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The future of labour is frequently discussed today. Does work disappear through 
automation? Do robots take over our jobs? One often forgets that through the 
modern technology one works more, often ‘out of hours’ and often without being 
paid. Looking at the transformation of contemporary capitalism, one may be able to 
see a threat that the disappearance of work may serve as a ploy to make us work 
harder for less money. 
 
To understand the future of labour, we need to review the concept of ‘future’, or rather 
futurity (futureness, futuricity). We have to review the common notion of time as the ‘now’ 
as a time in between the past and the future (or the time in between the birth of Christ and 
his return), but rather as what Reinhardt Koselleck calls an ‘expectations-horizon’, an open 
orientation onto what may be going to happen, requiring acute options of action. That 
means that ‘future’ is something that is relevant ‘now’. Future is then a continuation of the 
now. Real future does not exist. Future can not be described, only imagined. Hence that 
we see a series of imaginary scenes, ranking from Armageddon-like doom-scenarios to 
divine Utopias. 
 
I consider ‘technology’ paradoxically as a ‘complex simplification’. A particular technology 
simplifies a piece of my world, but to achieve that it has to be complex. A smartphone 
simplifies connections, also in the sense that the complexity of the world is reduced as 
more people are looking at smaller screens. Modern technology is being sold by means of 
the futuristic imagination that in the future things get even better. Technology makes the 
future present in ‘the now’. Technology is something beyond the now but what can only be 
realised in our imagination in the present. 
 
Silicon Valley has invented the concept ‘smart’. There is a ‘smart charisma’, a sphere, an 
aura, a mentality that can become possible through ‘cloud computing’. People are then 
seduced into getting a claim on the future. There is a vision of ‘colonising’ future life. Elon 
Musk wants to colonise Mars. In addition, he wants to destroy reality as we know it, as it is 
only a simulation. Larry Page wants to re-colonise this planet through unlimited 
experimentation, out of reach of the established order, as the authorities are old-fashioned 
algorithms and play only a marginal role at best. Others like Peter Thiel (friend of Donald 
Trump) thinks about communities on former oil drill islands where everybody is free to 
carry a concealed weapon (Seasteading Institute, run by a grandson of Milton Friedman, 
the economist who – like Friedrich Hayek - found the market more important than 
democracy). 
 
These may be crazy ideas, but they open the image that the future can be done through 
experimentation. Hence that there is plenty of talk about prototypes, trials, test-beds, beta-
versions, demo’s, scenarios, living labs etc. Buckminster Fuller is clear about the future: 
‘We are called to be the architects of the future, not its victims’. Humanity is an experiment 
of nature. 
 
But what is experimentation? I see this as a specific kind of dealing with time. An 
experiment is an openness to the future, it is not a thing like an instrument or (God forbid) 
a political decision; rather it is an invitation to a further experiment. Paradoxically, 
mobilisation of the future becomes a return to/of the present. New technologies are a 



repeat of he same. The will to experiment mobilises futurity as the permanent revision of 
the present, the future becomes a newer version of the old one. We all know Word 95, 
2000, 2007 etc. With that search for perfection there is always a ‘patch’. That means that 
my present computer is somehow not efficient enough and is waiting for a future patch-up 
in the form of an even more efficient computer. But we have already been involved in the 
process of optimalisation to the extent that we carry on working on it – and have paid for it 
in the process. 
 
In this process financial speculation, which also dealt with futurity, plays a role. Each start-
up of a programme (fund, enterprise etc.) is welcomed and celebrated as ‘an exciting new 
initiative’, although 30-60% are bankrupt within a year. Hence that Elon Musk is 
considered to be a hero, although his business loses hundreds of millions. Financial 
speculation is not related to success in business, but to successful gambling on the future.  
Next to Agriculture and Insurance, also Technology has such a relation with the future. 
 
Let us now concentrate on the latest version of capitalism, cognitive capitalism, a form of 
immaterial labour, where the plus-value is produced through knowledge, information, 
communication, branding, networking, ideas, inspiration, aesthetics. Individual labourers 
experience this cognitive capitalism as a continuous challenge, if not threat: will there be 
another gig for me tomorrow in this gig-economy, where flexibility is the first requirement, 
not my academic or other qualifications? The border between work and ‘what never 
becomes’ gets more and more vague. Mantra’s such as ‘passion’ and ‘inspiration’ replace 
the old distinction between ‘work’ and ‘private’. Value-concepts as developed by Adam 
Smith, David Ricardo and Karl Marx are not longer adequate. Labour is no longer a 
collective shared experience with a ‘job-position’, fixed rights, pension etc. Work is being 
done at unexpected moments, paid or unpaid. Technology is the most prominent vehicle of 
cognitive capitalism as technology converts me quasi-permanently into a worker. When we 
do a Google-search, we work: each click is monitored (as well as monitored and 
registered) and so we work, although we do not see it. 
 
Following this line of cognitive capitalism, we see that work does not disappear but it 
changes its character. Once independent farmers are now participating in world-wide 
agricultural markets, women who once worked at home, are now participating in the labour 
market. The spooky image that, because of automation, there may be no work for us has 
hence a specific ideological effect: it makes us forget that in fact we work more than ever 
and that there is therefore more capitalisation on our life. In a Marxist sense, that makes 
us more exploitable. Mobilisation of the future in the form of automation is an urgent 
concern and comes with the threat of ‘accept exploitation as in the future ‘work’ will 
disappear’. Automation is hence the wet dream of every capitalist: more work at lower 
cost. 
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