understood here through Srnicek’s 
(2017) analysis of platform capitalism, critically analysed through Badger’s 
extensive ethnographic engagement with the work in London. Through a 
comparison of two rival platforms, the chapter highlights the importance 
of data generation to the business model. Badger’s fieldwork identifies 
how workers respond to the contradictions of the labour process, often 
‘multi-apping’ in order to maximise their pay. He draws attention not only 
to the highly visible resistance of strikes and protests, but also to the micro 
practices through which workers contest the algorithm in their daily work.

In Chapter 10, ‘Self-Tracking and Sousveillance at Work’, Marta E. 
Cecchinato, Sandy Gould and Frederick Harry Pitts combine Labour 
Process Theory with insights from Human-Computer Interaction (HCI). 
While many critical accounts of surveillance and self-tracking have focused 
on the capacity of these techniques to strengthen management in the labour 
process, this chapter asks whether there are new collective potentials in the 
forms of data collection, aggregation and curation. This account of ‘breaking 
it’ is therefore one of breaking with the original purpose of the technology, 
and instead considering alternative and possibly emancipatory uses. The 
authors discuss the different managerial uses of these techniques, as well 
as the self-tracking individualised uses. The concept of ‘sousveillance’ is 
introduced as an inversion of the surveillance, in order to consider the pos-
sibilities for bottom-up practices of surveillance, taking the side of workers 
instead of management.
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In Chapter 11, ‘Breaking Digital Atomisation: Resistant Cultures of Soli-
darity in Platform-Based Courier Work’, Heiner Heiland and Simon Schaupp 
discuss the labour process of food platform delivery work. The authors 
engaged in autoethnographic fieldwork as food couriers for Deliveroo and 
Foodora in six different cities; conducted 47 interviews with food couriers 
across seven different German cities; carried out a survey; and undertook a 
content analysis of forums and chat groups. From this data, they argue that 
while platforms attempt full control over the labour process and the atom-
ising of workers, the reality from the workers’ perspective tells a different 
story. They explore how riders stay in regular contact, both on the streets but 
also through online communication methods, and argue that these forms of 
communication are the building blocks for practices of solidarity and collec-
tive action. Resisting atomisation, workers have found ways to self-organise 
within the labour process. Heiland and Schaupp note that communication 
alone is not sufficient for developing collective solidarity. They trace how 
this has emerged in practice, focusing first on self-organisation and the role 
of radical trade unions, as well as the later involvement of more traditional 
trade unions. Throughout, the chapter critiques the argument that artificial 
intelligence at work has been able to solve the problems of control for capital 
in the labour process.

In the final chapter of this collection, Joanna Bronowicka and Mirela 
Ivanova’s ‘Resisting the Algorithmic Boss: Guessing, Gaming, Reframing 
and Contesting Rules in App-based Management’, the authors’ aim is to 
understand the relationship between algorithmic management and resis-
tance practices on food-delivery platforms. Drawing on extensive fieldwork 
in Berlin with Foodora and Deliveroo riders, the chapter discusses practices 
through which workers attempt to ‘break’ the algorithm. Bronowicka and 
Ivanova argue that algorithmic management introduces three additional 
pressures in the labour process of delivery workers: the withholding of 
information; a lack of feedback mechanisms to workers; and methods of 
performance control that rely on data. From these tensions in the labour 
process, the workers in this case study have developed a repertoire of resis-
tance practices. First, they engage in processes of ‘guessing the algorithm’, 
attempting to understand the choices being made. These become collec-
tive processes that workers engage in together. Second, they find ways to 
game the system, seeking out ways to bypass the rules of the algorithm. 
Third, they reframe the work, particularly developing collective grievances 
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in their meeting points away from the management’s (or the algorithm’s) 
gaze. Finally, workers also directly contest the algorithmic decision-making 
process with collective protests and strikes.
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