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Artificial vs. Non-Artificial Intelligence: What Does
ChatGPT Mean for Labor and Employment?

By: Ahren Lahvis
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ChatGPT has set the world ablaze. The publicly available and free-to-use chatbot is an application programming
interface (API) that generates responses to language requests through artificial intelligence (Al), and processes millions of
such requests per day.[1] Released for public access in November 2022, ChatGPT can, upon request, produce jokes, TV
episodes, music, and computer code.[2] Students now use it to write papers, businesses use it to create promotional materials,
and lawyers use it to draft legal briefs.[3]

ChatGPT was developed by OpenAl, an artificial intelligence research company whose mission is to “ensure that
artificial general intelligence benefits all of humanity.”[4] As is the case with groundbreaking technology, however, the
benefits conferred on society are often accompanied by serious shortcomings.[5] One such concern for ChatGPT—in addition
to worries about plagiarism and malware creation capacity—is its potential negative impact on the workforce. Let ChatGPT
itself summarize the issue:

Artificial Intelligence (Al) has the potential to negatively impact employment and labor by automating certain tasks and jobs,
leading to job displacement and unemployment. This could particularly affect low-skilled and low-paying jobs, as well as
workers in industries that are highly susceptible to automation. Additionally, the increasing use of Al in the workplace may
lead to a lack of job opportunities for workers with less technical skills, exacerbating economic inequality. Furthermore, Al-
powered machines and software may displace human workers and could lead to wage stagnation as the same work can be
done by machines with lower costs.[6]

In 1933, John Maynard Keynes called unemployment produced by major technological change “technological
unemployment,” which is caused by “discovery of means of economising the use of labour outrunning the pace at which we
can find new uses for labour.”’[7] This phase, however, is subject to a “temporary phase of maladjustment.”’[8] The Economist
clarifies, “technological progress has never previously failed to generate new employment opportunities,” citing

unemployment recoveries in the wakes of advances in computational and agricultural technology.[9] Artificial intelligence,
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however, is a potentially different beast. Agricultural technologies and factory equipment impacted largely manual tasks and
computers impacted math-based white-collar roles like accountants and mathematicians. Artificial intelligence, however,
threatens a different kind of worker—namely, the journalist, paralegal, or songwriter, who relies on cognitive, non-artificial
intelligence, a subset of the workforce that is historically considered immune to the effects of automation.[10]

ChatGPT, like its technological predecessors, may also threaten organized labor, at least in the short term. Automation
and technological progress have long been thought to negatively impact unionization by changing the nature of the work,
reducing workforce solidarity, and impeding strike efforts.[11] For company management seeking to sidestep a strike—the
“ultimate weapon of free trade unions”’[12]—automation allows a company to run a factory on fewer workers who are outside
of the bargaining unit, such as supervisors.[13] Technological progress also generates wealth and often provides workers with
increased living standards, which can mitigate worker interest in joining a union.[14] Predicting AI’s effect on white collar
employment is nigh-on impossible, but the past is a less-than-optimistic precedent.

Labor in general is also on the decline, having decreased across the globe since the turn of the twenty-first century. The
Organisation for Economic Co-Operation and Development (OECD), an international organization collecting economic data
from thirty-eight countries, shows that union density dropped by over five percent from 2000 to 2019.[15] In Australia, the
percentage of the workforce that was unionized dropped from 24.9% in 2000 to 13.7% in 2018.[16] During the same period,
union density in Finland dropped from 74.5% to 60%.[17] And in the United States, the number dropped from 12.9% in 2000,
t0 9.9% in 2019.[18]

Artificial intelligence’s effect on organized labor in the United States may also be compounded by a Supreme Court
keen on stripping down union protections. The Court this session seems poised to affirm employers’ ability to bring a tort
claim against unions that damage property during strikes.[19] In recent years, the Court’s conservative majority has also
hamstrung union operations by holding that public-sector unions cannot collect agency fees from non-consenting employees,
[20] and that regulations allowing union organizing on farms constitute unconstitutional physical takings.[21]

The United States is not alone in rolling back worker protections. In the United Kingdom, Parliament is seeking to
enact a law that would require minimum service levels during strikes, in an effort “to ensure that striking workers don't put
the public’s lives at risk.”’[22] Doing so will likely have a chilling effect on strikes, which are effective tools because of the
leverage gained by withholding services completely. In France, President Macron’s proposal to increase the retirement age
from sixty-two to sixty-four have caused widespread protests and strikes.[23] The South Korean government is currently
considering a law that will allow workers to exchange overtime hours for time off and raise the maximum allowable overtime
hours from fifty-two to sixty-nine.[24] Workers are concerned that the law will negatively impact the economic freedom of
women and experts are skeptical about the plan’s ability to meet its goal of reducing overall work.[25]

Enter ChatGPT. The API does not pose a threat to employment in manual labor industries such as agriculture, food
service, or construction, for example, but it has serious potential to disrupt workforces in white collar industries. ChatGPT’s
effects on the labor force are impossible to predict, but the widespread availability of the powerful API comes at the risk of
job displacement when, in the United States and around the world, worker protections and job security are increasingly in
peril. The current concoction of legal rollbacks, Al development, and financial instability may spell danger for workers’ rights
and organized labor, creating a problem that even ChatGPT cannot compute.

Ahren Lahvis is a Staff Editor at CICLR
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