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This article contributes to the debate on automation and justice by
discussing two under-represented concerns: labour justice and
equality. Since automation involves both winners and losers, and
given that there is no ‘end of work’ on the horizon, it is argued
that most normative views on the subject – i.e. the ‘allocative’
view of basic income, and the ‘desirability’ views of post-work and
workist ethics – do not provide many resources with which to
address unjustly unequal divisions of labour involved in
technological innovation. This article problematises these
common responses reframing the problem from the perspective
of labour justice. While the allocative view assumes that labour
justice follows ‘spontaneously’ from income redistribution, the
desirability views are chieﬂy interested in either deﬁning or
contesting the meanings of work for individuals, overlooking the
interdependent nature of work and concerns of equality other
than autonomy. Two conceptions of labour justice are thus
applied to the problem: Paul Gomberg’s contributive justice, and
Iris Young’s democratic division of labour. Instead of deciding
between them, the normative core of ‘contributive parity’ is
suggested as a critical standard for assessing unequal labour
structures, and for envisaging a future in which technology can be
an ally in making social cooperation fair.

Labour justice; basic income;
distributive justice; division
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In recent years, many studies have predicted the extraordinary increase in technological
innovation and the impact of this on work. The prospect of a ‘great substitution’ (Autor
2015) of human work by machines has been greeted with equal doses of fear and enthusiasm within public discourse, prompting a range of questions for political theorists to
address. Yet on the one hand, philosophers have traditionally represented technology
as the domain of technical instrumentality, seen as a low form of rationality, set apart
from human choices and the political realm. Reﬂections on ‘technology with a capital T’
along with ethical or cognitive concerns over the one-to-one relation of human to
machines are far more common than political-philosophical readings. On the other
hand, contemporary theories of justice have mainly focused on distributive issues,
either leaving the sphere of work outside of any normative interests or restricting the
issue of work to income distribution1. These tendencies also emerge in current discourses
around automation. While the issue is regularly taken up by economists, who address the
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subject in terms of costs and productivity, the rise of automation raises more than merely
technical issues; it presents a normative problem of justice.
Contemporary normative views on automation tend to fall under two main categories:
one may be called the ‘allocative’ view; the other could be referred to as the ‘desirability’
view. The former view (i) is associated with the notion of an universal basic income (UBI),
while the latter takes two main forms, which we might term the ‘post-work ethics’ (ii), and
the ‘workist ethics’ (iii). I do not identify each of the categories with a particular author or
theory, for they describe, in various forms, recurrent and longstanding normative
approaches to the subject. Let me sketch out their key features before outlining the structure of the article.
(i) In both public and philosophical debate, UBI is often described as one of the most
suitable responses to ‘technological unemployment’. The reasoning behind this is
simple and compelling: if workers are likely to lose access to wages due to workplace
automation, then alternative sources of income should be provided, irrespective of
whether one is employed. From a normative point of view, this measure stands on
a principle of freedom from material need, against the means-tested exclusivity typically associated with traditional welfare programmes. In relation to automation, a universal basic income is seen as a way of redistributing the wealth produced by
increased proﬁts due to labour-saving technology; proposals such as ‘taxing the
robots’ have been suggested as a way of ﬁnancially supporting this measure. In
this view, what is unfair in automation is that it threatens people’s livelihoods and
jeopardises their economic security. The underlying norm may be described as
one of allocative equality.
(ii) The dream of a society liberated from work through technological development is a
classical topic. The contemporary version of this idea is primarily associated with
‘post-work’ (or ‘anti-work’) views, which often incorporate an ethical premise or corollary of the basic income claims. On this view, what is needed is a shift of political
demands from an ethics centred on work to a post-work ethics, where work is no
longer seen as the main source of self-realisation and dignity: in Arthur C. Clarke’s
words, a world of ‘full unemployment’ should be demanded instead. Within this framework, some consider automation as a means for liberation from the double
oppression of the ideology of work and economic precarity. A ‘fully automated
world’, where an unconditional income guarantees access to resources independently of individuals’ work performance, should thus replace the traditional ideal
of self-realisation through work, that is, the old-fashioned ‘workist ethics’. An ideal
of emancipation from work, or self-realisation outside of work, is the objective here.
(iii) Those who consider work to be an irreplaceable means of self-realisation tend to see,
often implicitly, automation as a threat – in what critics usually refer to as ‘the Luddite
fallacy’. Whereas post-work thinkers see technology as a potential means of liberation
from economic oppression and work as drudgery, this view tends to be characterised
by ‘automation anxiety’ (Autor 2015). Instead of an ideal of emancipation from work,
their view conveys an ideal of self-realisation through work. Thus, if work is threatened by technology, then the technological impact on work should be contained.
Their normative response to automation is one of full employment, calling for policies
that strive to reintegrate those expelled from the labour market. It follows that, in
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order for people not to lose this source of self-fulﬁlment and meaning, automation
should be contained, and normative and political eﬀorts should pursue the aim of
full employment. Underlying both the post-work (ii) and the workist (iii) views is
the principle of autonomy, albeit with very diﬀerent inﬂections.
The current discourses over work and automation are mostly centred around autonomy, while the ideal of equality is mostly conceptualised as an issue of income redistribution. As such, there is a notable lack of tools with which we might address unjust
inequalities in labour relations aﬀected by technological change. This article contributes
to the debate on automation and social justice by discussing the relevance of two
under-represented normative concerns: labour justice and equality. Before engaging in
the normative discussion, I will recall some crucial facts that ought to be considered
(in the section ‘Heteromation and unequal divisions of labor’): namely the persistence of
work and the winners and losers of automation, heteromation, and the unequal divisions
of labour involved. Then, I will argue that in order for automation to be part of social progress, as it is often assumed to be, concerns of equality with respect to work have to be
considered beyond an allocative perspective: income should not be seen as exhausting
the demand for justice, since work and the division of labour raise distinct, irreducible concerns. I will then argue (in the section ‘Reframing the problem’) that current normative
views on work are insuﬃcient to address unequal divisions of labour involved in technological change, since they are predominantly interested in deﬁning or contesting the
meanings of work from the perspective of the individual. This conception of ‘autonomy
without equality’ risks overlooking the social and interdependent nature of work as well
as its nature of participation to social cooperation. Following on from this, I will attempt
to shift the debate on automation into a more egalitarian – and more attentive to the
structures of work – direction. Two conceptions of labour justice, taken from contemporary
political philosophy, are then applied to the problem (in the section ‘Labour justice and
equality’): Paul Gomberg’s contributive justice, and Iris Marion Young’s democratic division
of labour. Their categories prove useful in identifying what exceeds the scope of allocative
equality, and they are helpful in elaborating an alternative moral grammar. Finally, I will
propose the norm of contributive parity as an alternative standard with which to
address the problem, in both critical and normative terms. It requires that technological
change be addressed in such a way that all members of society beneﬁt from it in their contribution to social cooperation, other than income, and that possible future arrangements
of work should make technology an ally in the goal of making social cooperation fairer,
providing opportunities to rethink the organisation of work in a more inclusive way.

Heteromation and unequal divisions of labor
It is hard to assess, once and for all, the impact of technology on human labour. Indeed,
‘technology’ is far from a homogeneous entity, for diﬀerent technologies produce
diﬀerent eﬀects in diﬀerent contexts, which cannot be fully anticipated. The long-term
eﬀects of technological innovation on human work remain a controversial topic, with
no one having the last word. Moreover, one cannot adequately understand socio-economic changes by emphasising on a single factor. Far from denying such complexity, a normative discussion on automation and work should start by considering some interrelated
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facts: (1) the persistence of work; (2) the winners and losers of automation; (3) heteromation; and (4) the unequal divisions of labour involved. In what follows, I will outline each of
these factors in turn before proceeding to the normative discussion.
(1) The persistence of work. Despite the combination of fear and enthusiasm for what is
often said to be a jobless future, studies have shown that such expectations are misleading (Arntz, Gregory, and Zierahn 2016; Eichhorst and Portela de Souza 2017).
Contra Frey and Osborne’s well-known predictions (2017), Arntz et al. have argued
that job automatibility should not be overestimated, since ‘occupations labelled as
high-risk occupations often still contain a substantial share of tasks that are hard to
automate’ (2016, 4). That is, the automation of some tasks should not be confused
with the automation of the whole job. Thus, evidence suggests that, instead of the
binary image that would oppose the ‘end of work’ to ‘full employment’, the scenario
is better understood as mixed and ambiguous. ‘Work’ is likely to undergo transformations and adjustments, rather than dissolution.
(2) Winners and losers of automation. According to the ‘routinisation hypothesis’, what is
more likely to be automated are the routine tasks reducible to replicable patterns,
regardless of their ‘manual’ or ‘intellectual’ nature (Autor, Levy, and Murnane 2003).
Although such routine tasks are present in both low-skilled and high-skilled jobs, in
this context high-skilled workers are more likely to succeed while others are ‘displaced
into lower-paying service industry jobs’ or into a state of ‘permanent unemployment’
(Pew Research Center 2014, 4). Therefore, in this process, high-skilled workers beneﬁt
from a comparative advantage to the low-skilled (Autor, Levy, and Murnane 2003,
1309), the latter being ‘likely to bear the brunt of the adjustment costs as the automatibility of their jobs is higher compared to highly qualiﬁed workers’ (Arntz, Gregory, and
Zierahn 2016, 4).
(3) From the ‘great substitution’ to ‘heteromation;. Technological innovation both relies on
and creates human labour, for new social needs go hand in hand with new work. In
addition, time is never really ‘liberated’ by technology – on the contrary, it seems
that the greater the level of technology, the less time we have (Rosa 2015; Schwartz
Cowan 1983).
Rather than merely replacing labour, technological innovation involves a logic of externalisation, shifting tasks from Artiﬁcial Intelligence (AI) to workers. A practical example of
this can be found in the data-processing ‘crowdwork’ that is bought and sold through
online marketplaces like Amazon Mechanical Turk™, MobileWorks™, CrowdFlower™,
CloudFactory™, Clickworker™ and many others. These platforms provide a way of
meeting the supply and demand of necessary micro-tasks that cannot be performed by
AI, either because algorithms lack the cultural capacities needed to interpret the data,
or because it is cheaper to outsource these tasks to humans. These marketplaces allow
companies to outsource these micro-tasks to thousands of ‘crowdworkers’ around the
world, taking a percentage of the payments. In such ‘artiﬁcial artiﬁcial intelligence’ (J.
Bezos), human workers train AI or complement its performance in various ways – e.g.
choosing the right tag for an image, deleting inappropriate content on social media, transcribing text from audio, recognising scanned text, and many other forms of ‘human computation’. These low-paid ‘data janitors’ (Irani 2015a) might work for a variety of employers
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in a single day, and the users’ agreement for signing up to the website replaces the traditional labour contract. Note that employers are allowed to reject the work done and
refuse payment if they deem the work unsatisfactory (Kingsley et al. 2014), in a sort of
norm-free zone where basic social protections and minimum-wage laws do not apply.
Indeed, the relation between employers and ‘taskers’ (Standing 2016) is delegated to
algorithms and demoted to a mere ‘computational problem’ (Irani 2015b, 5). Such asymmetry in bargaining power accompanies the so-called ‘taskiﬁcation’ of labour (Grey 2016),
i.e. the reduction of work to a sequence of ‘clicks’ that recalls Adam Smith’s stultiﬁed
worker in the pin manufacturing industry. Another example of heteromation can be
found in social robots, which are ‘not as autonomous as we popularly represent them
to be’ (Ekbia, Nardi, and Sabanovic 2015): someone has to activate them, to make them
work, to guide them within a speciﬁc environment, to teach them how to perform particular tasks (Argall et al. 2009). This invisible human work is not just an accidental interlude
along the pathway of technological innovation; rather, such work is the very condition
of technological possibility (Irani 2015a). Behind the idea of impersonal autonomy contained in the concept of ‘automation’, one ﬁnds another, largely untold side of the ‘end
of work’ narratives, in the form of workers performing tasks behind the scenes. Thus,
rather than ‘automation’, it might be more accurate to speak of the ‘invisible division of
labour between humans and Artiﬁcial Intelligence’ (Ekbia and Nardi 2014).
(4) Unequal divisions of labour. Interestingly, high-technology work environments often
emphasise the non-hierarchical character and horizontality of their labour structure,
also qualifying their work as ‘creative, challenging and innovative’ (Irani 2015b, 16;
Turner 2009). Yet a boundary divides the ‘creative workers’ from the ‘mindless crowdworkers’, for the work that does not ﬁt with the ‘creative ideal’ is outsourced and sent
‘outside the walls of [the] oﬃce’ (Irani 2015b, 16; Fish and Srinivasan 2011), without
aﬀecting the façade of horizontality and innovation.
Indeed, automation has diﬀerent eﬀects on diﬀerent jobs and social groups (Eichhorst
and Portela de Souza 2017, § 100–102). The outsourcing logic from AI to workers is structured in such a way that the most vulnerable social groups are reserved for the ‘crumbs’ of
automation – witness the unequal geography of supply and demand of digital labour
between the global North and South, where the former (USA, Canada, UK) is the main outsourcer of tasks, while the latter is the main provider of them (Graham, Hjorth, and Lehdonvirta 2017). In countries like India, Philippines, and Bangladesh, many communities
make a living thanks to crowdwork (Ipeirotis 2010; Kingsley et al. 2014), whereas in
Western countries crowdsourced micro-labour is often a secondary job. In addition, technology-related inequality is not gender neutral: it is not insigniﬁcant that almost 70% of
‘mechanical turkers’ are women (Ipeirotis 2010). More broadly, a gender-segregated
labour market does not suddenly equalise with the advent of automation. While most
job losses aﬀect roles dominated by women – i.e. administration – it is mostly men who
are likely to beneﬁt from the creation of new jobs, as they prevail in those areas more
likely to beneﬁt from technological transformations, such as engineering and computing,
where women’s participation is lower. Indeed, the diﬀerential is stark: ‘one new STEM job
per four jobs for men, but only one new STEM job per 20 jobs lost for women’ (Schwab and
Samans 2016)2.
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Contributive inequality
These examples do not exhaust the reality of technological change, yet they should make
us aware that technological innovation in itself does not ameliorate the lives of all. Instead,
it seems to either accommodate or exacerbate extant inequalities. Automation as such
does not challenge the highly unequal traits of pre-existing patterns within the division
of labour (Irani 2015a; Light 1999); nor, to be sure, did it create them. Therefore, the starting point of the normative discussion should not be a zero-sum game between work and
technology, as is often the case. In the global outsourcing chain of automation, some continue to perform the most rewarding work (‘challenging, innovative, creative’), seeing their
competitive advantage over machines and over those on the lower rungs of the ladder
increase, whereas others tend to be reserved for the invisible, taskiﬁed work at the
fringes of the outsourcing chain. Such divergent entitlements to work quality and prospects may be called ’contributive inequality’. This expression aims at highlighting the
highly stratiﬁed nature of contribution that aﬀects workers in the division of labour, and
the speciﬁcally contributive nature of such advantages and disadvantages beyond the
wage (even if wage remains, of course, a crucial part of the problem). The contributively
advantaged are a group of workers who beneﬁt from rewarding jobs and social prestige;
they have room for self-determination and self-expression in the workplace, for the development of their capacities; they have the chance to ﬁnd meaning and purpose in their
work and in their role within the system of social cooperation. By contrast, the contributively disadvantaged have very little reward, no social prestige, scant choice in their
work activity, and little say in establishing the terms of the work relation; they have no
possibility for self-expression and few opportunities to ﬁnd meaning or purpose
through the sequence of tasks they perform. Importantly, these groups also have
diﬀerent prospects. This gap resonates the distinction between ‘professionals’ and ‘nonprofessionals’ discussed by Iris Marion Young as critically relevant for justice and exceeding the distributive paradigm (Young 1990, 192–222). The professionals have access to
career progression, whereas the nonprofessionals have few chances for mobility; of
course, the former beneﬁt from higher pay and thus from very diﬀerent levels of economic
security – however, the line that divides them is not exclusively an economic one.
There is, thus, a fundamental problem of equality at work, and it is one that cannot be
solved by technology in itself, while current normative accounts take the contributive hierarchy as a given.

Reframing the problem
The possibility to outsource work has always been reserved for the few. In ancient
societies, slavery provided an odious solution to the contributive problem, reserving the
burden of performing undesired tasks for the most socially vulnerable groups. In the
modern age, the great promise of technological progress has been one of ﬁnally being
allowed to outsource the less desired tasks to machines. Human menial labour, so the narrative usually goes, will eventually disappear thanks to machines – which, then, will be the
new ‘slaves’ of humankind. Yet, as noted above, the last links of the human outsourcing
chain are not merely replaced by technology. Indeed, the situation is more complex. Automation seems unable to keep its promise: the ﬁnal links of the outsourcing chain are still, in
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one way or another, human. In what follows, I will consider both the desirability view and
the allocative view, asking whether they provide adequate tools to address this situation.

Self-realisation for whom?
Within this ’grey area’ – where work does not disappear, but unequal labour relations are
still at play – what would be the response of the desirability accounts? Advocating an
ethics of the refusal of work, the post-work view would demand a reduction in working
time alongside a shift from work to leisure time as the core of self-realisation. But this
raises a crucial question: In a world increasingly aﬀected by technology, how the least
advantaged members of society would beneﬁt equally from automation and be able to
contribute to social cooperation as peers? Who would actually enjoy leisure? How could
the ‘still existing’ work structures be made fair? The ideal of ‘full automation’ and the
ethics of the refusal of work – while generally not intended literally, but rather as a political
strategy – do not tell us how to prevent the least advantaged in society from being
reserved for the ‘crumbs’ of automation. Since social needs and the work needed to
meet them are not likely to disappear, in focusing on the goal of the elimination of
work, the actual possibilities to transform work and the division of labour are neglected,
naturalising current forms of the division of labour.3 In other words, the problem is not
so much one of whether or not to work, but rather one of making work fair, and
making technological change an ally in this regard.
Turning to the workist side of the desirability spectrum, requirements of meaningfulness at work may provide standards for addressing the taskiﬁcation and the degradation
of heteromated workers’ labour conditions. Therefore, in such accounts, the problem of
labour injustice would not be completely overlooked, even though it would be
conﬁned to the experience of the subject. Yet this would at least bring us one
step forward: within this view, the ‘mindless’ nature of heteromated work would be
objectionable on the grounds of objective conditions of meaningfulness, dignity, and
purpose in the workplace, which could be taken as ‘inescapable interests’ of the
workers (Yeoman 2014) – a view that is also held in psychological and sociological research
(i.e. Kohn and Schooler 1978).
However, conﬁning their normative demands to the principle of autonomy – however
varied their interpretations – and to the individual experience of work, the desirability
views end up decoupling the question of whether automation is a source of autonomy,
leisure, and self-realisation from the broader unequal geography of the global division
of labour in which progress is expected to occur. That is, theirs is a conception of autonomy without equality.

Interdependence and pluralism
Rather than focusing on its meaning (either to deﬁne or to contest it), work should be
addressed as a form of participation in social cooperation. Workers cannot be abstracted
from the broader system of social cooperation on which their role, tasks, productivity, and
position on the ladder of labour depend. As Elizabeth Anderson points out, it is not from
the perspective of ‘the self-suﬃcient Robinson Crusoes’ that principles of fair cooperation
are to be decided, for
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‘the productivity of a worker in a speciﬁc role depends not only on her own eﬀorts, but on
other people performing their roles in the division of labor. Michael Jordan could not make
so many baskets if no one kept the basketball court swept clean (Anderson 1999, 321).

Likewise, if the taskiﬁed, ‘mindless’ labour behind automation were not performed by
those at the lower rungs of the ladder, high-tech professionals would not be able to
work as they do. Their tasks, position, prospects, and social standing also depend on
those of others. The normative core behind the fact of social interdependence lies in
the consideration that individual achievements at work as well as contributive advantages
are inherently related to those of others in the division of labour. Once such an interdependent perspective is embraced, one cannot address autonomy and self-realisation without
calling into question other contributors’ relative position in the division of labour as being
equally relevant. Addressing the problem from this standpoint provides a methodologically advantageous and normatively pertinent standpoint. Unlike allocative responses, it
is not exclusively focused on the income side of the problem. Unlike the desirability
views, it does not take the problem of the inherent meaning of work – whether
claimed or contested – as the way to draw normative conclusions on automation, nor
does it restrict its attention to the subjective dimension. Rather, it forces one to see the
interconnections – both vertical and horizontal – involved in the social organisation of
the tasks, from which technology can in no way be isolated. Let’s call this the social interdependence condition.
Moreover, a conception of labour justice does not need to defend a particular conception of the role of work in human ﬂourishing. Instead, it should consider work as a
fact of social cooperation in the ﬁrst place. There is no need to place oneself on one or
the other side of the desirability spectrum in order to defend labour justice. Instead of
seeking an inherent meaning in work or some deﬁnition of human nature, one needs to
ﬁnd a way to discriminate between fair and unfair unequal labour structures, and to identify possible conﬁgurations of fair work in an increasingly technological world, on the basis
of the practical awareness of the persistence of work, heteromation, and the inequalities
involved. Unlike most desirability approaches, this perspective is compatible with pluralistic interpretations of the nature of work and its role in human nature, preventing paternalistic implications. This is the pragmatic pluralism condition.

What escapes the gaze of allocative justice?
The allocative view is usually associated with two assumptions concerning labour justice:
(1) freeing workers from material need, UBI is expected to provide workers with an ‘exit
choice’ from undesired occupations, giving them more room for occupational choice
(including the decision to work at all); (2) As such, workers would beneﬁt from more bargaining power, indirectly forcing the employers to raise the bar of the quality of work,
other than through pay.
Thus, in the allocative view, labour justice is expected to follow more or less spontaneously from UBI. That is, providing people with a regular amount of money, UBI is
expected to change the rules of the game of work ‘from the outside’. For some authors,
UBI as such would even bring about cooperative relations (Block 2013). This is a ‘ripple
eﬀect’ conception of labour justice: by intervening on income, improvements on work
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conditions and labour relations are expected to follow. Such a framework leaves the whole
burden of the terms of fair contribution to the interplay between employers and employees and other contingent factors that may play a role in the unpredictable balance of
forces. While I am not arguing against UBI, I claim that a conception of labour justice
cannot be simply subsumed under an allocative view. Work and the division of labour
are structured around norms and relationships that one cannot simply assume will
become fair by altering the material conditions of the workers, even if this may help
toward that end. Unjustly unequal divisions of labour involve practices, norms, habits,
and relationships that have to be addressed and negotiated as such: income tells only
half the story.
Indeed, UBI is a distributive response to a problem that is not solely distributive. Technological change raises questions that go beyond mere income: other than ensuring
access to material resources and freedom from need, what is needed is for work and
labour relations to be made fair and, if possible, for technology to be an ally in this
regard. If work is not likely to ‘end’, and if the externalisation of tasks from AI to
humans is likely to continue, which also involve unequal divisions of labour, then normative discussions should not just care about income (allocative justice); they should also
focus on how to make people’s participation in social cooperation fair (contribution).
This normative diﬀerentiation condition requires that diﬀerent dimensions of justice be
acknowledged as raising distinct normative questions, and that, despite being deeply
intertwined, they cannot be reduced to one another.

Labour justice and equality
Two conceptions of labour justice
The writings of Iris Marion Young and Paul Gomberg may oﬀer some resources for moving
the debate on automation and the future of work in a diﬀerent direction. Before exploring
how their categories may be useful to this end, I will sum up some of their key claims.
According to Young, the distributive paradigm of justice prevailing in normative
debates ignores ‘issues of decision-making power and procedures, division of labour,
and culture’ (1990, 15, 2006). They involve forms of oppression rooted in relationships
and processes that cannot be grasped by the allocative logic of distribution. Young
deﬁnes oppression as a structural impediment to one’s self-development: the ‘faces of
oppression’ that she identiﬁes as rooted in the division of labour are exploitation, marginalisation, and powerlessness (Young 1990, 48–65).4 While exploitation concerns a structural
relation of control and unfair transfer of energies from one group to another, where few
accumulate at the expense of the work of others, marginalisation points to the expulsion
‘from useful participation in social life’ (1990, 53). As for powerlessness, this refers broadly
to a ‘lack of authority, status, and a sense of self’ (1990, 57). These forms of oppression
involve material consequences, but cannot be reduced to them.
Whereas Young’s view of labour justice is centred on relationships and decision-making
processes, Paul Gomberg’s main concern lies in the nature of the tasks and how their social
division aﬀects people’s ﬂourishing. The key point of Gomberg’s analysis is that those at
the bottom of the ladder of labour tend to belong to socially devalued groups, like racialized people: being reserved for the most simple, routine tasks, they are impeded from
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ﬂourishing, and thus cannot aspire to social esteem. Gomberg’s relevant questions are:
‘Who toils for whom? Who decides how labour is organised and who works? Who does
the more complex and engaging labour? Can those who execute labour plans also
make them? Can routine and complex labour be shared?’ (Gomberg 2007, 15). Even
though his main focus is on racialized groups, Gomberg acknowledges that ‘the racial division of labour highlights the injustice of a more general social division’: namely that
between those who plan and those who execute labour (Gomberg 2007, 11–12; see
also Murphy 1993; Schwartz 1982; Young 1990). Gomberg’s ‘contributive justice’ requires
that those who are relegated to the less favoured positions in the division of labour can
exercise their complex capacities: this would be possible by sharing the simple tasks
among all members of society.
Both Young and Gomberg’s views meet most conditions listed above. They meet the
normative diﬀerentiation condition, since both shed light on the hidden normative
zone of work without reducing it to a distributive account. They meet the social interdependence condition, insofar as they do not conﬁne themselves to concerns of individual
self-fulﬁlment at work, but see that one’s demands of self-fulﬁlment cannot be decoupled
from the question of who may pay the price for it in the interdependent system of social
cooperation. However, Gomberg’s model does not meet the pragmatic pluralism condition, for he grounds the idea of contributive justice on a conception of ﬂourishing
that stands on a strongly perfectionist deﬁnition of work and human nature. As previously
argued, in order to pursue labour justice, this kind of positioning is not necessary: it provides a highly questionable basis for labour justice, in a world where pluralistic interpretations of the ethical meaning of work may legitimately co-exist.

Rethinking automation through Young and Gomberg’s categories
Let us see how these categories may help us to identify what goes beyond UBI in automation, starting from an application of Young’s faces of oppression to our concern. (1)
Concerning exploitation, companies free-ride on crowdworkers’ badly paid labour
‘behind the scenes’ of technology. The notion of heteromation itself points to the managerial advantage over such hidden human labour (Ekbia and Nardi 2014). Workers’ status also
plays a key role in the exploitative transfer, as women and racialized people from the lower
classes and from poorer countries are especially exposed to such exploitative logic –
witness the phenomenon of ‘price discrimination’, that is, payment of wages based on
socio-demographic traits (Kingsley et al. 2014, 20).
This form of oppression cannot be fully addressed within an allocative framework. For
UBI’s advocates, basic income is intended to counterbalance the exploitative relationship
of force providing workers with the material means for increasing their bargaining power.
However, one should note that UBI is not an option in poorer societies (Van Parijs and Vanderborght 2017) where many heteromated workers live. This means that those on the
lower rungs of the labour ladder, who are supposed to be the most in need of social
justice, would be excluded from the scope of UBI. This is another reason why it is vital
to include the concerns of labour justice when addressing the problem. Improving the
labour conditions of the worst oﬀ would mean providing a response of justice to technological change that UBI cannot oﬀer at present.5 (2) In expelling some low-skilled workers
from the labour market, as well as further polarising the division of labour, so that some
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people are reserved for the ‘crumbs’ of technological change and are thus prevented from
fully participating in social cooperation, automation gives rise to concerns of social marginalisation. Basic income may alleviate situations of severe deprivation that can result
from technological unemployment and contributive disadvantage; however, social
inclusion does not naturally follow from material provisions, even if it is clear that the
lack of material provisions exacerbates social exclusion. (3) Powerlessness has to do
with workers’ voices carrying no weight and workers being excluded from the decisionmaking processes that aﬀect their work. There is no necessary link between the allocation
of a sum and participation in such decision-making processes. The latter has to do with
rules, procedures, and structures of control, which do not automatically follow from UBI.
Providing some material means that may enable one to quit the job, UBI is supposed to
provide what is usually referred to as an ‘exit choice’. Yet, one can hardly deny that democratic participation in decision-making processes is more than the freedom to say ‘no’.
Without underestimating the crucial importance of this possibility, it is hard to deny
that democracy is more than this. In its most basic deﬁnition, democracy is the possibility
to be co-authors of the norms with which one has to comply. One cannot conﬁne justice to
the mere entry into and exit out of work. Far from being exhausted by the negative gesture
of quitting, democracy requires a positive logic of participation in the construction of
norms and practices that aﬀect one’s work.6 Young’s response to these ‘faces of oppression’ is the democratisation of the division of labour, challenging the distinction
between task-conception and task-execution.
Unlike the allocative and desirability approaches, Gomberg’s contributive view would
not simply overlook heteromated and socially necessary labour, nor would it reduce
justice to an allocative issue. Rather, an application of Gomberg’s contributive principle
to our problem would require that workers occupying the top positions within their organisations share the outsourced tasks reserved for the least, so that they can develop their
capacities through training and complex activities. Furthermore, nonautomated socially
necessary labour would undergo the same rule. The time liberated from drudgery thanks
to task rotation is supposed to allow the low-skilled and least advantaged workers to exercise their capacities through freely chosen training, while the highly skilled and those in the
top positions should regularly undertake some of the more routine tasks. Of course, this
would be very demanding to the better oﬀ, and maybe utopian in terms of feasibility.
Yet, the contributive principle of rotation has the merit of highlighting an under-represented question in the debate on technological innovation: namely how are we to
ensure that arrangements of the division of labour do not demand excessive costs to
those in the lowest positions, in contributive other than economic terms?

Contributing to social cooperation as peers
These authors provide very diﬀerent accounts of labour justice, a full exploration of
which cannot be oﬀered here. Instead of deciding between Young and Gomberg’s conceptions, I draw from their work what could help us towards a more comprehensive
conception of egalitarian labour justice. With respect to our case, Young’s democratic
response would require that the crowdworkers and workers performing socially necessary labour take part in decisions concerning their work, its ends, the allocation of the
related beneﬁts and burdens within the whole social structure of the tasks, de-
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naturalising current forms of division of labour. Translating Young’s faces of oppression
into a positive normative language, it may be said that the contributive advantages of
technology should be available to all in such a way that: (1) workers do not suﬀer from
unfair transfer of their energies to a few, but instead equally beneﬁt from the outcomes
they help to produce; (2) workers participate in social cooperation in an inclusive way;
and (3) workers have a real voice in decisions that aﬀect their work. On the whole, what
can be retained from Gomberg’s view is that some form of contributive responsibility
is needed, so that technological change is accompanied by eﬀorts to rethink the
labour structure and to reduce inequality in the division of labour as much as possible
(see also Sayer 2009).
The normative core of this discussion lies in the idea that all should beneﬁt from automation in their work and not merely through changes in their income, and that the externalising logic of automation should not fall on the shoulders of some, but rather strategies
that aim to lighten this burden and share the related beneﬁts ought to be implemented on
a democratic basis. Unlike Gomberg’s account, this should not be justiﬁed on the basis of a
strong deﬁnition of human ﬂourishing, because of the pragmatic pluralism condition, nor
should it be conﬁned to issues of autonomy. The normative basis should be found elsewhere. I suggest an alternative ground for labour justice, expressing a more explicit commitment to equality. The norm of contributive parity may provide a standard by which to
assess current structures of work and to imagine fairer labour relations in an increasingly
technological world. With respect to technological innovation, contributive parity would
mean that in a community of equals, all should be able to contribute to social cooperation
as peers, equally beneﬁting from technological change in economic, relational, democratic, and contributive terms. By ‘parity’ I do not mean mere ‘sameness’, or something
like the suppression of task diﬀerentiation, but rather a relational concern that prevents
people from being treated as ‘inferiors’ in the division of labour with respect to the
various dimensions of equality. Contributive parity is a re-interpretation in the sphere of
work of the principle of participatory parity suggested by Nancy Fraser (2003), which is
derived in turn from the principle of equal moral worth of all people. The egalitarian
stance expressed by the idea of participatory parity is no less relevant than that of autonomy when it comes to work. In light of this principle, heteromation and the unequal divisions of labour are objectionable not because workers do not align with a preemptively
deﬁned meaning of work, ﬂourishing, and human nature, but because they are prevented
from cooperating as peers. Contributive parity should be understood as an inherently multidimensional concern, given the diversiﬁcation of spheres of contemporary society (Fraser
and Honneth 2003; Scanlon 1996; Walzer 1983; Wolﬀ 2013) and the insuﬃciency of a
merely allocative response. Since in Young’s account the injustice rooted in the division
of labour has primarily to do with relations and decision-making processes, I take her
view as providing a model of relational and democratic labour justice. In Gomberg’s
account, a more speciﬁcally contributive dimension of labour justice can be discerned,
for it concerns the nature of the tasks and their organisation with primary attention
given to workers’ capacities. Relations, decision-making processes, and the nature of the
tasks and their social organisation exceed the scope of allocative equality. A labour justice
perspective requires that all these dimensions be addressed when considering the
impact of technological change on work and the division of labour. From this perspective,
inequality in the division of labour is unjust when people suﬀer from economic insecurity
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and exploitation (economic dimension), their position in the labour structure and their work
are status-biased (relational dimension), they cannot take part in decisions concerning their
work (democratic dimension), they are reserved for taskiﬁed jobs (contributive dimension).

The multidimensional nature of labour justice
I can now specify in what sense these dimensions raise distinctive normative concerns,
which cannot be reduced to one another. (1) The discussion has not rejected UBI as
such, but has argued that labour justice does not coincide with – and cannot be simply
subsumed under – allocative justice. From the perspective of labour justice, the economic
dimension is fundamental both in terms of freedom from need for occupational choice,
and in terms of fair access to the economic beneﬁts that one produces. Therefore strategies to guarantee them should be implemented: whether through UBI, propertyowning democracy (POD), or others, it is an open question. (2) Equality relates not
simply to money, property, or goods, but also to social relations (Anderson 1999; Fourie,
Schuppert, and Wallimann-Helmer 2015; Wolﬀ 1998), and this is primarily relevant to
labour justice (see also Néron 2015). The relational dimension of labour justice questions
social hierarchies and status involved in the division of labour, demanding that people
be treated as equals. The phenomenon of price discrimination, the gendered, raced,
and classed traits of most heteromated work and occupational segregation, make clear
that there is a status question in the social organisation of the tasks – some tasks are
more likely to be reserved for some groups rather than others. Allocative justice certainly
has an eﬀect on the relational dimension insofar as it prevents the poor from being stigmatised for their condition through means-tested selectivity. However, the status side of
the contributive gap is not distinctively called into question by the allocative view; for
example, dignity at work cannot be merely provided by money. (3) Likewise, the democratic dimension of labour justice cannot be assumed to naturally ﬂow from allocative
justice. Cooperative arrangements and democratic participation do not spontaneously
follow on from UBI: indeed, there is no automatic connection between them (see also
Gorz 1992, 180). With respect to automation, the owners of capital and those occupying
the top positions have a decisional privilege in determining the use of technology and
its ends, and how workers would be aﬀected by it. As such, they can unilaterally decide
the terms, conditions, and ends of automation. Naturalised representations of automation
as responding to an autonomous logic beyond human control do not align with reality,
and end up in impotence. The democratic dimension thus requires that all workers
have a say and a real weight in decisions concerning their work through forms of workplace self-government. (4) The contributive dimension of labour justice requires that the
division of the labour burden and of labour time, as well as meaningfulness and
purpose in the workplace, be shared fairly. A combination of strategies should be considered to this end, involving both the qualitative and the quantitative aspects of contribution. One need not consider pursue this dimension by any single measure in isolation
(i.e. the rotation of tasks). The ways should be mixed, involving a plurality of actors (institutions other than individuals), and – it must be stressed – democratically identiﬁed. The
democratic dimension of labour justice may indeed have some priority over the other
dimensions (Honneth 2017).
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The relationship between these dimensions should ensure that normative responses
take into account the multidimensional nature of contributive parity. That is, when
deciding between competing responses within each dimension of labour justice, preference should be given to that which helps to foster other dimensions too. For example,
in deciding between competing measures within the economic dimension – say, UBI,
property-owning democracy (POD, Rawls 2001), or workfare – one should consider
what the impact of such measures would be in respect of other dimensions: thus, preference should be given to the strategy that has a positive impact on the relational,
contributive, and democratic dimensions of contributive parity. For instance, with
respect the economic and relational dimension, UBI and POD seem to be preferable
to workfare, since in relational terms they prevent the stigmatisation of the least
advantaged.
Contributive parity, so conceived, may appear too demanding and even utopian. Yet
diﬀerent levels of accomplishment of contributive parity within a society may be distinguished: i.e. aﬃrmative and transformative (Fraser and Honneth 2003)7. Aﬃrmative strategies of egalitarian labour justice would require that the work conditions of the ‘losers’ of
automation are improved with respect to the plural dimensions of contributive parity,
intervening on the eﬀects rather than on structures of work relations; whereas transformative egalitarian labour justice would intervene on the structural causes of labour injustice,
subverting the property system, current status norms, decision-making rules, automating
the undesired tasks and providing strategies for fair cooperation for the unautomatable
ones (either because it is not possible or because it is not desirable, i.e. carework) – on
the whole, it would be an actualisation of the contributive half of the old principle:
‘from each according to their capacities’.
Importantly, the norm of contributive parity should not be seen to replace that of
autonomy. Rather, it should be understood as substantiating the norm of autonomy,
even as implying it, given that it provides the basis for a substantive interpretation of
autonomy for each dimension of labour justice. The economic dimension can also be
seen as providing the material means for the real exercise of freedom, particularly as
freedom from need; the multidimensional conception for which I have argued here
allows the scope of autonomy to be broadened beyond occupational choice. The relational dimension entails autonomy insofar as it is related to the social basis of selfrespect (Rawls 1971) that provides the inescapable basis for moral autonomy. The democratic dimension involves autonomy insofar as workers are authors of the norms with
which they are to comply – expanding the scope of autonomy from the ‘public sphere’
to work, given its political nature (Anderson 2017; Ferreras 2017). The contributive dimension is intended to provide more options to workers in the deﬁnition of their tasks and in
managing their labour time. If autonomy has to do with choosing among a range of
options, equality provides the substantive basis for those options.

Conclusion
The discussion has oﬀered some resources for moving the debate on work and automation
into the direction of an egalitarian conception of labour justice. I have argued that technological change should be complemented in terms of making labour relations fair, and not
just in terms of redistributing wealth. I have discussed the shortcomings of the allocative
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and the desirability views with respect to a more nuanced scenario than that of the ‘end of
work’, where work and technology co-exist and reshape one another in unequal ways. Then I
have argued that a conception of labour justice should consider work as an irreducible normative problem, which is distinct from income despite being deeply related to it (normative
diﬀerentiation), that it should conceive of work as fundamentally embedded in socially interdependent relations instead of being conﬁned to an individual experience (social interdependence), that it should take work as a form of participation in social cooperation likely
to have multiple and competing meanings, which need not be deﬁned once and for all
for labour justice (pragmatic pluralism). I have also considered two conceptions of labour
justice that meet most of these conditions, providing the relational, democratic (Young),
and contributive (Gomberg) dimensions of labour justice. These views challenge current
forms of social organisation of work, which the main views on automation overlook. This
causes most positions to naturalise labour injustice and implicitly certify our normative
impotence. Thus, I have highlighted the need for a more comprehensive view that includes
the economic, relational, democratic, and contributive dimensions of labour justice. Beyond
mere allocative equality and competing views on the inherent desirability of work, the principle of contributive parity I have advocated here allows us to criticise unequal divisions of
labour on the assumption that all should be able to contribute to social cooperation as peers,
and that technology should be seen as an ally in this pursuit. Justice requires that all beneﬁt
from technological innovations, so that the contributive autonomy of some is not pursued at
the expense of that of others.
Technology is neither inherently ‘good’ nor ‘bad’. What counts is the political and social
framework in which technology is embedded. Technology may provide opportunities for
making work and the division of labour fairer, provided that these conditions are met.

Notes
1. In the last few years, increasing attention has been paid to work as a normative issue, see, for
example, Hsieh (2008); Stanczyk (2012); Yeoman (2014).
2. Moreover, one’s country of origin and related cultural characteristics are not irrelevant. The
case of the “agent-assisted automation technology”, where “the agents work as ears and
hands of the system”, is particularly instructive (Madrigal 2013): services like “outsource
without accent” involve a “gendering logic” – the receptionists are mostly women – as well
as a logic of “national identity management” (Poster 2007).
3. A notable exception in this regard is André Gorz, who addresses the question of the “redistribution of heteronomous work” in several writings (see for example 2004), even if his “allocative” language seems to suﬀer from similar problems of the allocative view (see section
‘Labour justice and equality’). On the transformation of work, see also Gourevitch (2011).
4. I will leave aside the ﬁfth form of oppression suggested by Young, namely violence, and cultural imperialism, for in her account they do not appear as primarily rooted in the division of
labour (Fraser 1995).
5. However, even if available, UBI would hardly alter the fundamental relations and practices that
make exploitation possible. In Young’s terms, “the process of transfer will re-create an unequal
distribution of beneﬁts” within a circular logic (Young 1990, 53) that would not aﬀect its relational source. The idea that allocative justice can solve the problem of exploitation relies on a
view of inequality as an unrelated diﬀerence in amounts of wealth.
6. I am stressing the “democratic” remedy to powerlessness, but in Young’s account this form of
oppression is more complex and involves a number of layers: other than self-government, it
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refers to workers’ status in the labour hierarchy. I will include the latter in the relational dimension of equality, which is distinct from the democratic one.
7. For a more nuanced picture of possibilities of social change see Wright (2010).
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