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Introduction: The Amazon Alexa (Joler & Crawford, 2018)

• Joler & Crawford analyze this network (the AI 
System) using Marxian dialectic of object 
(means of production) and subject (labour 
power)
• They also stress the importance of the 

environment in sustaining—and being 
affected— by the AI system
• “Each small moment of convenience – be it 

answering a question, turning on a light, or 
playing a song – requires a vast planetary 
network, fueled by the extraction of non-
renewable materials, labor, and data.”





Introduction: The Amazon Alexa (Joler & Crawford, 2018)

• “[The system] becomes a complex structure 
of supply chains within supply chains, a 
zooming fractal of tens of thousands of 
suppliers, millions of kilometers of shipped 
materials and hundreds of thousands of 
workers included within the process even 
before the product is assembled on the line.”
• “At this moment in the 21st century, we see a 

new form of extractivism that is well 
underway: one that reaches into the furthest 
corners of the biosphere and the deepest 
layers of human cognitive and affective 
being.”



What is “Micro-Work”?

• The type of work performed in web-based 
& crowd-based platforms

• Outsourced tasks are fragmented into the 
smallest possible unit (a click) hence the 
name: micro-work

• These platforms allow for AI to be trained, 
corrected, and impersonated

• Example: Amazon Mechanical Turk, the 
Artificial Artificial Intelligence





What is a platform?
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Labour Platform Ecosystem (Schmidt, 2017)
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(Casilli et al., 2019)



Microwork Platforms (Casilli et al., 2019)

Two-Sided Deep Labour







Working conditions 
(Graham et al., 2017a; 2018)

• In most cases, workers are not 
considered employees, 
therefore they lack the social 
protections often tied with 
employment

• The revenues from micro-work 
are essential in most cases, 
either as a principal source of 
income or secondary

• Workers value the degree of 
flexibility that platforms 
provide
• “You have the freedom of 

choice. Who you want to 
work with, when you want 
to work, and how you want 
to work”. — Victor, Nigeria



Working conditions (Graham et al., 2017a; 2018)

• Workers feel they are easily 
replaceable. Platforms stress this 
by telling workers they can be fired 
at any time
• Many workers suffer from social 

isolation due to working from their 
homes. Since most clients are in 
North America, many work on 
unsocial hours
• The majority of workers have to 

work at high speed and many work 
between 70-80 hours per week

Oversupply of Labour (Graham et al., 2017a)



Working conditions 
(Graham et al., 2017a; 2018)

• Workers suffer from 
alienation: some don’t know 
who their employers are and 
the majority don’t know what 
their work is for

• A third of interviewed workers 
don’t pay any taxes on their 
income

• While platforms cut 
intermediaries, the reputation 
scores make workers with 
higher scores outsource their 
jobs to newcomers



Regulation
• Governments and policymakers in 

developing countries welcome online 
platforms as a means to reduce 
unemployment (Graham et al., 2017b)

• Due to the transnational and digital nature 
of this work, effective regulation remains 
a challenge
• Most of the labour supply and demand 

comes from a handful of countries, but 
there is little political desire for 
regulation

• Moreover, the development of deep 
labour platforms make effective 
regulation difficult

• Regulation of platforms has targeted 
location-based ones (e.g. Uber) but not 
web-based (Prassl, 2018) 



Worker Activism
• Due to geographical 

dispersion and lack of 
communication, achieving 
collective organization—
and unionization—
remains difficult (Wood et 
al., 2018)

• Micro-workers have to 
rely mainly on online 
communication. For 
instance, 90% use forums 
(Yin et al., 2016)

• The best example of this 
is Turkopticon, which 
allows turkers to rate 
their requesters (Irani & 
Silberman, 2013)



Alternatives
• The Platform Co-Operativism movement 

promotes the creation of platforms where the 
workers own the infrastructure under co-
operative principles (Scholz & Schneider, 2016)

• The FairWork Foundation (Graham & Woodcock, 2018) is a 
non-profit that ranks platforms according to 
ethical labour principles, including fair:
• Pay
• Conditions (worker protection)
• Contracts
• Management
• Representation
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