New Heights

By Marcus Masaki

“Labor is the physical and mental endeavor
required to produce our cultural and economic
infrastructure. Our bodies and minds are part
of the material reality that is harnessed and
extracted to yield goods and services on local
and global scales.”
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Note: The following article is an edited version
produced for RRR. The author's version can be
read in full here.

In 2015, a headline went viral when The Sun
claimed "We'll Be Having Sex With Robots in Ten
Years," accompanied by a rendering of a woman
lying in bed with her robot lover. This was during
the pre-ChatGPT era, when the average person’s
day-to-day interaction with Al was mostly through
Artificial Narrow Intelligence (ANI) designed for
specific tasks, such as writing assistants like
Grammarly, phone companions like Siri, and
Google Translate. Things considered so simple that
they don't register as what we now know Al to be.
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Eleven years later, the popularity of chatbots
powered by Large Language Models signals a
major cultural shift towards day-to-day integration,
acceptance, and progress for seekers of cloud-
fueled companionship. That same push, however,
has also gotten us closer to mass surveillance
states sponsored by Big Tech. More war, more
resource-intensive data centers, and far less
privacy.

In an effort to address this dichotomy between
progress and process(ors), California College of
the Arts hosted a two-day lecture series called
After Intelligence, which brought together seven
speakers from different fields who are working

in proximity to artificial intelligence. The series
centered on how Al is reorganizing conditions of
contemporary life by discussing the ways in which
these emergent technologies are shaping how
we interact with it. Organizers of After Intelligence
also cautioned against speaking of Al in polarized
extremes, either as a catastrophic force of
inevitable destruction or as a technological
liberator. Across the speakers (who are bolded),
interwoven throughlines of labor, ethics, creation,
and instinct were the most prominent.

Labor is the physical and mental endeavor
required to produce our cultural and economic
infrastructure. Our bodies and minds are part of
the material reality that is harnessed and extracted
to yield goods and services on local and global
scales. In its exaltation, labor is invigorating; it

feels meaningful and productive, creative and
rewarding. For most people, however, labor is a
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means to avoid pain, scarcity, and uncertainty. The
most immediate concerns surrounding Al discourse are
typically questions of labor. Will Al cause certain jobs to
go extinct? What does one do when their career seems
to be void? If labor can be outsourced to machines, why
would an employer choose someone over something
that doesn't require health insurance? It's difficult to
remain optimistic or curious about these technologies
when survival is at risk.
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While our bodies are intentionally pushed to exertion,
our minds are simultaneously inundated. Speculative
journalist Jason Tester explained that there is an
engineered limitation on the average American's ability
to retain information. By "flooding the zone," a right-wing
political strategy to overwhelm the public's attention,
media outlets create a "relentless flow of appalling
events” that overflows our nervous systems and keeps
us in a disoriented state of being unable to recover and
process policies. Tester argues that by exceeding the
Disturbance Regime, in which ecosystems are usually
given time to recover after a trauma, destructive policies
are able to evade criticism. If people don't know what's
really happening, they're less likely to organize and
resist.

Attorney Jennifer Grannick, who specializes in this
intersection of technology and civil liberties, delves
into the consequences of unchecked policies. She
describes how machine learning utilizes people's
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personal data for prosecution. "Accuracy is always

an issue with these predictive tools,” Grannick says,
referring to the blatant overcriminalization in policed
neighborhoods where Black, Brown, and poor people
are disproportionately affected. This is a direct result of
previous biases and discrimination in the legal justice
system now being encoded into Al-powered tools that
falsely flag Black and Brown defendants.

Remember that story about 14-year-old schoolboy
Ahmed Mohamed, who was wrongly taken into custody
after he made a clock that was mistaken for a bomb

in 20157 Just last October, 16-year-old Black high
school student Taki Allen was handcuffed at gunpoint
because an Al security system falsely flagged his empty
bag of chips as a firearm. The problem isn't that these
incidents of overcriminalization and racial profiling

are unprecedented—they're not —it's that Al is now
enabling the scaling of these life-threatening incidents
to something completely unmanageable and with little
to no human oversight and assessment of risk. This is
the same technology our government is utilizing for Al-
powered targeting weaponry overseas.

Underlying the lack of ethics, | suspect, is America’'s
historically opague rendering of labor. This country
was founded on the horrific violence inflicted upon
enslaved Black people, whose labor was extracted to
produce economic infrastructure. These were people
who were meant to be unseen and unheard. Even now
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in contemporary life, our relationship with laborers is
contained within the interior architecture of invisibility.

When you don't know where your food comes from, who
cleans your school, who stocks the shelves, or who drives
your bus, there is a mental severing between labor and
the goods and services you are provided. Exchange of
currency becomes the labor when you are not the one
laboring. And that exchange is made to be as frictionless
as possible. As a result, we don't see what's been hidden
behind the curtain and lose a kind of object constancy. It
leaves us susceptible because the information we need to
have the full picture is illegible. This is also why questions
of desire are so intrinsically linked to labor—when we don't
see the work that's required, and we're so used to things
appearing conveniently and magically before us, we stop
valuing labor and start desiring ways to bypass it.

Meanwhile, we continue living in this daze between having
driverless Waymos and seeing your coworker as a Studio
Ghibli character, all at the low cost of living in an age of
mass surveillance capitalism we cannot opt out of, in a job
that leaves you with no energy at the end of the day, on a
planet burdened with a climate crisis.

The promise of these accelerant technologies is that

they will eventually not suck. That at some point, they will
be more efficient, consistent, and reliable than humans.
Temporary suffering is the religious dogma of technologies
reaching new heights. Like futurist Lord Farquaad himself
once said: “Some of you may die, but that is a sacrifice
I'm willing to take.”
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