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Then she generated the light, and the sight of her room, flooded with radiance and 
studded with electric buttons, revived her. There were buttons and switches everywhere 
— buttons to call for food for music, for clothing. There was the hot-bath button, by 
pressure of which a basin of (imitation) marble rose out of the floor, filled to the brim 
with a warm deodorized liquid. There was the cold-bath button. There was the button 
that produced literature. and there were of course the buttons by which she 
communicated with her friends. The room, though it contained nothing, was in touch 
with all that she cared for in the world. 

Cannot you see … that it is we that are dying, and that down here the only thing that 
really lives is the Machine? We created the Machine, to do our will, but we cannot make 
it do our will now. It has robbed us of the sense of space and of the sense of touch, it 
has blurred every human relation and narrowed down love to a carnal act, it has 
paralysed our bodies and our wills, and now it compels us to worship it. The Machine 
develops - but not on our lies. The Machine proceeds - but not to our goal. We only exist 
as the blood corpuscles that course through its arteries, and if it could work without us, 
it would let us die. 

– E.M. Forster, The Machine Stops (1909)









Automation anxiety

47% of jobs in the US at high risk of automation (Oxford Martin School, 2013); 
Bank of England: 80m jobs in US and 15m in UK…

OECD: 14% jobs at high risk, a further 32% likely to significantly change

Martin Ford, Rise of the Robots (2015): we’re approaching a ‘tipping point’ that 
will ‘make the entire economy less labour-intensive’. A new world of 
‘automated feudalism’ but where the ‘peasants would be largely superfluous’

‘Automation discourse’: Anxiety that workers being displaced by more 
advanced machines, resulting in widespread unemployment

But: society is on the cusp of near-fully automated production, with great 
possibilities









Postcapitalism and FALC
Some on the contemporary Left are excited – Left Accelerationists argue that 
the infrastructure and ingenuity of advanced technological production under 
capitalism should be embraced and used to create a post-capitalist society

 Nick Srnicek and Alex Williams, Inventing the Future (2015)

 Peter Frase, Four Futures (2016)

 Aaron Bastani, Fully Automated Luxury Communism (2019)

Tends to accept uncritically the view that automation = end of most work

Argues for a Universal Basic Income (UBI) to compensate for lost jobs and 
income, and a much shorter working week

Gene-editing, 3D Printing, lab-grown meat, asteroid mining, solar power, 
advanced AI…









AARON BENANEV

Aaron Benanev, “The Automation Discourse”, New Left Review 2019

Visions of fully automated factories stem back to the mid-19th century 
 (Etzler, The Paradise Within the Reach of all Men, Without Labour (1833)

Industrial robotics also goes far back – the first ‘robot’ at General Motors, 1961

Share of workers in manufacturing declines in West from 1970 to 2017:
 US: from 22% to 8%

 UK: from 30% to 8%; 

 France, from 23 to 9%; smaller in Germany, Japan, Italy.

But: automation has preserved jobs in these manufacturing economies. 

Deindustrialisation reflects instead a ‘persistently low demand for labour’, 
caused by global overproduction and an economic slowdown, and creating 
employment insecurity and inequality





KEYNES
Economic Possibilities for our Grandchildren, 1928

What will life be like in 2028?

‘For the first time since his creation man will be faced with his real, his 
permanent problem—how to use his freedom from pressing economic 
cares, how to occupy the leisure, which science and compound interest 
will have won.’ 

But as people became liberated from work, society might suffer a 
generalised ‘nervous breakdown’. 

It was those who could appreciate ‘the art of life itself’, he wrote, who 
would ‘be able to enjoy the abundance when it comes’….





Bertrand Russell (1872-1970)

British philosopher, mathematician, logician, essayist and Nobel Laureate

Analytic philosophy, with Frege, Moore and Wittgenstein

Co-writes Principia Mathematica (1910) with Alfred North Whitehead

Imprisoned for anti-war activism, forced to leave Trinity, Cambridge

Travels widely, teaches across the US and becomes a public intellectual

“In Praise of Idleness”, Harpers, 1932

A History of Western Philosophy (1945)







‘If at the end of the War the scientific organization which had been 
created in order to liberate men for fighting and munition work had 
been preserved, and the hours of work had been cut down to four, all 
would have been well. Instead of that, the old chaos was restored, 
those whose work was demanded were made to work long hours, and 
the rest were left to starve as unemployed. Why? Because work is a 
duty

… This is the morality of the Slave State … No wonder the result has 
been disastrous.’



Over to you

What does Russell mean by the 
morality of work, and how does he 
criticise it?

What would be the advantages of 
a world with reduced work?



‘From the beginning of civilisation until the Industrial Revolution, a man 
could, as a rule, produce by hard work little more than was required for 
the subsistence of himself and his family … The small surplus above bare 
necessaries was not left to those who produced it, but was appropriated 
by warriors and priests.

… Modern technic has made it possible for leisure, within limits, to be not 
the prerogative of small privileged classes, but a right evenly distributed 
throughout the community. The morality of work is the morality of slaves, 
and the modern world has no need of slavery.

… If the ordinary wage-earner worked four hours a day there would be 
enough for everybody, and no unemployment – assuming a certain very 
moderate amount of sensible organization. This idea shocks the well-to-
do, because they are convinced that the poor would not know how to use 
so much leisure.’





Leisure ‘contributed nearly the whole of what we call civilization. It 
cultivated the arts and discovered the sciences; it wrote the books, 
invented the philosophies, and refined social relations. Even the 
liberation of the oppressed has usually been inaugurated from above. 
Without the leisure class mankind would never have emerged from 
barbarism.

… Modern methods of production have given us the possibility of ease 
and security for all; we have chosen instead to have overwork for some 
and starvation for others. Hitherto we have continued to be as 
energetic as we were before there were machines. In this we have been 
foolish, but there is no reason to go on being foolish for ever.’







Arendt, The Human Condition (1958)

Published in 1958, following a 1956 lecture series at Chicago, where Arendt 
was exploring totalitarian elements of Marxism  

Amor mundi an early title – love of the world

The human condition points to what is conditioned about human life – how 
our relationships and activities shape what we are

In particular, how the prospect of a world without labour, and ‘world-
alienation’, might involve a dangerous alienation from what makes our 
freedom meaningful…

… and from our ability to transform nature in a specifically human way





‘If it should turn out to be true that knowledge (in the modern sense of 
know-how) and thought have parted company for good, then we would 
indeed become the helpless slaves, not so much of our machines as of 
our know-how, thoughtless creatures at the mercy of every gadget which 
is technically possible, no matter how murderous it is’ (3)

… the advent of automation, which in a few decades will probably empty 
the factories and liberate mankind from its oldest and most natural 
burden, the burden of laboring and the bondage to necessity. Here, too, a 
fundamental aspect of the human condition is at stake’ (4)



Over to you

Why is there ‘nothing worse’ than 
the prospect of society of 
labourers without labour (5)? 

What are Arendt’s concerns with 
automation?





Homo faber and animal laborans
Homo faber (man the maker), ‘works upon’ and with his hands and tools, 
transforming the world through human artifice. Their objects are durable and 
withstand time

Animal laborans merely labours, our biologically-necessary, cyclical work. His work 
does not ‘build a world’ but simply ‘ease[s] the labor of its own life processes’ (147)

With the rise of homo faber and the 17th c Scientific Revolution, the world could 
now be understood, transformed, subjected to universal laws of nature and bent to 
Man’s will. Utilitarianism dominates. Man is the measure of all things…

Relying on tools or machines, we are conditioned by them. But machines differ in 
that we are their servants. Meanwhile electrified technology has channelled 
natural forces into the human world instead of keeping them at a point of 
separation…



The anthropocentric delusion?
‘The assumption here is that every tool … is primarily designed to make human life easier

… But the instrumentality of tools … is much more closely related to the object it is 
designed to produce, and their sheer “human value” is restricted to the use the animal 
laborans makes of them. In other words, homo faber, the toolmaker, invented tools and 
implements in order to erect a world, not … to help the human life process. The question 
therefore is not so much whether we are the masters or the slaves of our machines, but 
whether machines still serve the world and its things, or if, on the contrary, they and the 
automatic motion of their processes have begun to rule and even destroy world and 
things.’ (151)

For a society of laborers, the world of machines has become a substitute for the real world, 
even though this pseudo world cannot fulfil the most important task of human artifice, 
which is to offer mortals a dwelling place more permanent and more stable than 
themselves.’ (152)



‘Plato saw immediately that if one makes man the measure of all things for 
use, it is man the user and instrumentalizer, and not man the speaker and 
doer or man the thinker, to whom the world is being related. And since it is 
in the nature of man the user and instrumentalizer to look upon everything 
as means to an end – upon every tree as potential wood – this must 
eventually mean that man becomes the measure not only of things whose 
existence depends upon him but of literally everything there is.’ (158)

‘The much deplored devaluation of all things, that is, the loss of all intrinsic 
worth, begins with their transformation into values or commodities … homo 
faber, whose whole activity is determined b the constant use of yardsticks, 
measurements, rules and standards, could not bear the loss of “absolute” 
standards’ (165-6)





‘What was left was a "natural force," the force of the life process itself, to 
which all men and all human activities were equally submitted … and 
whose only aim, if it had an aim at all, was survival of the animal species 
man.’

‘What was not needed, not necessitated by life's metabolism with nature, 
was either superfluous or could be justified only in terms of a peculiarity of 
human as distinguished from other animal life – so that Milton was 
considered to have written his Paradise Lost for the same reasons and out 
of similar urges that compel the silkworm to produce silk.’ (321)



To think over

Is automation then something we 
should worry about?

Does it beckon the possibility of a 
world without work (Russell), or a 
world absent of the kinds of work 
that define human thinking and 
living together (Arendt)?

What kind of ‘sensible 
organisation’ might we need to 
make full use of its advantages?



Next week: Class and Wealth
Two readings:

- Oscar Wilde, The Soul of Man Under Socialism (1892) 

- Pierre Bourdieu, Distinction (1979), Conclusion

Economic inequality is something we’ve often discussed on our course. 

We take for granted the view that it is not acceptable. But why is that? 
What would a world of full economic and political equality offer by 
contrast?

Further, in what way should we use a word like social class? Purely 
economic accounts don’t feel sufficient. Class is also marked by cultural 
distinctions – forms of expression and ‘taste’. How do these continue to 
operate today?


