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Since the 2008 Recession, concerns about technological unemployment (loss of jobs caused by
technological change) have intensified. There is a long history of concern about the impact of
technological change on work.
- The Luddite movement protested industrialization’s impact on jobs in the early 1800s Britain
- During the Depression, workers displaced by technological change in agriculture,
manufacturing, and office work led many Americans to express alarm about technological
unemployment
- After the Second World War fears of unemployment related to the rise of automation resurfaced
o Linked to Cold War rivalry with the Soviet Union and worries about American
“competitiveness” with Japan’s economy
- Concerns about technological unemployment peaked following the 2008 economic crisis
How is the current period of techno-pessimism similar to earlier periods?
- Worldwide challenges of unemployment
- Concerns about growing foreign competitors and immigrants
- Sense of rapid technological and organizational change
Technology itself is not novel, but in recent decades it has transformed the employer-employee
relationship.
- The New Deal solidified a particular kind of industrial-era full-time employer-employee
relationship
- This system of employees receiving a regular wage or salary is giving way to independent
contractors, consultants, temps and freelancers
Questions about technology’s impact on jobs must be connected to access to education and training,
work and leisure, income and security.
- Especially noteworthy are changes in the role of women in the workforce and the gendering of
certain jobs
Our challenge is to find a way to create basic security for citizens, while pushing economic growth.
- Embracing the new reality of flexible, digital work, rather than fighting it, may provide
independence and security for rural workers
o Gig economy provides one option: it provides the autonomy and independence of an
economy before wage labor, and individuals possessed of the productive capacity of an
industrial economy
- Independent workforce capitalism will not “naturally” be better for everybody and depends on
specific policy choices
o We can draw lessons from the New Deal, and embrace policies that are innovative and
experimental
o Areas of interest include labor law, licensing laws, and portability of pensions and
medical insurance
Historically, new jobs emerged from the “creative destruction” of technological change that were better
than the jobs that disappeared.
- This transition was often wrenching, not immediate, not obvious, and not in the same area
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