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Abstract

The history of computing can be written from different perspectives, all of them
provocative and paradoxical at once. I propose a revisionary history of computing on
the basis of the division of labor between humans and machines — from automation of
early decades through the augmentation of personal computing to the more recent
stage that I dub “heteromation.” The intensive computerization of the economy in
recent years has reshaped that division of labor, systematically moving a large majority
of people toward economically essential but marginal roles. In this arrangement, much
of the work undertaken by humans is hidden, uncompensated or poorly compensated,
and naturalized as part of what it means to be a “user” of digital technology. This trend
gives rise to yet another paradox for the economy, for computing, and, ultimately, for
all of us: to automate or to heteromate? I examine this paradox within the broader
historical developments of the last century.
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