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Introduction  
 

 This essay finds itself at a unique crux between two prominent discourses in 

contemporary art. On one hand, there are artists whose work engages with life as shaped 

by the Internet. Terms to categorize work as ‘Internet art’ and later ‘post-Internet art’ 

come to mind. While the exact meaning of terms like these have been extensively 

debated, the artworks they are used to describe all share a general interest in how humans 

experience the world as a result of our increased engagement with the Internet. There 

have been numerous publications on the subject, such as You Are Here, Art After the 

Internet (2014), edited by Omar Kholeif, as well as international exhibitions, such as the 

2015 Triennial at the New Museum in New York1, that have staked the discourse in the 

canon of recent art history.  

 On the other hand, we have contemporary artists who have made work driven by 

issues surrounding labor and the web of social relations that it weaves. Looking back, we 

can consider works by Santiago Sierra like 160 cm Line Tattooed on 4 People (2000). In 

this work, Sierra paid four prostitutes the price of one shot of heroin to agree to have a 

line tattooed on their backs, seeking to shed light on the exploitation of human labor that 

exists in corrupted economic systems. More recently in 2016, the way in which 

colonialism, industrialization, and capitalism influenced labor relations served as the 

conceptual thrust for the exhibition Labor Relations at the Wrocław Contemporary 

Museum in Poland.  

 It is only very recently that artists have begun to explore where these two 

discourses intersect. Just as the Internet has changed aspects of everyday life, from our 

romantic relationships to the way we shop, it has created unique circumstances for how 

humans experience labor and the social relationships it generates. The artworks analyzed 

																																																								
1	The	2015	Triennial,	titled	Surround	Audience,	sought	to	explore	“the	effects	of	an	
increasingly	connected	world	both	on	our	sense	of	self	and	identity	as	well	as	art’s	form	and	
larger	social	role.”	
	
“2015	Triennial:	Surround	Audience,”	New	Museum,	accessed	August	25,	2017,	
http://www.newmuseum.org/exhibitions/view/the-generational-triennial.		
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here take this relatively recent phenomenon as their concern in explorations of what I 

refer to using the term ‘digital labor.’  

  The term digital labor has largely escaped scholarship in the field of 

contemporary art. As a result, much of my research has been guided by writings in the 

arena of the social sciences, where the discussion has been taking place since at least 

2009. Digital Labor: The Internet as Playground and Factory, published in 2012 and 

edited by Trebor Scholz following his 2009 conference of the same name, served as an 

introduction to the recent conversations being held around the subject. While the 

conference did include contributors from various fields of interest, including the visual 

arts, I seek to depart from this publication and provide a unique contribution that brings 

this discourse into writing on contemporary art.  

 What can be considered ‘digital labor?’ For my purposes, I have adopted the 

definition used by Nick Snircek in a recent publication on the topic, described as the 

labor supporting “businesses that increasingly rely upon information technology, data, 

and the Internet for their business models.”2 Some of the most straightforward examples 

include those who work as drivers on Uber or those who get paid by completing tasks 

on Amazon’s Mechanical Turk, a platform which allows individuals or companies to 

outsource jobs to be completed by anyone across the world with an internet connection. 

In my writing, digital labor also includes the labor that is enlisted by companies like 

Google or Facebook, who rely on the Internet to spread information and affect as well as 

a source of revenue through virtual advertisement space. Just as the Internet is an 

indispensable tool for the profit-generating operations of these companies, so are the 

laborers that they employ.  

 On its surface, digital labor presents today’s worker with unprecedented 

opportunities that those in the factories of yesterday could only dream about. These jobs 

allow people to make profits from their own resources, like their car in the case of Uber, 

and choose when and where they prefer to work. But in accordance with Scholz and the 

contributors of Digital Labor, we must remain aware of the capitalist operations that 

																																																								
2	Nick	Snircek,	Platform	Capitalism	(Cambridge:	Polity	Press,	2017),	7.		
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these companies adopt which often lead to unique forms of exploitation for laborers. 

Uber, after all, makes its profit not from resources that it owns. Those resources, and 

more importantly the cost of upkeep, are conveniently passed on to the hands of its 

workers. With practices like this, the Internet becomes a modern-day, virtual factory and 

site for exploitation. It is from this lens that I discuss how digital labor is used today 

through works of contemporary art, hoping to look beyond the shiny exterior and into 

the very real economic and social circumstances that would be naïve to overlook.   

 Each of the following sections considers three influential economic forces at play 

today and the role that digital labor assumes within them. Chapter One considers the 

activity of Silicon Valley, where multinational companies like Google are headquartered, 

and the social arrangements that it fosters. A video and series of photographs by 

American artist Andrew Norman Wilson offer insight into how Google’s use of digital 

labor serves to widen gaps of socioeconomic standing between populations who inhabit 

the region. Chapter Two examines the influence of neoliberal economic policies, where 

firms’ efforts to retain maximum profits have led to the decline in secure, full-time 

employment in favor of short-term, contract work that costs companies less but often 

leaves workers in precarious financial positions. A series of sculptural video installations 

by Italian-born/U.K.-based artist duo Eva and Franco Mattes highlight a form of digital 

labor called content moderation, allowing us to understand the way in which digital 

labor like this can be employed in a world driven by these neoliberal economic motives. 

Finally, Chapter Three recongizes the process of globally outsourcing labor to foreign 

countries made possible by the Internet. I draw upon Thomas L. Friedman’s book, The 

World is Flat, in which he argues that globalization as made possible by the Internet and 

processes like global outsourcing has ‘flattened’ the world, placing all workers on an even 

playing field in the quest for opportunity and success. A final multi-component project 

by Andrew Norman Wilson is used to challenge this idea, insisting that Friedman has 

overlooked the instances in which outsourcing on the Internet can be used to reinforce 

economic differences between the Global East and West.   

 There have, in fact, been numerous contemporary artists who have enlisted the 

use of crowdsourcing platforms like Amazon’s Mechanical Turk to “outsource” the 
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creation of artworks. Artist Jeff Crouse, for instance, paid digital laborers to record audio 

which he used to create a podcast called Crowded (2009). This dissertation, however, 

does not delve into artworks of this nature as they simply recreate transactional 

relationships between the artist and outsourced workers and ultimately do little to 

comment on the social and economic conditions of digital laborers. The works by 

Andrew Norman Wilson and Eva and Franco Mattes have thus been chosen for their 

unique approaches that are both conceptually and visually effective in demonstrating the 

circumstances for digital laborers today. Since there has been practically no formally 

published literature on these artists, this dissertation also seeks to help fill that void, a 

process that was as challenging as it was rewarding.  

Altogether, this writing seeks to open one’s eyes to the ways in which digital 

labor, with its promises of revolutionary worker freedoms and opportunities, is still 

susceptible to the oldest forms of capitalist exploitation that enforce social and economic 

difference. I seek not to undermine the opportunities that the Internet has afforded to 

workers, but hope to remain aware of capitalism’s ability to transform and persevere as 

the importance of this new form of labor continues to grow in the very near future. 


