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Marx urged the proletariat not to rally against new kinds of machines per se. Even if at first 
glance fears arose that these could further their subjugaƟon and alienaƟon. Rather, the point 
was to be who was deploying these technologies, and for what purposes. Behind the spectacle 
and moral panic of the new, there may be something very familiar, once we look more closely. 
 
Fears of new machines and new technologies have been around as long as they have emerged, 
with panics over the forms of changes and dangers they will bring, and moral panics about 
the effects on people and society. There were early fears about the train, both about physically 
riding them, but also about this new kind of mobility in society. There have been moral panics 
about all new kinds of media, such as books and television, each imagined to lead to 
delinquency and moral decline. Fears about the computer in the 1950s were perhaps the start 
of some of the spectacular fears we have about AI, with cultural fears of human-mechanical 
hybridity and technological autonomy (Grenham, 2020). Although these were rooted too in 
wider fears about the new technologies of science and medicine, viewed through a trope of a 
‘violaƟon of the natural order’ (Carroll, 2004, p. 40). The 'overreacher plot' is well-trodden in 
science ficƟon and horror where the scienƟst extends the boundaries of the natural and 
thereby creates a monster (Carroll, 2004, p. 118). 
 
Following the advice of Marx, CriƟcal Discourse Studies scholars have an important role in 
regard to AI. We need to look beyond the spectacle, the wild fantasies and moral panics, and 
consider carefully where this new technology is in fact being deployed in a concrete sense, by 
whom and for what underlying aims. And as is the job of CDS, to consider the effects of this 
on knowledge, on society and the wellbeing of people. In this talk I look at one small, yet 
concrete, case of using AI to manage levels of theŌ in stores in Japan. I use this to consider 
some of the kinds of quesƟons we might, in the humaniƟes, need to be asking. 


