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The Automaton's impact on work societies 

 

Society is experiencing unprecedented economic growth due to modernisation (Ebert 2012: 3).  

The last two centuries have seen technology propel society into an information economy able to 

communicate instantaneously across the globe.  Society now uses this abundance of 

knowledge to predict outcomes and generate an increase in capital, thus the pursuit of profit.   

Work has become a focal point for many, with work societies characterised by 

interdependencies between people, organisations, activities and various areas of society (Ebert 

2012: 1).  

 

The advance of technology has created a significant impact on social relations.  Instead of 

social determinism whereby 'social action can be defined through culture and the individual 

interpretation of a situation' society is faced with technological determinism (Ebert 2012: 4). 

Technological determinism occurs whereby 'technology is considered a force that determines 

and shapes our economic and social relationships', for example, individual behaviour 

determined and controlled by the use of technology (Ebert 2012: 4). The 1980’s saw a large 

increase in financial globalisation through market deregulation, which subsequently saw the rise 

of technology cater for increased capital exploits (Castells 2001: 53).   

 

The relationship between the state, market and society has evolved with technology seen as 

paramount to success.  Christian Anschuetz, CIO at Underwriters Laboratories says 

'Technology is critical - you're not delivering any value to customers or workers unless you have 

a great technology platform' (TNS Global 2012: 4). Similarly, Dr James Carlton, Futurist CEO 

and Chairman at Institute for Global Futures states 'Getting the right information, to the right 

person, at the right time is going to be the new algorithm for successful companies' (TNS Global 

2012: 7).  Technological investment has resulted in increased productivity, reduced labour costs 

and created greater profits (Rifkin 1996: 6). It is evident that technology has become a 

prominent force for social change more broadly and in the workplace. 

 

This discussion first observes technological progress and the impact on work societies.  Society 

is becoming increasingly connected, which in many cases is resulting in increased productivity 

and efficiency through mobility and flexibility. A focus is then drawn on the utopian versus 

dystopian effects of modernisation on employment. Detrimental effects on work can include job 

loss, diminished leisure time, greater unpaid labour and increased reliance on the environment 

to pursue profit, which may not be sustainable.  In contrast, more positive effects on 

employment can include new job markets, the ability for people to work remotely, which suits 

many working women and disabled people. In conclusion, debate centres on what lies ahead 

for work societies including feasibility of the 'end of work' thesis and whether there are possible 

solutions to curb the effects of the Automaton. 

Modernisation and work 
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New information technologies have provided the infrastructure for the New Economy, for 

example telecommunications and network oriented software (Castells 2001: 52).  People can 

now transfer large amounts of information anywhere in the world in an instant.  Castells argues 

that this Automaton is 'decisively conditioning our lives' (Castells 2001: 56).  The rise in 

technology it would seem is having a profound impact on society, but is it all bad? Edwards 

discusses the key to automated jobs being an effective exploitation of information, with one 

Manager stating 'We're on a learning curve, trying to understand the technology... the 

technology will prove that the current organisation is inadequate... in every revolution a lot of 

people are killed...and some people will be dead at the end of this one too' (Edwards 1995: 12). 

 

Castells suggests that technology alone cannot produce economic growth and that human 

interaction is vital, with anthropologist Caitlin Zaloom validating that technology backs up and 

implements human decision (2001: 57).  Haddad et al. noted that organisational culture and 

management implementation are key factors in determining the success of technological 

implementation (1999: 586). Dell's CIO supports Haddad et al.'s view that sound management 

practice is vital to successful use of tools (TNS Global 2012: 3).  These views support the theory 

that perhaps technology in itself isn't to blame for many of the technological advances today 

and that these advances could largely be the result of human intelligence. 

 

A recent report commissioned by Dell and Intel shows that many organisations are looking to 

'capitalise on the technological revolution to nurture efficiency and productivity' (TNS Global 

2012: 4).   The report highlights the perceived importance of technology to workers with, 

'smartphones are now considered as valuable as 'air and water' providing an emotional and 

social connection for people (TNS Global 2012: 3).  83% of workers state that through the use 

of technology they can more easily reach out to others to solve a problem (TNS Global 2012: 7).  

It is evident that in the workplace, both employers and employees consider technology vital to 

success. 

 

Stilwell suggests that it is typically in the interests of businesses to cut costs through 

implementation of new technologies; however, this involves labour displacement (2012: 17).  

Interestingly, there has been several waves of effects on work societies as a result of 

industrialisation.  Initially, farmers lost jobs and began to work in manufacturing.  Following this 

wave, manufacturing jobs were largely replaced by machines.  Finally, there was a shift from 

manufacturing roles to service oriented roles.  The term 'McDonald's Law' was coined whereby 

'for every job lost in steel mills and car plants, a new job opened up in fast food provision' 

(Stilwell 2012: 18). Stillwell raises an interesting point, when one door closes does another open 

for many in relation to job opportunities dependent on market trends? 
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Utopia or Dystopia 

 

Fear discusses the blurring of work life with social life through the 'provision of fancy gadgets for 

free labour and unpaid overtime' (2011: 2).  Fear discusses polluted time whereby work 

pressures prevent someone from enjoying non-work time (2011: 2).  This is evident with mobile 

technology enabling employees to check email and voicemail remotely while transferring 

information between parties.  It appears a combination of the desire to utilise new and 

fascinating technology with the benefit of increased productivity at a reduced cost (Fear 2011: 

2).  Fear undertook a survey of 1384 Australians with 60% admitting to unpaid overtime in their 

roles with 24% admitting to receiving technology that enabled them to do so (2011: 2).  The use 

of technology provided by employers is causing employees to detract from their personal time to 

relax and spend with family and friends. TNS Global support this view by acknowledging that 

there is a chance of being overburdened by increased connectivity, with concerns that mobile 

users suffer from isolation and distraction as well as losing human interaction (TNS Global 

2012: 5).  Organisations are aiming to increase productivity by 'providing the tools to un-

encumber workers so they can work ubiquitously from anywhere and access all data speedily...' 

(TNS Global 5).  No longer a need to understand, learn and remember with access to expert 

information and colleagues instantly (TNS Global 2012: 5).  It would seem that employees are 

being incentivised through the 'free' provision of these technologies however these technologies 

are resulting in significant amounts of unpaid labour. 

 

John Howard dubbed the work life balance a 'barbeque stopper’, with mobile technologies now 

allowing people greater flexibility in the workplace (SMH 2012: 1).  A report by the Centre for 

Work and Life at the University of South Australia states over 25% of all Australians are badly 

affected by work-life interference (SMH 2012: 1). We now have an 'instant response' society 

where a delayed response isn't sufficient (SMH 2012: 4).  Melissa Gregg, a Sydney University 

academic who has completed extensive research on the impact of technology on work life, 

discusses the changing locations of work due to technology as well as increase in unpaid labour 

(SMH 2012: 4).  Gregg quotes '...Jobs designed these days are insatiable in the amount of 

communication and information that's possible to be exchanged... (SMH 2012: 4).  Gregg 

reinforces this with proposing that people 'never turn off as they are always connected, with an 

expectation that they are always across things' (SMH 2012: 4).  Work intensification is on the 

rise, with Barbara Pockock, a leading expert on work life balance urging people to 'control 

technology, don't let it control you' with the simple example of not checking email or texting at a 

funeral (SMH 2012: 4).  It is clear that the influx of technology is significantly affecting leisure 

time and increasing the prevalence of unpaid labour. 

 

Castells argues that there are detrimental effects of science and technology on work societies.  

For example, 'the rise in fundamentalism, global criminal economy, threat of biological and 

nuclear terrorism, destruction of the environment and destruction of own sense of humanity' are 
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all significant negative outcomes from the construction of the Automaton (Castells 2001: 67). 

Castells too discusses the unsustainability of information capitalism through implosion of global 

financial markets, lack of demand versus production and social, cultural and political rejection of 

large numbers of people.  For example, massacres; aids epidemics; global trade of women and 

children and ecological destruction (Castells 2001: 67).  It is evident that the rise in technology 

has harnessed the pursuit of profit while creating negative outcomes for many, typically those 

with least economic and thus political power to stop capitalism in its tracks. 

 

Scientists featured on the recent documentary 'Surviving Progress' feel there has been a surge 

in increased faith in 'market fundamentalism', believing that technology will solve everything 

when the reality is that it is often technology that has created the problems (Surviving Progress 

2012 - ABC2).  The rich lend the poor money only to find them 'scrape their livelihood' to repay, 

for example, South Americans tearing down their Amazon rainforest to repay debt and earn a 

living to afford basic needs.  The Congo is $14m in debt with the human cost as high as 6m 

dead since 1996 (Surviving Progress 2012 - ABC2).  It is argued here that economics is 

disconnected from the real world with an absence of discussion on the environment with nature 

providing many services to humans.  Hunger and inequity are driven by overproduction and 

overconsumption with companies supporting a solution focused on developing new technology 

(Surviving Progress 2012 - ABC2).  The idea is posed that the economy be defied with a focus 

placed on the reason for being, the 'experiment of socialisation' (Surviving Progress 2012 - 

ABC2).  In observing the global impact of the rise of technology it is clear that there are some 

significant issues and weaknesses in areas for example, sustainability and the health of 

humanity, at the expense of increased profit.  The idea that increasing complexity through 

progress is positive can fall into a 'progress trap' whereby human behaviours provide short-term 

benefits but aren't sustainable (Surviving Progress 2012 - ABC2). 

 

Data security is becoming an issue for many organisations with the rise of technological 

advancement, with a rise in electronic information sharing and accessibility of data (TNS Global 

2012: 3).  Large amounts of personal and commercially sensitive information can be transmitted 

in an instant.  Stephen O'Donnell, CIO at Chalet Teach. said '...if you are a large multinational 

and you lose millions of customer records, you put the economy at risk...' (TNS Global 2012: 3). 

While in many instances firms are happy to ride the technology wave they too need to be 

mindful of detrimental effects such as the security of important business information. 

 

In contrast, there have been some phenomenal advances in science that have resulted in better 

outcomes for populations, particularly in medicine and the justice / legal system (Heath et al. 

2000: 305).  This too opens up new jobs in the health sector and impacts the workforce through 

a healthier population that is likely to live longer.   
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Finland managed to become one of the most technologically advanced nations in the world 

while maintaining a strong focus on the welfare state (Castells 2001: 72).  With one website per 

person, computers in all schools, computer literacy courses for adults and more (Castells 2001: 

72).  The focus is on using technology for a living without equating lives to stocks (Castells 

2001: 72).  It is evident that with the right human interaction, technology can be managed so 

that it produces more favourable outcomes for society with an emphasis on social wellbeing. 

 

Many jobs have been created through technological advancement.  For example, quadriplegics 

are now able to work through using voice-recognition technology and computers.  Interestingly, 

41% of mothers who work would ideally like to work part time to alleviate the pressures of caring 

for children (SMH 2012: 1). It would seem technology has provided opportunities for working 

mothers to work remotely and care for children, which is considered valuable for many working 

women. 

 

 

The future of work societies 

 

The end of work thesis contemplates that 'within less than a century mass work in the market 

sector is likely to be phased out in virtually all industrialised nations of the world' (Rifkin 1996: 

3).  With the increase in new technologies organisations are focusing on 'lean production, re-

engineering, post-Fordism, decruiting and downsizing' (Rifkin 1996: 4).  This view is formed on 

the basis of the fall out of the industrial revolution whereby numerous manufacturing roles 

became obsolete through the use of machines with a skew toward jobs in the service industry. 

The question remains, what sort of work will become available once machines take over the 

service sector? We are already starting to see bank tellers replaced by customer service phone 

representatives, then internet banking and finally mobile phone banking applications. Stillwell 

argues that the growth of the information economy should see new jobs emerge, but there is the 

possibility of jobless growth 'Growth in the output of goods and services unmatched by growth 

in employment' (2012: 18).   

 

Peter Drucker explains for some the 'age old dream of abundance and leisure through no work’, 

which is welcomed by many, can result in global destitution with social upheaval (Rifkin 1996: 

12).  It is argued that work is our only way of organising large numbers of society; as such 

Drucker questions the very basis of the current social contract (Rifkin 1996: 12).  It is an 

interesting concept the thought of no work, many of us spend half our waking life at work just 

what may happen without it? Or is the concept of 'no work' part and parcel of social evolution? 

 

Bagnall discusses the need to move beyond the traditional wage earner model adopted in 

Australia to negate the demand for welfare from the state (1999: 15).  If technological change is 
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going to result in significant reorganisation of the workforce and job loss, it is evident increased 

State spending should be forecast to ensure society can afford basic needs. 

 

Castells argues that capitalism may only be stalled with dramatic financial crisis or social 

upheaval; society may attempt to regain some control over their lives (Castells 2001: 72).  It is 

possible that work societies will adopt this view and defy technological advancement, economic 

growth and attempt to spend more of their lives undertaking activities that ensure they afford 

basic needs but are also liberated. 

 

An OECD spokesman said 'Governments must plan their action more carefully in the social and 

institutional setting...and make better use of science and technology policies to help solve 

problems emerging in a rapidly changing world' (Elzinga and Jamieson 1995: 12).  Many 

initiatives are now being set up to negate ecological destruction and promote sustainability 

(Elzinga and Jamieson 1995: 12).  It is evident that gaining perspective outside of a focus on 

technology to drive economic growth will enable things like social wellbeing and the 

environment to be protected first and foremost before the pursuit of profit. 

 

Harris and Neilson focus on the Darwinian notion of 'survival of the fittest', with those who aren't 

able to adapt 'doomed to die' (1996: 73).  Mathew's believes a post-Fordist view will lead to an 

economy based on 'high wages, high skill, high value added activities seeking to compete in 

export markets in terms of quality, innovativeness and responsiveness' (Harris and Neilson 

1996: 75).  Whilst forcing citizens to adapt to survive seems plausible, does everyone want to 

attain a goal of high wages and skills and effective competition? What about leading a simple 

life without any of those and more leisurely time with family and friends? 

 

Reengineering of the workforce is estimated to result in typical job losses of up to 40% with 

John Sculley of Apple stating that 'the reorganisation of work could be as destabilising as the 

Industrial revolution' (Rifkin 1996: 7).  One would assume that while many jobs are being 

displaced there would be many created such as the rise in Information Technology specialists 

including digital marketers, scientists and more.  William Winpisinger (past President of the 

International Association of Machinists) predicts that within 30 years the world's labour force 

could be as little as 2% to cater for the diminished demand (Rifkin 1996: 6). 

 

Dell and Intel report that those companies in media, engineering and education will focus on 

adopting IT for 'greater innovation and growth'. (Dell 2012: 6). In addition, Information 

Technology (IT) specialists are in high demand, for example, software developers, IT support 

and more. 'Competition now revolves around any market, any customer' (Dell 2012: 7).  

Technology becomes the enabling force for innovation (Dell 2012: 7).  'Companies can drive 

growth to use the connectivity offered by IT devices and applications to connect and empower 

internal and external talent.' (Dell 2012: 8).  Studying through Open University has enabled 
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students to gain further education to enhance their career prospects; which would not be 

possible without the advance of technology.  Wallace argues that significant retraining will be 

required to cater for the transition between old and new technologies (2012: 386).  It will 

become more difficult for people to stay career focused, as changes in technology will result in 

an increase in jobs in some markets and a decrease in jobs available in others. 

 

After discussing the impact of science and technology on work societies there appears to be 

many detrimental outcomes in comparison with positive.  The social fallout of the ever 

expanding Automaton is likely to result in job loss, career change and retraining as well as 

decreased leisure time for those who continue to 'produce on the go' through increased mobility, 

flexibility and unpaid labour.  The increase in technology fuels economic growth, hence 

capitalism, which continues to drive ecological destruction and the pursuit of profit above the 

health of humanity.  Or is it all part and parcel of social evolution? Is the 'end of work' really near 

or is it a survival of the fittest and are we forgetting the segments of society that feel they have 

been positively influenced by the technological revolution i.e. working mothers, disabled, 

medical and information technology professionals.  Perhaps we need to focus on curbing the 

environmental impacts and promoting work life balance and focusing on the positive outcomes 

of the technological revolution, as it would appear, there is little that can be done to switch off 

the Automaton. 
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