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Although technological proliferation is a reality in a 4IR world, and has immense potential to
increase the efficiency and quality of work, it is accompanied by workplace practices that there
is no benchmark for. These practices have the potential to unsettle traditional work routines,
traditional work/non-work boundaries, and to disturb peoples’ work life balance irreparably.
Against this backdrop, this paper explores the parameters of morally acceptable organisational
practices in terms of usage and expectations of ICT’s. Through adopting a Critical scholarly
stance, this paper dialectically investigates the nature of work and the importance people
associate with it, the ways in which technology impacts work and peoples’ lives, and uncovers
how technology enables control over labour in a capitalist society. The effect the current
technological explosion has been far reaching and is effecting every sphere of life. As we try to
make sense of 4IR, we are also redefining our different contexts and the role technology and
ICT play in each of these. We are noticing a definite blurring of spaces that, not too long ago,
had distinct parameters.
Keywords: 4th Industrial Revolution; autonomy; capitalism; control; ‘goods of work’; morality;
technology; technology paradox.

Introduction
As we forge ahead into the 21st century, it is clear that the rate of technological proliferation is
unrelenting and there are no indications that this proliferation is likely to slow down in the
immediate future.1 The effect of this technology explosion has been far reaching and effects
literally every sphere of life. The impact of technology, and especially information and
communications technology (ICT), has reached our workplaces, our places of relaxation and
our homes.2,3 As we try to make sense of the Fourth Industrial Revolution (4IR), we are also
redefining our different contexts and the role of technology and ICT in each of these contexts.1,4
As we explore the capabilities and possibilities presented by technology and ICT in our
workplaces and in our homes, we are noticing a definite blurring of spaces that, not too long
ago, had distinct parameters.5 We take our work home, we take our entertainment to work, we
are connected and within reach wherever we go.
Yet, just as we need to come to terms with the capabilities and possibilities that technology and
ICT offer, so too, we need to come to terms with some of the realities these technologies have
brought with them. The reality of cyberbullying and the triple-A nature of technology (Anywhere,
Anytime, At the press of a button) imply that privacy has assumed a whole new meaning in the
modern age.6 We are exposed to the world, even within the confines of our homes. The new social
(media) convention is that messages must be answered, immediately. If this is not done, it is
frowned upon. If we switch our devices off, we get ridiculed or reprimanded when we switch
them back on again.
In much the same vein, vocational realities and expectations have also changed as technology
and ICT have filtered into every sphere of our lives.7 Line managers feel it is acceptable to
communicate with subordinates after hours, and to request tasks to be performed after hours.
Very often these requests are accompanied by deadlines such as ‘first thing in the morning’ or
‘by Monday morning’.
The question that inadvertently arises is, ‘are emergent organisational practices and expectations
associated with modern technology morally acceptable?’
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There can be no doubt that the technological proliferation
has had definite advantages as far as workplace applications
are concerned.8,9 The current coronavirus disease 2019
(COVID-19) pandemic is a prime example. During the
‘lockdowns’ imposed in many countries around the word,
people were able to still fulfil their work duties from home,
thereby keeping the economy going. Our technological
advancements have enabled us to take the office with us.
Wherever we are, our offices and workplaces are there too.
This is a definite advantage for humankind as a whole, and is
beyond question.
However, the question above delves into the issue of what
is deemed acceptable within the parameters of this new
technological reality.1,10 Of course, this depends on which
side of the coin you are looking at. From the organisational
perspective, such actions are warranted and even necessary
to ensure organisational efficiency at all times. Yet, this
organisational view forgoes any morally acceptable point of
view, and it is purely an economically sensible point of
view. It marginalises people’s right to privacy, does not
respect working hours and assumes that people are at the
behest of the organisation on terms that the organisation
has discretion over.
The objective of this article, therefore, is to ascertain where
the parameters of morally acceptable organisational practices
lie in our 4IR world. To this end, the article employs a critical
dialectical approach to ultimately present an argument
regarding people’s current reality in a technology dominated
world. Once these problematic areas are better understood,
more amicable and pragmatic solutions to these issues could
be sought.
To present an argument of what is morally acceptable as
far as the usage and application of technology for
organisational purposes is concerned, this article starts off
by delving into the aspect of ‘work’ per se, and what
intrinsic value work brings to people’s lives. Next, the
discussion will turn to the rise of technology, but more
specifically to the paradoxes associated with technological
proliferation. Then the discussion will premise that
technology has become another capitalist mechanism to
subjugate the working class and professional workers, and
to exercise more control over them.

The nature and importance of work
Performing work in exchange for payment has become
one of the main forms of social cooperation in modern
societies.11 The overwhelming majority of people need to
work in order to make a living through the wage gained in
exchange of work performed. Yet, wages – or money –
alone is not the only benefit people derive from performing
work. Apart from wages, people draw certain particular
benefits or ‘goods’ from work, and this acts as a motivator
to work.12 These ‘goods of work’ can also be seen as the
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ways in which work can be meaningful, both on a personal
and at a societal level.12,13,14
The first of these ‘goods’ has to do with the idea that
people strive to attain excellence, in one form or another, in
their work. This is a regulative ideal which broadly
translates to the accomplishment of certain things that
are of importance to the individual. Murphy15 argues
that achieving excellence embodies the nexus of
intellect and practice – two elements central to Aristotle’s
conception of work. Thus, excellence can be seen as the
culmination of conceptualisation and practice, which takes
time to achieve.16 The individual therefore constantly
focusses on what needs to be accomplished, and applies
his or her intellect in novel ways over time through
various iterations to not only accomplish what they have
set their sights on, but also to accomplish it at or beyond a
certain level of performance expectation. Thus, it can be
concluded that excellence involves more than merely
accomplishment of certain things, but rather implies
mastery of these things.17,18 This mastery also implies the
opportunity for individuals to develop their abilities in
order to achieve excellence, which is an intrinsic motivator
in itself.12
A further ‘good’ of work is an individual’s need to contribute
to society in some form or another. The context of paid work
provides a natural setting for the pursuit of societal
contribution, as individuals spend most of their time in this
setting and because this context provides a platform for
identifying what aspects of work can be transformed into
social utility.12 Finding a link between daily work and the
contribution it makes to the greater society is an essential
source of deriving meaning from work for many
individuals, and impacts positively job satisfaction, job
engagement and ultimately job retention.19 Terkel20 sums
up the need to make a positive societal contribution as:
… the search for daily meaning as well as daily bread. (p. 11)

Another ‘good’ forthcoming from work is that work
contributes to individuals’ sense of community.12 According to
Francis et al.21:
… an individuals’ feeling of belonging and contributing to
a group and the individuals within that group, functioning
together in a common belief that everyone’s needs will be
met through their commitment to the group and to one
another. (p. 401)

This sense of community is not only derived from work,
and most probably plays an important role in why people
join specific interest groups such as sports clubs, hobby
clubs and civil agencies. However, the sense of community
forthcoming from paid work represents a specific
experience in itself, as individual effort contributes to the
effort of the collective in a context where most individuals
spend the majority of their time and effort outside the
family context.22 Gheaus and Herzog12 caution that
organisational structure can play a role in the sense of
Open Access
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community experienced by individuals. In this regard, the
basic unequal power relations prevalent in organisations
structured hierarchically according to conventional,
capitalist canon, forthcoming from the ‘legitimate’ forms
of authority built into and associated with it,23 often lead to
situations where these relations are governed by power
alone. This is because an individual employee is more
reliant on the organisation to make a livelihood than the
latter being reliant on the individual to realise a profit.
Where these power imbalances become excessive, the
feeling of community is diminished.
The final ‘good’ forthcoming from work is the recognition
individuals receive for work, not necessarily from the
organisation that employs them, but rather from peer groups,
family, immediate community and society at large. People,
therefore, also perform paid work for the social recognition
they receive. As is the case with people’s need to experience
a sense of community, and most of the ‘goods’ of work
introduced above, paid work is not the only source of social
recognition, but as people spend a large amount of time in
working, it provides the greatest amount of opportunity for
gaining social recognition.12 Social recognition – both inside
and outside the organisation – is important to individuals as
it serves as recognition for their achievements.24 Furthermore,
social recognition is not only sought by individuals for the
type of work they do, but also for the position they occupy
within the organisational hierarchy, which stems from
the prominence of work in modern, capitalist-orientated
societies.
These ‘goods’ associated with work, as identified by
Gheaus and Herzog,12 are neither mutually exclusive nor
dependent on one another. For example, Albert Einstein
worked in the Bern Patent Office in Bern whilst developing
his Theory of Relativity, which he published in 1905.25 This
was certainly not a job that provided him with a sense of
community or social recognition. He aspired to a teaching
post at a university and only took up the Patent Office job
because he could not secure a teaching post. Yet, he used
the opportunity to focus on his research – thus aspiring to
achieve excellence – which came with the publication of
four groundbreaking papers in 1905, of which his paper on
the Theory of Relativity was one.25 By 1909, Einstein was
recognised as a prominent physicist and occupied the
position of Associate Professor at the University of Zurich,
thereby having achieved social recognition and a sense of
community. However, as his work was mostly theoretical,
he found an opportunity to contribute to society with his
input on the Manhattan Project, which developed the first
nuclear weapon and helped put an end to World War II.26
Although Einstein was a pacifist, he realised the threat to
humanity posed by the Axis powers, and he was committed
to doing his part in eliminating that threat. Thus, his
contribution to society was not in the development of
nuclear weapons, but rather in seeking to strive for a
world that would be free from the dehumanising scourges
of the Axis powers.
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Furthermore, it needs to be emphasised that these ‘goods’
of work are also not absolutes, but rather are manifested
in degrees. Thus, these ‘goods’ need to be conceptualised as
continuums, with individuals occupying positions that reflect
varying degrees of each ‘good’.12
However, work is not always associated with good. The
other side of the argument is also apparent, and paid work
is also associated with many ills. Apart from monetary
and material ills, such as insufficient wage, or the lack of
benefits such as, inter alia, medical aid, pension or an
annual bonus, many of the main ills associated with work
are associated with the absence of the non-monetary
‘goods’ introduced above. Very seldom will people occupy
a job which is totally devoid of the ‘goods’ associated with
work for any discernible length of time. A job which is
totally devoid of the ‘goods’ of work will soon feel
arduous, compulsory, dull and repetitive. However, there
are some ills of work that are not merely attributed to the
absence of the ‘goods’ associated with work, but are rather
forthcoming from the inability to ensure more common
‘goods’.12 These more common ‘goods’ include respecting
freedom and self-determination of individuals, respect for
individuals’ leisure time and free time, respect for the
right of non-domination and ensuring the health of
employees.
To ascertain what is morally acceptable in terms of
organisational practices in the modern, technology-dominated
world, it is imperative to understand how technology impacts
the ‘goods’ associated with work and also how it impacts the
more common ‘goods’ that filter through into the workplace,
as sketched above. Our technological advancements certainly
have the capability of positively contributing to the ‘goods’
associated with work. In terms of excellence, technology has a
definite positive contribution to make. Architects and other
design professionals rely on technology to aspire to perfection
of their craft. Computerised software and rapid prototyping
are indispensable tools of their professions, allowing far more
detailed conceptualisation of their ideas. Rapid prototyping,
for example, allows industrial designers to create a threedimensional rendition of their design ideas which can be
refined into a final prototype. Communication technologies
and the information available on the Internet have allowed
academics, for example, to transform the way they teach and
conduct research. In terms of teaching, academics can utilise
blended learning, conduct on line assessments and be far
more interactive with students than what was possible three
decades ago.
However, the mere presence of technology does not ensure
excellence on the part of the individual. Technology provides
the possibility to achieve excellence, but the onus still rests
upon the individual to take advantage of the possibilities
offered by technology. Furthermore, it is crucial that the
organisation provides technology in order for individuals to
achieve excellence. It is obvious that the achievement of
excellence is not only an intrinsic motivator for individual
employees, but also a contributing factor for achieving
Open Access
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maximum efficiency of the labour force. Technology is more
than just a potential source of competitive advantage for an
organisation, and it has also become an essential requirement.
It is evident that technology has set certain minimum
standards, and if organisations do not invest enough in
technology to meet these minimum standards, they will not
be able to compete on an equal footing with their competitors
in the marketplace. In terms of technology, thus, it is definitely
a contributing factor in individuals’ attainment of excellence
and contributes to this ‘good’ if the organisation has invested
sufficiently in it, and on the correct type of technology
necessary. One can therefore safely deduce that insufficient
investment in technology, or investment in the wrong type of
technology, will detract from individuals’ ability to achieve
excellence, turning this into an ill.
Technology also has a potential role to play in individuals’
sense of contributing to society. Communication technology,
social media and the Internet have caused an information
explosion, and people interact with and provide feedback to
organisations much more readily via social media. Thus, the
organisation, and hence also those people that are employed
by the organisation, come to hear about how their products
and services have impacted people’s lives in the broader
community. This feedback, however, can be both positive
and negative, and although negative feedback can detract
from a sense of contributing to society, it could, at the same
time, act as an impetus for corrective action. Furthermore,
as new technologies lower production costs over time,
social responsibility programmes become cheaper for the
organisation, and more can be done for the upliftment of
societies with available budgets. For example, think of solar
powered geysers offered to low-cost housing projects. Whilst
solar power was only accessible to more affluent societies a
few decades ago, the technology is more advanced and much
cheaper today, and less privileged communities are able to
take advantage of this.
Social media and the Internet have a definite role to play in
individuals’ sense of community and belonging, as well as
people’s need for social recognition. Social media platforms,
such as Facebook, Twitter and WhatsApp, are used by
organisations to create formal communities that contribute to
a sense of belonging amongst individuals. Furthermore,
informal groups aimed at more social endeavours are also
formed on these platforms by employees that contribute to
this sense even further. These platforms also create avenues
for social recognition. This can be formal, for example, where
employees’ achievements are posted on the organisation’s
Facebook page by the CEO, or informal, where individuals,
for example, share a particular achievement or award with
peers on a WhatsApp group.
However, the effects of technology on the more common
‘goods’ that filter into the organisational setting are more
subtle. Attainment of these more common ‘goods’ seems
to conflict with some of the canons of capitalism, and
unregulated capitalist systems are therefore frequently
http://www.td-sa.net
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accused of undermining the basic standards of justice and
acting in an immoral fashion.27 For example, whilst
organisations uphold basic standards of physical safety
(more often than not prescribed by law), very little regard
exists for psychological well-being of employees. Line
managers seldom contemplate the effect that orders, requests,
deadlines and messages will have on an individual’s mental
state. The hierarchical position line managers occupy
legitimises these actions and subordinates are expected to
accept these and deal with it irrespective of their moral
positioning.
Furthermore,
the
seniority
prescribed
by
the
organisational hierarchy is very often extended outside
the organisational setting, which disregards the right to
non-domination. For example, when a subordinate meets
his or her line manager in the queue at a bank, she might
still refer to him as ‘sir’, or a line manager seeing a group of
subordinates after work at a café walks over and dominates
the conversation, displaying the same domineering
behaviour as at work. Again, within the organisational
setting these practices are justified as functions of seniority,
which is questionable in itself, but outside the organisational
setting this hierarchical relationship does not exist and
should not be perpetuated.
Unfortunately, as much as it holds many benefits, as
alluded to above, technology definitely has the propensity
to compromise the basic conditions of a decent life. Social
media platforms make it easier to communicate with fellow
employees, but the ‘faceless’ nature of social media makes it
easier to say things that people might be cautious of saying
face-to-face. Thus, social media subjects subordinates
not only to a barrage of communication, but very often
this communication leads to unnecessary stress and
psychological burden. Furthermore, if subordinates ignore
the communication or turn devices off, the consequences
could be dire.
The situation sketched above brings a couple of dilemmas
to the fore. Firstly, technology creates an environment
where personal time can seriously be encroached upon, as
communication can take place anywhere and at any time.
Secondly, technology enables misuse of the hierarchical
power relations between line manager and subordinate in
that requests to perform work outside of office hours are
forthcoming. Very often, requests to perform a task ‘by first
thing in the morning’ are sent the previous evening, which
is morally questionable. Also, technology enables a situation
where the hierarchical arrangement prevalent in the
organisational setting transcends the boundaries of the
organisation and finds its way into the personal and private
lives of individuals. For example, an individual might
occupy the position of a clerk in a financial institution
performing many menial tasks at the request of his or her
line manager, but in his or her private life he or she is a
family person with two children. In his or her family
capacity, he or she is the head of the household and the
Open Access
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rock of the family. However, the advent of technology has
seen requests for menial tasks and arduous errands
continue after hours and over weekends. The final result is
that the individual no longer feels like the head of his or her
family. The organisational hierarchy has filtered into his or
her private life, causing him or her to experience the
same emotions that he or she associates with work at home.
This is an unjust scenario, undermining that individual’s
ability to lead a decent life.
If one considers both the ‘goods’ associated with work
and the common ‘goods’ that filter through into the
workplace that have been expounded upon in this
section, it becomes apparent that these factors provide
individuals with a sense of finding meaningfulness in the
work they do. This provides significance to the work people
perform on a daily basis, which makes the mundane and
routine ‘going through the motions’ of paid work all seem
worthwhile, and provides the individual with a sense of
being part of ‘something bigger’.11,28 Meaningful work
contributes positively to a meaningful life,29 which is an
ideal every human being strives for.30,31 Thus, factors
that detract from or erode meaningful work have a
negative impact on trying to attain a meaningful life.11
It stands to reason that these should be avoided or
eliminated at all cost.
It is the violation of especially the common ‘goods’ that
filter into the workplace in the era of 4IR that is of
special interest. It is not that technology itself is
responsible for violating people’s right to private and
free time, and violating people’s right to non-domination.
People do that. But technology has provided people with
the means to enact these moral injustices. Technology, thus,
is the enabler for these things to occur. To illuminate this
issue even further, the discussion now turns to the
proliferation of technology, and certain paradoxes that have
been forthcoming from this proliferation.

Technological proliferation and
technology paradoxes
The latter part of the 20th century and the beginning of the
21st century have witnessed a spurt of unprecedented
technological advancement that has filtered into every
aspect of people’s lives. Information and communications
technologies especially have witnessed the birth of a
‘triple-A’ work culture, one where people are available
‘Anytime, Anywhere, and At the press of a button’,1,6 also
referred to as an ‘Always On’ culture.32 In 2019, cellular
telephone networks were available to 97% of the world’s
population, with more than 8 billion cellular phone
subscriptions and more than 4 billion Internet users.33
Furthermore, the ICT devices themselves have also
increased vastly in versatility, allowing for a greater scope
of tasks to be performed on them. This access to
communication channels and unlimited connectivity at all
times has witnessed work tasks being performed with
http://www.td-sa.net
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greater efficiency and ease, thereby empowering individuals
to perform daily work tasks with greater freedom and
autonomy of movement.4
It is obvious that the technological proliferation we are
experiencing in the 4IR has definite advantages, which
cannot be denied. The advantages forthcoming from this
era of increased technology availability and usage reported
in the literature include increased access to information,
which enables flexible work arrangements,1 and increased
efficiency of communication,8 which contributes to a
sense of professional competence and control,34 increased
autonomy over the work performed2 and a heightened
sense of satisfaction derived from work.35 Some studies
have also suggested that the availability and usage of ICT
lead to higher levels of work engagement and decreased
levels of exhaustion.9,36
Yet, for all the advantages associated with these
technological advancements, literature abounds with
disadvantages associated with technology explosion. These
include working longer hours,37,38 blurring of the work and
non-work boundaries,3,39 which affecting people’s work–life
balance,1,40 frequent interruptions and an accumulation of
unanticipated tasks,41 increased stress because of work
overload and a fear of losing control,7 and burnout.10 All of
these can negatively impact people’s health, both
physiologically and psychologically.9,42
These advantages and disadvantages associated with
technology contain certain contradictions. For example, on
the one hand, it is purported that ICT contributes to a
sense of professional competence and control, thus
enabling individuals to feel more autonomous in their
work roles. However, frequent interruptions from emails
and text messages, an accumulation of unforeseen tasks
and the pressures associated with extending the working
day can lead to a sense of losing control and feeling less in
charge of one’s work environment. These contradictions
have given rise to certain paradoxes associated with
the use of technology in the organisational setting.1,2,3,4,5,43
A paradox implies that the pursuit of specific goals
is associated with actions that negate the goal. It
contains elements and actions that are productive and
counterproductive at the same time. These elements
and actions, although contradictory, are inter-related
and exist alongside one another.3
The eight paradoxes identified by Jarvenpaa and Lang 5
are seemingly the most widely cited. These paradoxes
will be expounded upon in the following.
The empowerment/enslavement paradox: Information and
communications technology has empowered users with
new possibilities associated with the ‘always on’ nature
Open Access
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thereof. People can access information and be in
conversation with others irrespective of their location or
time of day, and can therefore take charge and deal with
situations in both professional and personal settings.
Information and communication technologies enable higher
productivity, provide more flexibility in work and allow for
more efficient ways of coordinating people and work
activities. Yet, the ‘always on’ nature of ICTs erases distance
between people and diminishes certain freedoms that
people hold dear. People fear that that they are being
monitored more closely with ICTs and that there is no more
separation of work and personal time. Furthermore, people
feel pressured to respond to work-related communication,
irrespective of when it comes through, which creates
feelings of entrapment. Thus, for all the positives associated
with the ‘always on’ nature of ICTs, people feel that it
invades their privacy and erases the boundaries between
work time and non-work time.
The independence/dependence paradox: Although technology
allows for greater independence of the individual user to
access information and communicate with others anytime
and anywhere, the flipside is that users become dependent
on the very idea of being connected, to the extent that being
without a cellular phone, or even switching it off, is an
unthinkable eventuality. People who are dependent on ICTs
exhibit great discomfort with not being connected, as
the anticipation of receiving an important message is
overwhelming, and not answering a call or not immediately
responding to a text message is seemingly a social taboo.
The fulfilling vs. creating needs paradox: Although ICTs have
clearly fulfilled certain needs in society, they in turn give rise
to a new set of demands, which in turn also creates new
demands. It is thus a situation of ‘the new solutions create
even newer problems’. For example, for all the benefits ICTs
provide with mobile banking, it has created a situation where
online security is a major concern. In turn, mobile banking, as
well as other sites (especially those that make provision for
financial transactions), is incorporating more biometric
access control measures, which in turn places more pressure
on hardware manufacturers and app developers to
incorporate biometric features into devices.
The competence/incompetence paradox: Information and
communications technology has opened up a whole new set
of competencies for users, allowing them to do things that
were not possible in the past. However, in an effort to perform
new tasks, or to perform known tasks more efficiently, people
are often confronted with situations where the technology
does not live up to expectation or turns out to be far more
difficult to use than anticipated. This leads to a newfound
sense of incompetence by users. Apart from these feelings of
technological incompetence, Jarvenpaa and Lang5 also cite
instances where ICTs diminished current competence. For
example, users rely on electronic memory at the expense of
their own memory (e.g. memorising telephone numbers),
and predictive text diminishes people’s spelling competence.
http://www.td-sa.net
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The planning/improvisation paradox: Although ICTs enable
users to better plan and coordinate work activities, their
diaries and social activities, it seems as though people are
more reliant on technology and thus actually spend less time
on these planning activities, as technology allows people
to make up for a lack of planning through continuous
improvisation. For example, instead of briefing invitees to a
meeting properly as to the purpose of a meeting, people all
too often just attach a plethora of attachments, which does
not allow for proper preparation for a meeting. Also, being
late for an appointment is far more acceptable, as a call or text
message explaining the delay and rescheduling around this
is deemed acceptable, often disguising basic bad planning.
The engaging/disengaging paradox: Although ICTs allow people
to engage with anyone at any time and in any location, it also
means that the engagement they are physically busy with
needs to be broken off. Thus, to engage with the mobile
device means disengagement with the physical setting. This
disengagement from the physical setting through heightened
online engagement is seen as detrimental, as it diminishes
people’s ability to interact face-to-face with other people.
The public/private paradox: Information and communications
technology devices are seen as private tools enabling personal
communication, and users are also able to set up their own
private communication in the virtual realm which are free of
physical or temporal constraints. Yet, private conversations
and actions increasingly cross over into the public domain,
creating friction between people and infringes upon people’s
privacy and basic freedom. In this regard, hearing only one
side of a telephone call, or seeing a text message in isolation
and out of context with accompanying messages by a spouse,
for example, can create suspicion and confrontation, which
could cause the person to take calls in private or delete text
messages. Furthermore, there is also a tendency that people
assume different roles in the physical and virtual worlds,
exhibiting behaviours in the virtual realm that seem out of
place in the physical one.
The illusion/disillusion paradox: This is closely associated
with the competence/incompetence paradox and is associated
with the promise presented by new hardware and apps.
New technological offerings bring with them the allure of
more capabilities. However, adoption of these new technologies
often realises feelings of disappointment and disillusionment,
as these new technologies do not live up to expectation. Think,
for example, of the promise presented by the iPad before its
release as a device that embodies the capabilities of both a
mobile phone and a personal computer. However, people
were soon disappointed by the fact that iPads to not support
data storage devices such as CD-Rom or USB drives.
Although different researchers have presented a host of
paradoxes, the work of Jarvenpaa and Lang5 seems the
seminal point of departure from which other views on these
paradoxes were borne. These paradoxes highlight some
important contradictions regarding technology and ICT
Open Access
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consumption in the modern era, and one could use these
paradoxes as a point of departure to ascertain how technology
impacts the ‘goods’ associated with work, as well as the
impact technology has on the more common ‘goods’ that
filter through into the workplace. To help highlight this, the
discussion now turns to the ways in which technology and
ICTs help sustain and enable the ideology of capitalism as the
pervasive ideology that governs the way most organisations
are managed.

Technology and capitalism
To fathom the moral nature of new workplace practices
associated with technological proliferation and ICT usage,
it would be prudent to first understand the ways in which
this technological proliferation supports the ideals of
capitalism. Capitalism, as we know it today, is the modern
equivalent of the imperialist and colonialist projects that
accompanied the Enlightenment era in Europe. In this era,
certain institutions were created to oversee imperialist and
colonial interests, such as the Dutch East India Company
(VOIC – Vereenigde Oos Indische Companjie) and the
British South Africa Company (BSCA). The first and second
industrial revolutions witnessed the rise of capitalism, and
associated with it, the growth of ‘big business’ which we are
familiar with today.
To sustain themselves and to thrive, ideologies are
dependent on artefacts and institutions that are created
over time, and that entrench the ideology even further.
Extreme examples of this are secret police units created
under authoritarian regimes to subdue any form of
dissidence amongst the populace, of which the most
widely known are the Gestapo (Geheime Staatspolizei) in
Nazi Germany and the Stasi (Staatssicherheitsdienst) in
Communist East Germany. Although these are extreme
examples that enforced and perpetuated ideologies
through fear rather than more subtle forms of compliance,
the fact is that these institutions and artefacts are needed
in order to ensure the longevity of the ideology. They serve
to enshrine the ideology and canvas support for it by
means of portrayal of the victory of the said ideology over
competing ideologies.
In terms of capitalism as an ideology, big corporations,
business schools at universities, employer organisations and
entrepreneurial success stories are the types of institutions
and artefacts used to sustain and grow itself. Both the
‘big-business’ corporation and the entrepreneur are revered
under capitalism and are seen as a manifestation of the
capitalist ideal. Within the realm of the organisation, the
managerial echelons have achieved a special status within
capitalism as the professional ‘elite’. Within capitalism, the
basic factors of production (capital, natural resources, labour
and management) have to work together in order for the
business to be in a position to function properly and
produce the products and services it has set out to produce,
and to bring these products and services to market. This is
associated with coordination of effort, a task ascribed to and
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overseen by management. It is also associated with
cooperation between the factors, especially between the
factors of capital, labour and management. This relation
between management and labour within the capitalist project
has been the subject of much scholarly endeavour, inciting
interest from seminal scholars such as Marx, Foucault and
Weber.44
Karl Marx was of the opinion that this cooperation in a
capitalist society is a forced relationship. He purports that the
contract entered into between employee and employer is not
a free contract, but driven by the canonisation of capital.45 He
argues that the employee is compelled to work out of
necessity and has the liberty to contract as an equal in the
labour market. This, in turn, brings into question the notion
of the ‘double interest of work’,44 which posits that people
work to pursue self-interest and that, through this selfinterest, they also engage in an endeavour to pursue the
interests of the organisation. This ‘double interest’ is seen by
some scholars to be simply untrue.44,46 Instead, Marx argues
that this forced relationship sees employee and employer
set against one another. This results in an incompatible,
antagonistic hierarchical relationship between capital and
labour, where capital deems it necessary to control labour in
order to obtain value.44,45 This, in turn, becomes the defining
characteristic of the employment relationship, and
‘management’ the tool to enforce such control.47
The employment relationship sketched above is not the only
manifestation of this forced cooperation. This forced
cooperation is also seen as a product of what Hanlon44 refers
to as the ‘disciplining necessity of the valorisation of capital’.
This postulates that labour is brought together to produce
something (i.e. products or services) that will lead to capital
increasing itself. This is contrary to the notion that labour is
congregated to produce something that satisfies a need in
society, although this occurs as a consequence. Hanlon44
thus posits that profit drives this cooperation.
As profits are realised over time and capital increases, so too
does the concentration of labour increase. In other words, as
capital increases, the organisation increases the scope of its
activities and more people are employed, thereby increasing
the number of employees involved in this cooperation
process. Yet, as Marx45 explains, this is also accompanied by
labours’ resistance to capital, as this cooperation increasingly
seems like exploitation of the workforce. It also becomes
apparent to labour that the necessary cooperation is not
something they have autonomy over, but rather it is
controlled by the owners of capital through the actions of the
management corps.
Management, then, becomes pivotal in transforming
individual ability into a unified corps of labour power.48
Along with this, management is also associated with
integrating the efforts of labour power with the other
forces of production to create surplus value for the owners
of capital.
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What one is left with at the end of the day is a constant
struggle between labour and capital, which is represented by
management. Labour constantly rebels against management,
feeling ever more entrapped and enslaved by a relationship
that is by its very nature disparate. Management is continually
focusing its efforts on controlling labour, stemming rebellion
from the labour corps and maximising efficiency from
labour.49 Thus, it is the control of labour that lies at the heart
of the capitalist ideology.50 This control enables optimal
integration of all available factors of production to create
surplus value for the owners of capital.
With the argument highlighted above in mind, the
attention shifts back to technology, and specifically ICTs,
that has permeated our lives. To what extent does
technology enable the capitalist control of labour? From
the arguments presented so far in this article, the answer is
a resounding: To a very large extent. Yet, the controlling
character of technology implies an indirect and more
subtle form of control to be exerted over individuals. Most
prominent here is the empowerment/enslavement
paradox as identified by Jarvenpaa and Lang.5 Technology
enables greater work efficiency, thereby creating the
illusion of being empowered, but ultimately technology
enables management to enforce greater control over
labour. Wearable and other self-tracking technologies
(WSTT) are increasingly making their way into the
work realm, thereby exerting greater – and in many cases
overt – control over the workforce.51,52
The pervasiveness of the control inherent in this
empowerment/enslavement paradox does not necessarily
deter from the ‘goods of work’,12 as presented earlier in this
article. Technology has a definite, positive contribution to
make in terms of achieving excellence, contributing to society
in general and the community in particular, thereby achieving
recognition. For these ‘goods of work’, the lack of their
presence is indicative of an ill of work, according to Gheaus
and Herzog.12
However, when viewing the more common ‘goods’ that
filter into the workplace, it is apparent that technology has
the potential to enable capital, through management, to exert
tremendous control over labour. The ‘always on’ culture that
technology and ICT have brought with them, coupled with
the blurring of work life and non-work life, the adoption of
WSTTs, has led to a situation where control over the labour
force is tantamount to total control, thus bordering on a state
of domination over labour. The irony of this whole situation
is that, more often than not, labour has welcomed this
technological domination. Under the banner of advancement,
increased efficiency and greater access to information, labour
has adopted technology as the key to a better life. Yet, the
very freedoms and advancements that lured labour to adopt
these technologies in the first place have turned out to be
the very things that enslave them even further.53
As alluded to, technology has the propensity to exert a
very subtle form of control, which, of course, would suite the
http://www.td-sa.net
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owners of capital and their management corps perfectly. This
is not a direct form of control where directives come from
management and labour can identify the owners of capital,
through management, as the focus of their dissatisfaction.
Technology does not create the heightened control: it enables
it. Yet, this only becomes apparent once the control has
already been tightened.52 This makes technology a precarious
tool. As a mechanism to tighten control over labour, it totally
disrespects people’s free-time and leisure time, and shows
little regard for people’s right to non-domination and selfdetermination. Furthermore, it has also not been very
respectful of people’s psychological health.49,52
In the hands of the owners of capital, technology can be seen
as a dangerous tool. It enables subtle forms of control,
manipulation and domination which violate people’s basic
freedoms. However, many of these actions are totally
acceptable from the perspective of the owners of capital,
citing operational efficiencies, the importance of the work
task, impending deadlines and other economic arguments as
justification for these violations.54,55 This, in turn, leads to a
very important question. Aspects such as respect for people’s
health (both physiological and psychological), the right to
self-determination and non-domination, the respect for
people’s free-time and leisure time are basic personal
freedoms that ought to be respected. Any violation of these
basic freedoms could be viewed as something that is morally
questionable. Yet, the organisational justifications are argued
to be acceptable where such infringements occur in the name
of work.
In the light of this, the question is, ‘does economic
reasoning take precedence over moral reasoning’? In my
view, even the mere postulation of this question is vulgar.
Economic reasoning should always be subservient to
moral reasoning. Any attempt to reason otherwise is
simply not acceptable in my view. Capitalism has always
tried to frame itself as ‘something different’ by coining
trite phases such as ‘business is business’, ‘when it comes
to business, things are different’ or ‘business does not
work like that’. To suggest that business and capitalism
represent a different form of morality, and that business
decisions or actions should be judged separately is
arrogant beyond conception.

Workplace implications
This argument thus far has exposed some pertinent issues
associated with technological proliferation in times where
we are trying to make sense of 4IR. Most importantly, the
argument has shown that the empowerment/enslavement
paradox of Jarvenpaa and Lang5 is very real and, as
technological proliferation continues, will become ever more
pervasive. This paradox substantiates the Marxist notion of
control over the labour force, and has the propensity to take
this control to the extreme, even to near slavery. However,
this subjugation is so subtle that it is almost welcomed by
individuals.
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The argument as presented in this article is a definite call for a
heightened focus on work–life balance. All organisations
seemingly hold their ‘human resources’ in high regard. The
COVID-19 pandemic has even seen organisations calling their
employees ‘superheroes’. If this is indeed what the organisation
believes – in contrast to merely paying lip service for the
purpose of positive public sentiment to boost sales, or share
prices – then they need to put their money where their mouths
are, and do it sincerely. A good place to start would be
organisational guidelines on how to govern communication
and ICT usage outside of working hours, and what type of
communication is acceptable and permissible. However, it is
imperative that workers have a voice in this process; otherwise,
the potential for exploitation is blatantly apparent. Companies
like BMW and Volkswagen have done exactly that, and have
implemented policies limiting access to e-mail and
discouraging texting on social media platforms outside of
office hours to enhance employee well-being. These types of
steps have also been encouraged on a broader, community
level (e.g. in Germany and France).56,57
As we forge ahead in the technological era, it is apparent that
not only the 4IR discourse, but also organisations that operate
within this space need to grapple increasingly with the effects
of technological proliferation on people, how this impacts
their basic freedoms and what steps role-players are going to
take to ensure that work–life balance is maintained. All too
often, we stare ourselves blind against technology when
speaking about 4IR, but the emphasis needs to shift to people
and the role they play in this era.

Concluding remarks
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