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Abstract
This project explores through design the transformative impact of artificial
intelligence and automation on labor, particularly within creative fields, through the
lens of artisanal AI, AI systems developed with a focus on personal craftsmanship
and ethical data practices. Through design speculations rooted in an autoethnographic
approach, it explores creative practices, and implications of AI on the creative human
in a future post-work society where AI has largely automated labor. Employing
drumming as an embodied method used to generate data for artisanal AI algorithms, a
counter hegemonic and ethical alternative to dominant data practices and AI driven
narratives is presented. Through these algorithms, which are embodied and mediated
through an artisanally crafted drumming robot, the project raises several important
questions that challenge the prevailing perception of AI, contrasting and highlighting
the role of authenticity, ethics, agency, alienation of labor, creativity in contrast to
mere utility, and the human element within creative practices. Situating the project
within ethical AI and post-work discourses, it seeks to not only envision future roles
of the individual creator, but also engage in the bigger discussion on the
entanglements of technology and humanity within a data driven society.
By merging the artisanal with the algorithmic, this project offers both critique and
also a vision for a future where technology ethically amplifies human agency and
creativity.
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Introduction
Throughout modern history, automation and technology has been a big factor in how
we relate and engage in the world as humans. Both in how we relate to labor and how
technology defines our ways of living and our quality of life. But also as a disruptive
force that somewhat alienates us from the work we do and our habitats and
surroundings in which we dwell in. Technology changes how we perceive and operate
in the world. Today, we are increasingly living in a data driven society. This shift
towards a data driven society, a society where data ongoingly plays a bigger and
bigger role in how we perceive, make decisions and distribute agency, can be
critically understood through the works of social psychologist and scholar Shohana
Zuboff (2019) on what she terms “surveillance capitalism”, which in great detail
explains how the big tech companies built and commodified the digital economy in
such a way to normalize “big data” practices that extract as much data from
individuals as possible. In essence how our personal data has gotten commodified.
Through the evolution of the Internet these data extraction practices have enabled
massive breakthroughs in generative AI technologies like large language models and
other multimodal machine learning technologies. In the book Atlas of AI (2021),
researcher and writer Kate Crawford provides foundational insights on AI and its far
reaching implications in a social and political context. She expertly argues how AI is
not neutral, but rather is deeply entangled within unjust societal structures and how it
acts as embodiment of these. In her text she clearly highlights AI as an overall
socially, environmentally and ethically extractive practice which in its current form
sustains and furthers inequalities.

Overall, it is important to understand how these big tech data practices have laid out
the foundations that now make these recent AI breakthroughs possible by extracting
as much data as possible. AI technologies fundamentally rely on data to function.
This data driven society and the generative AI technologies it enables, also makes
automation on a previously unheard scale and scope possible. Economic consulting
firm McKinsey & Company (Choi et al, 2023) estimates in a recent report on
generative AI that half of today’s work activities could be automated between 2030
and 2060. AI and automation are predicted to fundamentally change labor as we
know it.

Most labor, including of the “creative” sort, is expected to be partly or even fully
automatable in the future through AI, and this will also affect how we as humans
relate to work itself. How might such developments change how we view the role of
creative professionals, or even creative practices themselves? Fast paced and
constantly evolving technology driven developments are challenging us as collective
society and as individuals to be mindful of our ways in relating to technological
progress. This shift urges us to reconsider traditional notions of the work ethic,
productivity, and how and what might be considered worthwhile human endeavors.
It also urges us to consider the who/why/how and what-ifs of development within this
area.

1



In the intersection of AI and humanity, with particular interest in the creative as
juxtaposition to the automated, the embodied and sensorial contrasting the robotic,
the tension between having meaningful work and being free to express oneself, but
also exploring the ethics of data governance, I dive into my project. Now that we
have set the stage, here are the core elements of my project explained briefly:

Artisanal AI

Stipulated within this project as artificial intelligence systems that have been
developed with a focus on ethical data practices, which emphasize the personal and
genuine craftsmanship in contrast to normative data scraping AI practices and
automation. The data coming from one willing source, hand crafted and curated.

Embodied drumming

The physical practice of drumming, highlighting the embodied and emotional
connection of musical expression and performer. Used both as an embodied creative
expression and as a method to gather data for AI algorithms used to extract human
skill, while highlighting the uniqueness of human performance.

Speculative Post-Work society

Envisioning a future where automation has transformed conventional labor so that
we might reevaluate the meaning of labor, creativity and purpose within our lives.

Positioning
I am exploring through design implications of AI and automation on work and the
creative laborer, situated in a speculative post-work future. How might AI and
automation impact labor? And what could the role of the human creator be within a
speculated future that is set as counternarrative to dominant hegemonic AI
discourses? Using design and embodied making as means of speculation and
reflection about what being human could mean in a envisioned future where creative
workers can be fully or partly replaced by algorithms. The main design output is a
drumming robot driven by an artisanal dataset of my own embodied drumming skills.
A description and discussion of my explorations and materialisations will come at the
later parts of this document. First we will discuss the theoretical framework that
informs the project.

My design project is situated within post-work/automation and ethical AI discourses,
using design methods and materialisations as a way to relate to these issues.
Theoretical frameworks where automations impact on labor and also ethical issues
regarding AI and the underlying structures that enable big AI are highlighted and
reflected on. It is also situated in a speculative design frame, where I through an auto
ethnographic disposition use myself, my body and my personal experiences in artistic
ways to relate to some of these issues. To clarify and anchor my positioning, I will
briefly try to elaborate on this and other frames of reference below.
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Autoethnography
Autoethnography is described by Adams, Holman Jones and Ellis (2015) as stories
of/about the self told through the lens of culture. In this case the self is me,
my personal lived experiences and keen interest in technological progress, stipulated
as an creative embedded agent within the anticipated future culture of a society where
labor and productivity is defined by AI, with data as the foundational fuel that runs it
all. I also want to acknowledge that I am more inspired by autoethnography as a
possible way to relate my own lived experiences, subjectivity and self in better
understanding and developing my design work, than fully aware or skilled in the
intricacies of the methods which make up this form of research.

My interest in technology as a shaper of society began the second I sat down with an
internet connected computer in the 90s and realized that the world would soon
become increasingly entangled in itself. That the internet meant that information was
soon to be available for everyone, and that the maximalism of that notion was both
frightening and equally wonderful at the same time. I was 14 years old at the time,
and that encounter has shaped my life since. I have been tinkering with technologies
ever since, trying to fundamentally understand them and the implications of them in a
wider societal context. I have also played drums and music all my life, which is
providing me with valued artisanal skills that have taken years of dedication and
practice to acquire. Within a society where data is used to drive labor through
automation and artificial intelligence, skill data, the sort of specialized data that is
needed to develop high quality AI algorithms used in automation, is bound to become
more valuable. Since I lost parts of my hearing in a work accident a few years back,
I have been unable to play acoustic drums or work professionally with music as was
my previous profession as a sound engineer and amateur musician. The experience of
being on sick leave with benefits inadvertently offered me insight into how a
post-work society might look like for me.

Considering this, and the methodological implications of autoethographic design
work, it is not hard to imagine how my particular interests and skills might enable me
to use my own lived experiences as part of this project. Thereby relating the design
work I do, to not just in general deal with the topics at hand (ethical ai, automated
futures and post-work society), but situating them and anchoring them to me as an
individual and as a designer, I provide examples of how one can act through design
and also highlight the potential importance of the self within design research. I am
therefore using autoethnography to make design more relevant within the context of a
speculated post-work society driven by AI, where an important premise is that the
subjective agency and freedom to pursue one's interests are not hindered by the
dominant discourse.
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Ethical AI
Internationally renowned researcher on AI and its sociopolitical impacts, Kate
Crawford (2021) describes how AI is intrinsically an extractive practice,
systematically harvesting data, often without explicit consent, while heavily utilizing
both natural and human resources. She further explains how developments within
information technologies and artificial intelligence has caused the emergence of a
logic which pervades the whole tech sector. The firm belief that everything is data
and is there for the taking.

Reflected in this belief is that normative practice today is to scrape all data you need
from any conceivable source on the internet (called data scraping), most often without
asking for permission. This in turn has led to many recent debates on how and where
AI models get their training data from. AI then, is extractive both in the sense that it
extracts and appropriates as much data as possible, and that it needs massive amounts
of materials and human resources to do so.

The wider technical and social infrastructures that enabled this development into a
data driven society where data is seen as a commodity or raw material is in detail
discussed by social psychologist Shoshana Zuboff (2019) in her seminal work on
surveillance capitalism. In this work Zuboff critically examines how the data we
generate is being capitalized on and collected without consent and the implications
this has for democracy, human experience and autonomy.

To my understanding, the evolution of the internet and its underlying technical
foundations has enabled a society where large amounts of data is both being
generated and easily communicable through digital means, while also being
monetized, unwillfully extracted and used for training large machine learning models.
In the context of our discussion around ethical AI and labor it is important to note that
this type of data extraction can be from any type of source available, including
personal data, artworks, music, literature and so on.

Morreale et al (2023) writes about “extracting humanness in ai training”, describing
unwitting laborers as individuals unaware that typical daily activities they perform
online are exploited to train AI datasets. They form an argument that states that these
forms of ”extractive ways” of generating data for AI training can be considered forms
of labor exploitation. Through the concept ”extracting of humanness” they argue that
socio technical infrastructure is systematically deployed in such a way that it forces
individuals to both generate information on what it means to be human, and also
extract this information to train AI systems.

Similar thoughts on extractivism in the context of AI also resonate in for instance
works Joler and Pasquinelli (2020): “raw data do not exist, as it is dependent on
human labour, personal data, and social behaviours that accrue over long periods”.
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The general idea apparent for me is that even though AI is often touted as a
technology which works all by itself, there are always other more hidden agents and
embedded issues involved somehow in the process, and therefore there is also a need
to discuss the ethical aspects of AI and labor. Be it a low wage crowdsource worker,
a miner for precious metals that sustain the underlying (and often environmentally
devastating) data structures and massive data centers needed to run AI, or an artist
that has gotten their artworks scraped from the internet and used to train generative
AI models. This controversy around data, who gets to use it and for what can be
reflected in today's society in many ways shapes and forms, for instance in the recent
strike in Hollywood regarding the use of AI within the film industry.
Another example being the Tennessee ELVIS (Ensuring Likeness Voice and Image
Security) act that governs how AI can be used within music production, and is aimed
to protect musicians from unauthorized use of their voices or likenesses (Tennessee
Government, 2024). The underlying principle is that data is accrued, appropriated or
even stolen to extract value in the pursuit of automation on a systemic level.
To understand AI is also to understand that AI needs data to work, and that data
governance is of utmost importance if we are to speak about ethical AI at all.

Currently, significant strides in regulating AI are being made globally. For instance in
the European Union, which has established a provisional agreement on AI
governance, the EU AI Act, which could serve as a benchmark for other regions
(Weatherbed 2023). Regulatory frameworks such as these are important in
establishing a critical reference point in the global discussion on how to govern and
develop AI systems in an ethical and sustainable manner.

Within this design project I aim to provide ethical alternatives to hegemonic and
dominant data practices and thereby provide clear examples of how design can act
within the ethical AI discourse.

Automation/post-work discourse, and alienation of labor
The rich discourse that surrounds post-work and automation is mainly oriented
towards exploring human roles and activities in a future automated society, where
automation is displacing labor in some regard. There are many different opinions,
theories and arguments as to how this speculated future would or should look like,
and what societal reconfigurations and economic systems we should adopt. Benanav
(2020) details how a prominent argument within the discourse proposed as a solution
to displacement of labor as a result of automation is the concept of universal basic
income (UBI), as a way to guarantee a basic living standard for all.
Swedish sociologist, known researcher of labor, and UBI advocate Roland Paulsen
explains the concept in detail in a youtube video (Paulsen, 2020). Within this project
the most important point is not whether or not UBI is implemented within this
speculated automated future, but rather that there is some form of mechanism that
will guarantee a basic living standard, enabling to a great extent the possibility to
pursue other endeavors than purely monetary driven ones. Since UBI is prominent
within post-work and automation discourses, I feel it needs to be acknowledged as
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one viable option, at least as a way to somewhat anchor the discussion and possibility
of this sort of mechanism in real world discourse.

Benanav (2020) writes in relation to post-work about the need for a reorganization of
society to reduce the role of necessary labor, while expanding on the term by calling
for ”post scarcity” as a way of not only overcoming work as such, but to free people
in pursuing types of activities that cannot be defined easily as either leisure or work.
One of the many different examples of this sort of activity he highlights is ”clubs for
inventing musical instruments”, which aligns well with my project, where I
essentially invent novel musical instruments that others can interact with, set within
the overall context of an imagined post-work, automated society.

Garvin et al (2023) exploring the concept of a counter hegemonic AI, rooted in
Marxist theory, details how labor alienation is intensifying in the digital era. Rapid
developments within AI and digital infrastructures act as catalysts in this societal
change. They go on to describe how these digital developments alienate and
depersonalize labor from workers, detaching and disconnecting workers from the end
result and the production process in itself. They propose that artisans, equipped with
unique skills and that practices a form of unalienated labor, could form a counter
hegemonic movement to this contemporary development. That artisanal hands-on
creative and personal approaches of working with AI can offer a stark contrast to
hegemonic digital labor, supporting rather than displacing human agency and
craftsmanship. They then go on to explain how speculative design practices are well
equipped as a method of envisioning and shaping alternative futures.

This design project will exemplify possible ways to materialize and critically reflect
on a speculative post-work society where the role of necessary labor has been
minimized, with a societal shift to be able to pursue other types of activities and
goals. It will mainly do so through relating to and problematizing artificial
intelligence within this speculative design context, but also emphasizing the unique
humanness, creativity and freedom of agency within such a speculation. Artificial
intelligence both enables automation and the sort of productivity boost that at least
theoretically could enable this sort of future, and also due to its technical nature
brings along several ethical issues around data governance and usage. As such the
project is problematizing the dichotomy between discursive power, normative labor
and productivity goals, and the reimaginings of these towards more ethical and
equitable futures. By speculating on imagined futures the project uses design as a tool
to reimage the now.

Speculative design frame
This design project is speculative in the sense that it takes issues revolving around
automation and the recent breakthroughs within artificial intelligence in the context of
labor, and projects those issues or controversies into a speculated and imagined near
future to ask: What if? It does not aim to speculate in the sense of speculative design,
understood as a whole established subfield within the discipline of design. Instead
this project uses speculation not as a means to build detailed fictional worlds,
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but rather as a conceptual tool to critically explore real world implications of
automation and AI on labor, and creative laborers.

Di Salvo (2009) describes design tactics, which I understand as methods of relating to
complex issues, and details the tactic of “projection” as a way to envision,
or reference future scenarios and possibilities within the context of the present.
This contextualization is, according to Di Salvo, necessary to cast and identify current
conditions as issues in relation to indeterminate future effects. Making apparent the
possible consequences of an issue. He further details that design tactics are designerly
means directed towards the construction of publics. As such they can contribute to
public discourse.

Therefore, it is not so much speculation in the sense of something vague, ”sci fi”,
distant, intangible or distanced, rather than reflections and engagement in futures that
are very much close to and rooted in the now. For me that both makes it more
contemporary, but also perhaps with the risk of trivializing the message because it is
so close to the existing dominant discourse within the subject, and not a fringe
observation on possible consequences we might face through the developments and
utilization of these technologies. By anchoring the speculations closely to existing
realities and immediate futures, the project remains grounded and also directly
relevant to contemporary discourses. Within this project I could just as easily have
speculated on labor increasingly being displaced into menial service jobs, which is
another plausible (perhaps a lot more so) future. Taking inspiration from the notion of
”informed naivety” (Vermeulen and van den Akker 2010) within metamodernism,
I would rather adopt the stance of perhaps not the most plausible, but in some ways,
perhaps preferable future. This relates to the fact as previously described that
alienation of labor through AI arguably might lead to both deskilling and
displacement towards lesser quality jobs rather than providing a future where people
need to work less to support themselves. Adopting this “naive” stance, allows me to
imagine futures which I find preferable to the dominant discourse and therefore
allows imagining and exploring alternative futures and narratives better.
Acknowledging my privileged position as a white middle aged man with over
twenty-five years experience in arts and music is crucial in this context. My privilege
has enabled me to focus large parts of my life on pursuing skills that are deeply
meaningful to me. This background not only shapes my perspective, but also closely
aligns with the speculative post-work future I am exploring. A future where labor is
optional rather than a necessity for survival, somewhat resembling an aristocratic
existence. This alignment enables a richer connection between my personal insights
and the broader speculative portions of my project, enriching the discussion by
linking what is important to me as an individual with larger societal implications.

The artisanal, AI and labor
From this position, let's briefly delve a bit more into how the artisanal might act as an
important counterpoint to the dominant discourse, which as we have argued is one
belonging to big data and massive homogenized datasets usually gathered from
countless data-sources. Data which is then part of what informs and drives the
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algorithm, where individual contributions might not be ethically sourced and also in
risk of alienating the labor from the source it came from.
First let's establish a meaning of the word artisanal, and then contextualize it within
AI and in doing so also stipulate its meaning to better understand what it might mean
within the specific context of this project.

In defining the meaning of artisanal, it is important to consider the multifaceted
implications of the word. Firstly it relates to qualities “of, relating to, or characteristic
of an artisan”, secondly it involves product that are “produced in limited quantities by
an artisan through the use of traditional methods”, and thirdly it relates to “creating a
product in limited quantities by traditional methods” (Merriam-Webster 2024)

Obviously one could argue that there are no traditional methods which can be applied
within machine learning as it is such a new field. Most of the established methods we
have discussed above are based on extracting data from wherever you can find the
data (data scraping) as the normative practice within AI. If we accept that we might
have some leeway with word usage, we might be more inclined to accept how
artisanal in the context of AI might mean using traditional methods while generating
the data needed for the algorithm. We might also imagine that as AI and the tools
needed to operate the technology becomes more easily accessible, that “hand crafted”
algorithms will be a more common occurence. And also that this somehow also
relates to the data being of a single traceable origin, coming directly from the artisan,
and his/her skillset as a craftsperson or artist. One might also accept that such an
ethically produced, or “artisanally” produced dataset or algorithm could have, unless
distributed in an unfair manner, a more limited “quantity” compared to algorithms
which are produced in the established methods. The word quantity is obviously to be
taken as an understanding of likely distribution as we all are aware of how digital can
maximize itself through fungibility (copying of data), and likely even risk being
incorporated into other algorithms through unconsented use of the data. Which is why
data governance and clear rules regarding how data is allowed to be used and
distributed is such an important thing that needs to be addressed. One could possibly
also argue that quantity could be understood as “genuine”, in the sense of not mixed
up with thousands of others data, and therefore in limited quantity.

Garvin et al (2023) broadly defines artisans as anyone doing work that is unalienated.
As we have mentioned they argue that digital technologies alienate and depersonalize
labor from workers. What they also argue for is that computational technologies have
a stronger displacement effect than previous technological developments. An effect
that consists of high job displacement and low reinstatement. They further contend
that this might mean, not necessarily joblessness, but rather more jobs that are
oriented towards the service sector and gig economy.

Paulsen (2010) further echoes the overall sentiment by highlighting in his book
Arbetssamhället: Hur arbetet överlevde teknologin (translated as: The Work Society:
How labor survived technology), that technological advancements does not in itself
cause joblessness, even though some individual jobs might be replaced by
automation, but rather shift the nature of the jobs available towards those that are less
affected by technological change. Which in essence means displacement of labor
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towards the service sector and other jobs which might be considered less skilled.
Paulsen further argues throughout the book how the work ethic historically has been
used as a rationale in keeping employment structures, even in cases where technology
could have potentially enabled us to work less. He details how it from its roots as
religious anxiety within protestantism came to spread with the industrial revolution to
violently normalize work and demands of work as duty. This manifests as a moral to
obey and also defines work as duty that has since evolved to less violent and more
refined forms, but is still normalized in society (Paulsen 2010, p. 11). In summary he
is arguing that an enduring emphasis on moral duty has enabled a society where
employment is the norm, even when technology offers ways to alleviate the necessity
for constant labor. This highlights the social structures and labor demands that
modern society and capital driven interest perpetuate and maintain. One issue that I
have personally and consistently discovered in regards to the work ethic, is that as a
person not living in the automated speculative post-work society where the work ethic
has less dominance, this social construct is a very strong factor that needs to be
considered. Work ethic as “gatekeeper” of what is and what is not allowed, and as
driving force in justifying the displacement of labor into less skilled alienated work.

Benanav in a similar fashion argues that “we are heading towards a ‘good job-less
future’” (Benanav 2020, p. 123), where what he terms under-employment and not
unemployment is rising. A future where workers have to keep working in any jobs
they can find just to feed themselves.

A relevant question to ask might be: even though technological advancements are
being made at a rapid pace, which enables automation in an increasingly bigger rate,
is labor is being displaced into jobs which might be more oriented towards the service
sector and gig economy, and in will this in turn lead to a deskilling of labor?
Perhaps one could also view this deskilling of labor as the opposite of artisanal work?

In the context of labor and AI: If AI can automate labor then the reason to keep
working full time and not redistribute labor efforts in becoming more aligned with
other needs within society and ourselves, becomes more of an exercise in giving more
and more resources to capital interests, than a necessity for survival. If this labor is
not actually needed except as a sort of fabricated or artificially constructed need or
norm to keep the work ethic alive, then the potential changing of labor easily
becomes more in line with shifting available work into a growing service sector to
keep capital flowing. A sort of consumerism thereby unnecessarily taxing the
planetary resources (including human resources) in an unsustainable inequitable
manner. While also at the same time relying on data from skilled workers and
machine learning experts to make the automation possible. Obviously this reasoning
is somewhat simplified, but for arguments sake let's stick to it.

As previously mentioned, Garvin et al (2023) are suggesting that the field of design is
increasingly becoming a site in the search for alternative futures, and a possible agent
of change within the transformative realm of AI. The question they ask is: “Can
technological systems–even the technology itself–be redesigned for less extractive,
less alienated, more liberated kinds of work in both capitalist and socialist
economies?” (Garvin et al. 2023) Arguing that in order to support more equitable
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futures with AI it will be important to have artisan collaborators as part of the strategy
to keep unalienated labor alive in the midst of technosocial changes. From my
understanding this also strengthens the idea how technological systems and
automation potentially de-skills the workers through alienation, and not just how
labor itself gets displaced into less meaningful work. They confirm this position by
later on stating the importance of minimizing value extraction and maximizing value
circulation within the context of the “artisanal entrepreneur”, which are described as
those who are “autonomously engaged in the productive transformations of value
across the spectrum of design and craft”. They claim that putting the qualities
associated with artisanal labor, like “humanistic style, sustainability and meaningful
work” (Garvin et al. 2023) ahead of profits might be the only sustainable way to
conduct capitalism in the long run.

Interpreting this, they argue that the artisanal is important as a sustainable counter
narrative to the hegemonic AI practices driven by big data, which both alienates, and
disrupts labor (and therefore skill too) into lower quality jobs within the service and
gig economy. They also argue that the artisanal is not only crucial in counteracting
these practices driven by big data and capital interests, but also vital in addressing the
negative sustainability impacts of these practices. Further supporting this perspective
is Kate Crawford (2021), who describes AI as a fundamentally extractive practice, not
just in terms of data but also in terms of the vast consumption of both human and
natural resources. This underscores the massive social, economic and environmental
sustainability impacts of hegemonic AI. By promoting artisanal approaches and a
human centered AI, Garvin et al (2023) argues we can foster more sustainable and
equitable futures, not just within the field of labor and AI.

Therefore, and this is of importance to my design project: To build sustainable and
equitable futures, to work against alienation and deskilling of labor, and to strive for
sustainable futures we have to look into how we can utilize automation technologies
like AI in alternative ways that support the individual artisan by counteracting the
dominant discourse. That discourse being one of AI as something which as we have
discussed, relies on massive amounts of homogenized data which are extracted from
the information systems upon which we build a large part of society. The challenge is
to bring AI down to human scale and scope.

So if we also adopt the stance of the artisan being one who works unalienated, then in
our context the artisanal would be the product of that person. In this case unalienated
data for a dataset. In this particular case, that would be me and my drumming. And
within the context of this project that artisan would be me doing drumming and other
meaningful work within a speculated post-work future.

Artisanal AI, then, is not just about the source of the data but about imbuing the entire
algorithmic process with a level of craftsmanship and personal significance that
challenges the dominant paradigm of data collection and use in AI. Focusing on
ethical data practices that emphasize personal and genuine craftsmanship, utilizing
data that is hand crafted and curated, coming from a known, willing and traceable
origin.
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Lets then visit the digital vs the physical creation within the context of artisanal labor.
Within this context, it is crucial that we consider the implications of computing not as
a separate entity, but as an integral part of our material world. Roddy (2023) notes
that while computers might not inhabit the human world, but rather make arbitrary
quantifications based on the data we feed it, we as humans are increasingly living in a
world of computing that is shaping our lives. This is important because it means that
we as humans have to relate to more and more computational agency within our daily
lives. Furthermore he concludes that as machine learning and AI technologies
continue in restructuring the digital landscape, it will also restructure our lives and
societies. This means that computers are also extending beyond the purely digital
landscape into shaping our societal norms and personal interactions.
Wiberg (2018) strengthens this idea in his discussion on the “Material turn”, in which
he, in the context of interaction design, digital materiality and computing, describes
how the traditional separation of world and representation of world is shifting into
becoming completely integrated. As he describes it a “move toward a complete
integration of computing in our everyday world” (Wiberg 2018, p. 4). He further
clarifies that this means that the traditional separation between the real and the
computer, the world and representation is dissolved. In essence, computing is brought
into our material world, signifying a change where computations are becoming an
integral part of our lives, and therefore I believe we also have to relate to AI as a sort
of material in itself. A material which like all other materials can be crafted and
manipulated in artisanal ways.

Garvin et al (2023) more or less argues that the artisan is defined by the type of work
they do, and not the medium they do it in, as long as the work is inclined in such a
way that it is least inclined to create “labor apartheid” explained as “abstractions
between themselves and those who carry out the work”. This is mentioned as
something which resonates well with the work of Schön (1992) where the importance
of a designer having a conversation, or feedback loop with the materials it is working
with, and how this conversation empowers the connection between ideation and
implementation within a creative process is being stressed. In short, Garvin et al
(2023) seems to argue that even though the materials might sometimes be digital, the
same sort of reflective process that Schön describes, might both be possible and
important.

This notion agrees particularly well with this project in turning artisanal and personal
skill into data, while highlighting the unalienated and reflective practice which
informs the creative process. It is also highlighting how a designer can work within a
spectrum of different materials and processes, digital or otherwise while still aiming
to keep artisanal qualities intact in the process. Therefore aligning with the argument
so far, it is not controversial or contradictory that I both engage physical and digital
materials reflectively in an embodied artisanal way.

My own take on the argument regarding AI driven alienation of labor taking place, is
that it is in danger of becoming a separation of not only labor and laborer, but in
essence the separation of data (which is powering the labor through algorithmic
productivity) and data source (which traditionally was the worker, but now becomes

11



wherever data can be extracted). This technologically enabled weakening of the
connection between labor and laborer, risk leading to job displacement, alienation and
deskilling. Further we have established that speculation through design and artisanal
labor can become a counterpoint in imagined futures.

With this project as a contribution towards such unalienated labor practices, providing
insights into relationships between data and individual agency in a data driven world,
I want to combine the notion of the post scarcity future as described by Benanav
(2020) and the Artisanal approach of Garvin et al (2023) within my project. By
utilizing my own data and taking control how it is used, I provide artisanal qualities
set within the context of a world driven by artificial intelligence, and through this
materialize my agency as a creative laborer to provide a counterpoint to the
hegemonic norm of big data practices. This ethical artisanal standpoint in turn also
strengthens agency to pursue other types of activities which one might deem
important in an autoethnographic sense, strengthening the individual. This is because
automation in this speculative future does not equal a shift of labor into lower quality
work, but instead utilizes AI to imagine automation as an enabler in pursuit of self
development and focusing on what is rewarding for the individual.

Situating the project in relation to other artistic practise
In the documentary film After Work Erik Gandini (2023) explores what life after work
might look like by highlighting several examples of how work and also the “work
ethic” as concept is manifested. By highlighting different complex issues revolving
around the future of work, and how work and labor as a concept is not a static thing
but constantly evolving, and rooting these issues in the now, he exemplifies many
things also relevant for my project. The screening of the documentary I attended also
featured a talk about post-work discourse and the future of labor with director
Gandini and Roland Paulsen (2023) where they collectively discussed the future of
work and automation. This discussion affirmed my belief in the topic as one of high
relevance in today's society, and strengthened my determination to research issues
regarding AI and the future of labor through design. In the documentary film,
essentially what Gandini is doing effectively and masterfully, is by exploring the now
he is effectively projecting that now into the future, to better understand the
implications of the future of work. This way of working aligns well with my own
approach and adaptation of Disalvo's (2009) concepts of design tactics and
projections. I have since been in contact with Erik, who expressed happiness that I too
was exploring these issues.

Designers Lindberg and Schultz (2019) helps situate my work in relation to ethical AI
and a post-work/automation discourse in the context of design. In their work
Occupation: Fitness data generator, the design duo is continuously training the
machine with their expertise and knowledge in design, so that the machine can design
and 3D print vases automatically. The designer's work becomes generating training
data for the machine, thereby changing the dynamic of who is a worker and what is
the work. In the context of design this is relevant because they are designers and they
supply all the training data to teach the machine to make the vases.
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My work is similar in that I also train the machine on my own data like they do, in
essence to in some form ”replace” myself and give the algorithm the ability to
replicate what I do. But my work differs in the sense that in my project the agency of
the designer is also in full control over how the data gets to be used, and I am not
working towards only replacing myself, but to supplement and augment myself in the
pursuit of more time for other endeavors. In essence instead of working for the
machine , the machine works for me.

I further want to situate my work by highlighting Der Lauf der Dinge (Fischli and
Weiss 1987). A piece in which machines and mechanical contraptions seemingly have
gotten their own “life” and in one long cinematic take demonstrate the entangled
nature and agency of objects within our lives. Interestingly enough, the piece, even
though it is portrayed to be in one continuous take, is actually many takes compiled
into one. Highlighting the need for human interventions in what seemingly is
automated, reminding us that behind the automation there is always some form of
human involvement or attachments.

It can also be fruitful to briefly mention one of my own earlier designs, T-chair, a
collaboration with Jakob Tangen. The T-chair is an AI driven design tutorer that gives
feedback on student designs through use of large scale AI models that handle speech
recognition, large language model generated text, and also text to speech to enable an
ongoing conversation with the student. The whole machine is materialized as a chair
connoting the tight knitted relation design has historically had to chairmaking, and is
also a reference to how in the future we might have replaced or augmented teachers
with machines. As such it could be understood as a labor displacing machine for
design teachers. And also a reminder that technologies act as a mediator of our own
lived experiences and bodies in the world. As such they also normalize, trivialize and
affect how we might interact with our surroundings, and sort of define what we
consider normal. As this definition is contested or adopted we also adjust what sort of
agency we have in the world, and as such it is important to consider the what, how
and why of how we use technologies. Which in the context of this thesis project puts
it in a position as an influential earlier work which highlights how issues surrounding
labor and digital technological developments is an important part of my artistic
practice.

Eternal employment is an Art Piece by Goldin and Senneby (2017) that promised life
long employment and pay to a worker hired without any specific responsibilities or
duties attached to the job. They proposed that capital and capital growth would pay
for the workers wage. The project aligns well with post-work discourse and my
project by forcing us to pose some questions about the nature of labor, productivity
and purpose. The why, how and what ifs of labor set against a capitalist background.

Purpose
The purpose of the project is to engage in exploration of how automation and AI
could transform how we relate to creativity, labor and human agency, while also
contributing to discourse on what this future might entail.
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How do we engage and relate to technological progress, and who is awarded agency
in this future? And fundamentally, how? What kind of role for labor do we envision
in a future where AI and data driven practices are the norm? For creativity? Is the
genuine or “authentic” still valued in this world? The artisanal? What is an ethical use
of data within the AI discourse? What could it mean to be human and therefore also
creative in this future?

These are some of the questions I hope my project will inspire reflection around. In a
way the purpose is through design materially manifest discourse around some
important questions that I feel we ought to consider. The purpose will not be to design
something truly technically innovative, but to try to imagine and report on the
ongoing and rapidly changing society in such a way that some of the possible
implications of these changes and what drives them becomes more accessible and is
brought to attention so that these issues or controversies might be, not solved but
examined. Rittel and Weber (1973) writes about “wicked problems”, which are
problems that are inherently hard to define, because these types of problems are
inherently social. I like to think of this as controversies or issues, providing relevant
topics for design to explore.

Yaneva (2012), writes about controversies as “not yet stabilised, closed or black
boxed”. Wilkie (2008) describes controversy as something which is “not as yet locked
down and fixed or stable but is being contested in the present” and also that
controversies can provide topics of interest for design and new ways to think of
people, for instance as members of a public relating to that controversy. In the context
of AI, the “black box” becomes apparent because as soon as data becomes algorithm,
it also in a way becomes something which is hard to inspect, to understand and to
know or criticize, and controversial because it has yet to be stabilized. Crawford
(2021) highlights how AI algorithms often perceived as unbiased and technical can
obfuscate underlying biases and issues, thereby making them harder to critique.
As AI becomes hegemonic norm, the practices which define it will also likely
become more clear, but might also serve to further the type of power structures it
creates or perpetuates. In this project examining controversies, or “issues” is probably
more of an exercise in problem exploration than solution finding.

One question we ought to ask is: do we want a future where labor is driven by data
and statistical models inside black boxes, built on questionable capital driven
foundations, where data is treated as a free for all to be taken without question or
regard for the implications. How do we care, or act? What kind of productivity do we
want, what kind of labor, and for whose benefit? Do we collectively as a public lift
these and other related issues up for inspection and reflection? I hope my project can
in some shape or form, however small it might be, contribute to this discussion. I also
aim to demonstrate an example of how design can be utilized within AI and Postwork
discourse as a test or example on how we might relate and work with our personal
data as designers and artists, in a way that enables a clear contribution to the design
discourse overall. I also value fun as an important part of this project, emphasizing
the joy and engagement that come from human interaction with technology. This
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approach underscores the importance of preserving humanness and dignity within
technological systems, thereby reinforcing the thematic discussions of the project.

Questions

● How might design work with artisanal algorithms to highlight ethical
implications of translating human knowledge into machine form?

● How can speculative embodied explorations of the post-work future give
insight to the role of the creative laborer?

Methodology

Theoretical lenses

used as ways of being able to discuss and have relations to discourse, and thereby
situating my project in real world contexts and discussions.

● Ethical AI and power relations. Highlighting the power relations in how data
is sourced for AI models, the need for data governance, and how big data has
enabled a society where data is key. Exploring highly relevant aspects of
ethical AI and AI as extractive force.

● Post-work/Automation discourse. Imagining the future of labor, through
discourses of automation and post-work. Critical exploration of labor,
meaning and labor dynamics in a speculative post-work society.

● Speculative design frame. Using speculation methods as both practical and
theoretical tools to speculate and project on futures rooted in the now.

Artistically based auto ethnographic methods.

Ways of me to relate to my speculated future, and position myself, my experiences
and body within it.

● Embodied drumming. The bodily act of drumming, a way of rooting both
skill and body in the now and the “whole”. Using drumming as a method to
both relate skill and my bodily experience to a future, where such skills might
be less needed or common. Exploring AI impact on creativity, and also how
imperfections in human skills might also be what is important to understand
and value being human.

● Skill extraction. Extracting my embodied skills into a data set and algorithm
through the practice of embodied drumming, reflecting on AI as a
fundamentally extractive practice. Reflections on translation layers of skill
turned algorithm.
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In this project, Embodied drumming is not only used as a method of data generation,
but fundamentally engages with genuine human artistic and creative skill.
The subsequent process of Skill extraction is then where this data is processed and
crafted into an artisanal AI algorithm, a process deeply rooted in ethical data practices
contrasting exploitative normative AI practices. The methods act both as criticism of
these practices and offer an alternative which champions a future where human
creativity and agency is enhanced by these technologies.

To better understand these methods I will first explain the concept of embodied
knowledge and situate how it plays a role in the process of embodied drumming and
skill extraction in relation to AI in general. I will then briefly place embodied
drumming within the broader context of this project, seen in relation to a speculative
post-work society.

To fully appreciate the role of embodied drumming in this project it is crucial to grasp
the principle of embodied knowledge, which underpins its significance within this
methodology. Duby and Barker (2017) define embodied knowledge as:

“knowledge, grounded in sensorimotor experience and action, accessible
through the whole body and largely unconscious unless one deliberately
directs effort toward observing how it is deployed in action. It escapes notice
by operating under consciousness’ radar, so to speak. Resisting analysis, it
remains distinct from the Cartesian division of mind and body and includes
the metaphoric “heart” and spiritual concerns.”

In essence this means that only when understood as a whole can the actions of the
performer be fully appreciated, and that there can not be a division between the body
and mind when relating the cognitive to what is expressed through this knowledge.

Further, Duby and Barker (2017) argue that current evidence from cognitive science
suggest that ignoring embodied aspects act against understanding the holistic view in
the body's formative role in cognitive processes. They also write in the context of
musical performance and its non-trivial demands on cognitive performance on the
complexity and dexterity challenges of human cognitive and motor control in relation
to artificial intelligence and robotics. They argue, through Barton (2007) that while
computer programs can be made to beat human grandmasters at chess, when it comes
to actually picking up and manipulating the chess pieces by robotic means, the current
robotic systems can't even match the dexterity of a small child. They then go on in
describing how procedural memory can develop musical expertise over time in ways
which draw from various types of tacit, embodied and implicit knowledge. This they
argue can cause cognitive offload to allow for musical expression, emotional content
and interpretative aspects to flourish.

Within the context of embodied drumming, this resonates well with how my body
after many years of artistic practice on the instrument, seems to know what to do
within a musical context, even when there seems to be little conscious effort involved
from my part except from thinking on how I wish to express my musicality on a more
strategic level.
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Performance as a research method is according to Duby and Barker (2017) able to
draw on a wide range of theoretical frameworks. Among many, they mention for
instance autoethnographic ones, and also reflective practice (Schön 1983) which I
briefly mentioned before in the context of the artisanal. A main takeaway is that
embodiment matters, and as an embodied agent it is easy to see how not just the
representational cognitive processes within the brain matter, but the body as a whole
in the context of artistic practice, artisanal skill and musical expression.

Within the realm of AI, even though I'm within this project actively working towards
providing the algorithm with my accumulated skill, and a mediating robotic “body”,
thereby making the artisanal algorithm in some sense embodied, one can easily spot
crucial differences in how symbolically mediated processes (like training AI from a
dataset) works compared to embodied knowledge.

Roddy (2023) in his essay on creative human machine collaboration writes regarding
the relations of dataset and tacit knowledge. Firstly he establishes that symbolically
mediated cognitive processes require a context of tacit and informal knowledge.
He argues how a large amount of human knowledge requires this sort of context
which cannot be represented symbolically. He further explains how artificial neural
networks within AI can be taught relations from a dataset directly, that we might
believe they can handle, but in reality they cannot handle tacit knowledge. This he
concludes is because a computer does not inhabit the same world as humans do.
One example given is that algorithms do not deal with tacit knowledge as humans do,
but make very arbitrary quantifications which represent tacit knowledge as explicit
knowledge. He further goes on by stating that machine learning does not really have
to mirror human intelligence in order to be effective, or a legitimate form of
intelligence.

When considering embodied drumming, we can safely assume that in the
transformation from embodied practice through drumming into algorithm, here called
skill extraction, a lot of the skill and tacit knowledge which is embedded into me as a
human, free from the confines of cartesian dualism and expressed through musical
performance goes missing. Even if the drumming itself is providing data to allow
alternate forms of intelligence, in such a way that might actually be musically useful,
the fact that I have a body and that I can use it for musical expression is separate from
that. I don't see a dichotomy as such, as the algorithmic intelligence is of a different
sort, and can be useful in its own right. This embodied knowledge, my artisanal
musical skill is what even makes the artificial or automated version of it possible in
the first place. And automation itself is what would essentially make a Post-Work
society possible.

Augmentation methods

● Using available AI tools to augment my own skills, for instance GPT4, and as
dialogue tools to anchor my thoughts and project discussions within an
automation framework. (See for instance discussions on Cyborgs/Kentaurs.)
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● Automation. Using automation and semi automated processes as dichotomic,
or tensioned ways of relating to alienation/division of labor and being human.
AI can also be considered a force which routinely alienates data, which is the
primary driving ”fuel” in a new form of automated labor from the human
sources that generated that data, and also the outcomes of its generative
outputs.

Speculative making and prototyping

In essence the practical design work the project manifested.

● Drumming robots. A way to translate my drumming skills into mechanical
automated forms. Embodied ”Skill extraction”, highlighting complex
relations or tensions of humanity and technology.

● Artisanal AI Algorithms. AI algorithms that are ethically produced, with data
coming from one source, hand crafted and curated. Challenging normative
data practices.

● Physical crafting and exploration. Engaging with hands on crafting and
embodied making, in essence tinkering, perhaps without clear goals or
productive intent. Experiental explorations of speculative post-work
existence, challenging normative notions of utility, productivity, purpose and
“work ethic”. A primary focus when undertaking this task, was that the
absolute maximum time permissible was allocated towards immersing myself
within my project, enriching it through practical design work. This was
essential to anchor the work within an imagined post-work future, as external
demands on me and other distractions could easily have detrimental effects
on how well I managed to fit the work within this speculative framework.

Existential and ethical issues.

● Reflections on the role/identity of humans and creativity in a speculative
post-work/automation society.

● Work ethic: My methods which involve physical crafting and making,
embodied drumming and skill extraction serve not only as critique of the
traditional work ethic but also act as designerly explorations into alternatives.
They both explore and try to expand the notion of a work ethic and value.

Contribution to practice
In this chapter I will describe the material and extended material outputs I have
explored within this project. By extended material outputs I mean digital materials
such as the dataset.

The edited practice paper, included as an appendix in pdf format, complements this
document by visually showcasing the designs discussed herein. The document is
designed to support this text, but can also act as stand alone visual communication to
support the project.
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First I will briefly describe the process of the drumming algorithm and dataset from
start to end as an overview of the topic. Following that I will describe how the
artisanal dataset came into being. After that I will detail how the artisanal algorithm,
the AI algorithm which is powering the drums was made. Then I will describe the
physical drumming robots which are powered by this data and algorithm.
I will conclude the chapter by describing the makings of a shovel, and why it is a
relevant contribution to practice.

First we start with embodied knowledge. In this case, it is drumming knowledge.
Then we to the best of our abilities extract that skill knowledge into data by utilizing
electronic drums and computers to record the data through the method of embodied
drumming. Then that data is curated and edited manually in a painstakingly long and
tedious process. This curated data then becomes the ethically sourced artisanal
dataset. Then that data gets fed into a system of tools created to make musical
generative algorithms from data (in a manner which in many ways resembles a craft
more than anything). Then that data gets trained into neural networks that result in
different algorithms. This is a process which takes a long time and is computationally
intensive. Those algorithms are then evaluated both from a statistical point of view,
and also qualitatively by listening to the output through synthesized drums. Then the
process is evaluated and the outcome is iterated on many times. All the while, the
whole process is made possible by utilizing large language models like GPT4
(OpenAI 2023) to help out in understanding, or “augment” me in how to use the AI
tools, automate certain tasks through scripting, and to provide coding help.

Now we need to explain how the artisanal dataset generated by the embodied
drumming, which was then curated and edited to fit into the machine learning
pipeline, came into being. This data gathering process together with turning it into an
algorithm, in essence makes up the skill extraction method. As previously mentioned,
normative data practices within the field of AI means that data used within AI models
are almost never from a single origin with a clear permission to use, but rather utilize
data scraping practices where data is extracted where it can be found, usually without
explicit permission. My methods stand in stark contrast to this.

To collect enough data I had to play drums for many hours spread over the whole
semester. To actually transform drumming into data that is usable by the computer,
I had to use digital drums. These drums will output midi data which is readable by the
computer and as such easy to record and further process digitally. I should briefly
mention that while this is what I love doing, and how it relates to embodied
drumming in itself, the process can also sometimes be overwhelming in the extreme
amounts of effort that was needed to both gather enough hours of quality drumming
for the dataset, and also how this was needed to be edited and repurposed semi
manually in order to be data suitable for machine learning. I should also mention that
using digital drums, while a necessary requirement to enable data recording, takes
away a lot of the experience and the feedback you receive when hitting them
compared to acoustic drums, and also diminishes the expressiveness of the playing
somewhat.
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I wanted to incorporate algorithmic agency in the process where it felt appropriate,
and so the main part of the dataset was played to whatever music Spotify and Youtube
decided to offer me through their extensive knowledge of my tastes in music. While
not explicitly important in the process, this effectively mirrors the sort of algorithmic
entanglement that is now increasingly part of our daily lives, and as such still bears
significance within the broader context. Within the specific context here, I wanted to
play along to songs mainly, and not exclusively to a click track, a metronome.
This was in order to preserve more of the human feel in the recorded data.
Because of the nature of most music, drumming to commercial songs without a click
track (metronome) results in data that is less strict in a tempo sense, one could argue
more human. The machine learning model training expects the musical data to be
locked in a grid and tempo wise stable when it splits the musical information into
shorter segments which go into training the algorithm. Because of my intent to keep
as much of the human “errors” or statistical deviations from tempo in my data,
I needed to process several thousands of clips manually or semi manually by use of
scripting. To explain the significance of this extremely tedious manual labor, which
took several weeks (on and off work) to complete, I need to contextualize it in
relation to the concept of microwork within machine learning.

Microwork (or crowdsourcing) is essentially the fragmented outsourcing of labor
performed by individuals often in precarious situations, and often concerns tasks that
are in relation to preprocessing, labeling or editing data so that they may be used for
machine learning. More often than not the workers doing microwork don't get proper
compensation for their work, and while necessary for most artificial intelligence tasks
which relies on data to function, the concept of microwork as a foundational aspect of
machine learning is often obscured and not discussed. Microwork as such represents
the broader economic disparities and inequities within the growing digital economy.

Crawford (2021) writes that many of the tasks related to this kind of work can’t be
done by machines, and without this sort of work, AI systems wont function, so
therefore it has to be outsourced to cheap human labor. This sort of labor is essentially
what made a lot of the AI breakthroughs possible, but has not to a big degree been
made visible to the broader public.

In order to actually get through and process the huge amount of data I had generated,
I not only had to do most of the work manually. I also involved GPT4 to write scripts,
which would allow me to do several of the steps needed in processing the data
semi-automated. This automation, while helpful, still needed my manual input after
each part of the data had been processed. In essence I had to press a button and then
wait for the calculations to finish for several hours per day for several days.
This button pressing in a way alienated me from the data which came from the
embodied drumming, by making it feel like a meaningless chore, and highlights a
backside of machine learning. In short, sometimes it felt like I was working for the
machine and not for me, which Is in itself also a reflection on the “work ethic” as
such.

The continuation of this work has been developing the artisanal dataset into a
machine learning algorithm. An artisanally crafted AI algorithm that will generate

20



new robotic drumming based on my skills, without the need for me. The algorithm
acts as an example of how artisanal labor can exist in intricate relations to algorithmic
work (automation really), while highlighting the sort of alienation that such work
brings with it through its complex relations to its origins and the data which is the
underlying foundation of it.

I am not an expert within machine learning, I only pretend to be one for the sake of
this project and its speculative qualities. Therefore I use a musical machine learning
system called Magenta (Magenta 2022). Magenta allows algorithmic representation
of drumming that besides from learning to model the “score” (what is played on the
drums), it also learns unique micro timings and velocities (the dynamic information
of how hard one hits the drums and deviations in timing in relation the written score,
aka the groove). This enables the computer to better mimic my unique style of
drumming, and utilizing magenta is in essence is how close I can possibly get to
representing my musical skill on drums with the tools available today. This is mostly
because of the esoteric and highly technical nature of AI that makes it unavailable to
anyone except experts in machine learning. Using a drumming dataset and the tools
within the Magenta environment, you can train algorithms that are computationally
intensive, and those algorithms can then generate drumming beats that seek to mimic
my specific performance style and musical phrasings.

Let us for a while abandon the embodied drumming, processing and compilation of
the artisanal dataset and algorithm to look at materialization through design practice.
In order to try to mediate the data I had gathered through embodied drumming, my
first task was to design a small drumming robot. This drumming robot consists of a
microcontroller (a small computer) and several electromagnetic solenoid actuators
that are used to strike small “drums” which are drum-like hand made or found playful
objects. The strikers are hand carved to signify tension and offer juxtaposition
between the hand made and the industrially produced actuators and laser cut
mechanical mechanisms. This first robot is directly controlled by the artisanal dataset,
where the output of the robot is sampled from it and then sent to the solenoid
actuators, which then in turn ”drum” on the drum like hand made or found objects.

To further develop the idea of a robotic drum set, and make the drums on a larger
scale, I have also developed a novel way of building drums combining 3d printing
and traditional workshop crafting methods for a bigger drumming robot. The method
consists of 3d printing the bearing edges of the drum which the drumheads are seated
against and placing these edges on a rolled aluminum shell to make a drum.
By utilizing 3d printing, one can fine tune the bearing edge profile to one's own
preferences. Tuning hardware was then carefully machined in aluminum and installed
into the shells to make up the completed drums. To use the drums, standardized and
widely available drum hoops and heads are then installed to make the drum shells
fully functional as instruments.

By 3d printing the bearing edge of the drum, the part where the drum head seats
against the drum, which decides a big part of how the drum sounds, I have created a
way to build drums which can be performed by anyone with access to a large enough
3d printer and a slip roller for sheet metal. Tools like these would conceivably be
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available at local maker spaces, making the process available for anyone who wishes
to construct quality drums without specialized knowledge in wood manufacturing.
This lowers the threshold for anyone that wants to build their own drums. The process
is to my knowledge a novel way of constructing drums, and allows for great
flexibility in choice of shell materials and customization of bearing edges, which are a
fundamental and important part of drum making. In itself this new manner of
constructing drums is an important contribution to design practice and I will likely
share the technical details under some form of creative commons license within the
design and maker community. In total four hand crafted drum shells have been built
in different sizes. The drums have had powerful robotic solenoid actuators installed in
them to make them automatable through the artisanal algorithm. Together they make
up a sort of deconstructed drum kit, that will be the generated output, the embodiment
of the artisanal dataset and algorithm. A robotic hi-hat and tambourine were also
crafted during this period in order to better match the output modalities with the
number of recorded drums and respective data inputs. This to be better able to make
an expressive drum robot and diversify the available sounds and timbres it can
generate. Important to realize is also that while all these musical robotic instruments
have the ability to play data that is sent to them, the dynamics and musical expression
as is, is still at this point in time vastly inferior to a human drummer. This is because
of technical limitations in how the solenoid actuators can hit the drums.

I have also developed code in cooperation with GPT4 which allows me to visualize
musical data from the artisanal algorithm and dataset with a small thermal paper
receipt printer. This allows me to print receipts for the user of the drumming robot,
symbolizing some sort of value transaction for the work that the machine and
algorithm is doing every time the user uses the robot to generate drum beats.
In essence to signify that the robot and algorithm is doing work for me, instead of me.

To make this point clearer I also constructed a Shovel, made for digging in the
garden. The shovel has an important role in strengthening the argument that a more
equitable algorithmic future, as proposed through artisanal algorithms and a
speculative post-work future, would allow us to focus more on developing other
avenues important to us. While the artisanal algorithm is busy working for me, I can
build tools for the garden and focus on learning new skills. The shovel is hand crafted
in stainless steel and lark-wood and uses traditional smithing methods like hand
hammering and cold smithing, very laborious and manual methods, to highlight and
clearly show its hand made nature. By utilizing stainless steel as the fundamental
construction material, I highlight the contrast between the perfectly and industrially
formed steel material and the non perfect and homogenous hand-made treatment of
the material. An analogy which can be transferred also to apply for the robotic drums.
These drums deviate from the norm, because they are constructed from metal and
plastic, as opposed to the traditional materials in drumset making, which is
predominantly wood. The drums thereby through their design contrast the hand made
and artisanally built with the industrial and perfectly consistent. In this way the
materialisations support the overall theme within the project by infusing humanness,
artisanal making and a non homogenized feel to the materials, while still creating
interplay with the industrial, algorithmic and systematic.
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Discussion

On data provenience and the black box of AI

I want to start by stating that describing the process of transforming artisanal skill into
data and algorithms also sheds light on significant aspects of the design process and
its underlying discourse. This is crucial, as digital materials are not inherently
mediated or easily interpreted within an established context, often failing to convey
the full scope of their creation and application. In essence, digital materials can be
challenging to fully comprehend. As Humby said, “data is the new oil” (Humby
2006). Data like oil requires extraction and refinement to be useful. Extracted and
refined skill data will drive a lot of productive work in the future, but you can’t really
see data, touch it or engage it in any meaningful fashion except perhaps when it is
mediated in some way that is tangible or understandable. When interacting with AI
algorithms you generally only handle the input and/or output modalities of the
algorithms. You tell the algorithm what to do, and something is generated that you in
some way or form relate to and act upon. The underlying data which drives the
generative ai, can be conceptually understood, but not really handled. Without the
algorithm to statistically make sense of it, data is just numbers or words gathered in a
digital pile.

Comparatively, when you see a physical object like a painting or a sculpture, you can
likely understand the work that was put into it by the maker, you can see brush
strokes and the context is usually pretty self explanatory. You can grasp what it is and
how it came to be by looking at it. This becomes harder with digital materials, and
even harder if not impossible when it comes to AI driven digital materials. And so I
argue that you might have trouble understanding exactly what something generated
from an AI algorithm means, and further where the data origins are coming from.
In essence they (AI algorithms) are blackboxed except for the input and output
modalities of them, which might provide some insights.

When presented with a physical object that is driven by AI, like my robotic drums,
this “alienation” between the data source and what output it generates (what it does)
becomes even harder to grasp. In the context of AI driven artifacts, the alienation that
separated the workers providing the data from the labor, is in fact the same alienation
that alienates the labor from the data, as I previously argued. The result of the labor
(the output of the AI) is traditionally and by design within the context of AI alienated
from the data sources that generated it. The artifact is doing something, yes, and it is
doing it with computational abilities which have been separated from the original data
source, or in the normative case of artificial intelligence, the multiple data sources.
What I'm trying to say is that data provenience matters.

If you encounter my robotic drums in the wild somewhere, you might see a ”cool
drum robot”, but it is actually more akin to an iceberg. You can't see the hidden
underlying streams of painstakingly crafted curated and edited data which is driving
the machinery behind the scenes. You can't see the skill and effort behind the data,
you cant see the thousands and thousands of hours of drumming practise which
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informs it, the blood sweat and tears, the massive amount of hours of data gathering,
or the even more laborious underlying microwork in labeling editing and changing
the data into structures appropriate for the machine to learn. What you can see and
hear is the artifact making sounds and generating intricate patterns in an endless never
tiring fashion, but not the actual structures that made it possible and supports it, nor
the body that produced it.

As computational abilities embedded within our physical society become more
common, data and data origins also ought to matter more, if you accept the logic of
ethical AI and artisanal labor which I have previously argued for. A main key
takeaway is that to understand how and why something works, you also need to
understand what produced the data that made it possible and not just the end result,
the actuating part of the algorithm which acts in some manner in the world.

The augmented space
By utilizing existing AI solutions, for example GPT4 and Google Magenta I am
augmenting and extending my skill set and thereby highlighting the increasingly
complex entanglement of humanity and AI. The important part to note here, is that I
am far more capable with, than without AI. Without the help of language models for
instance, I could not have finished this project in time. A clear example is coding,
which I know the basics of, but AI enables me to generate and check code at a much
faster pace, therefore effectivizing my work. Open source deep learning platforms
like Magenta also allows me to utilize, perhaps not state of the art, but still deep
learning tools that enables me to act within fields that were previously out of reach
but for the few esoterically skilled machine learning experts to tinker with, and
without the assistance of GPT4 I would not have had access to the esoteric
information needed to use it in any effective manner. On the other hand, this also
means I am very reliant on these systems to get the results I need. Ethically this is
interesting because in order to critique the data extractive practices models like GPT4
are fundamentally built upon, I still have to use it within this project to augment my
skills.

Embodied drumming and AI
As mentioned before, embodied drumming has been a central element throughout this
project, with which I have been able to focus my endeavors through bodily
experience and creating through musical performance. By engaging in embodied
drumming and anchoring this practice within an autoethnographic framework,
I challenge a potential future where creativity is largely automated by machines,
driven by unethically sourced and homogenized data, and where physical embodied
skill might be marginalized. Through this process, embodied human drumming
becomes embodied machine robotic drumming, exemplifying how human creative
skill can be translated into machine form. Thus providing both examples of, and
contrast to human creativity and how we are increasingly entangled with
technologies. While these robotic drums illustrate the alienation of labor and data
source in AI systems, they are also intended to act as a tool to bridge understanding of
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these concepts. Providing a physical manifestation of them, with the potential to make
these concepts easier to grasp, by providing clear and understandable examples of
how data can be transformed into actions. The result is both a tangible datastream of
numbers representing this musical journey through the artisanal dataset and
algorithm, and personally a subjective and important experience in which I got to
fully focus on being present in my body, without much external interference while
drumming in order to extract the data needed. In the context of a speculative
post-work society, being able to focus fully on what I find important, all the while
offering an alternative to normative big data practices within AI and the creative
discourse, sort of pinpoints another important aspect within the project. I'm still going
to drum either way, even though there might be an AI out there that can do it better
than me someday. Through embodied drumming and the algorithmization of my
human skill, I also position myself as a human creative actor within the speculative
post-work society that contributes towards a more equitable and ethical digital
economy.

This effectively places embodied drumming in relation to both the autoethnographic
and within broader AI discourse. In terms of a speculative post-work society, it also
provides a clear example on what I, or someone like me could do during the days in
response to having more time to spend on what I would define as worthwhile
endeavors.

As a contribution to design practice I am also suggesting that embodied drumming
can be seen as one way in relating embodied knowledge and artisanal skill within the
context of artificial intelligence. If we don't embrace the embodied in our research,
in our designs, how can we understand the alternatives? Especially in a world that is
increasingly driven by algorithms and AI? Working auto ethnographically with AI
and issues around the algorithmization of society hopefully inspires a sort of
scalability or transferability in the context of design explorations within topics such as
these, which could allow designers to work in similar ways, anchoring their work
within their own lived experiences and skills. A sort of transferable methodology.

To give an example: Within this thesis project, my personal drumming knowledge
which I am turning into an algorithm, could also potentially be seen as a
representative of skill data in general, and the same sort of logic could be applied in
other similar contexts. This makes the project a contribution to design discourse not
only related to drumming and creative practices, even though that is my main topic of
choice, but to all fundamentally embodied skill sets which might be affected by the
algorithmization of future societies. Because of how society is currently evolving
towards algorithmization through AI, today the important connection between skill
and individual person is now being challenged. Like I have previously stated,
the connection between the human origins of skill data, the actual body containing the
knowledge, and the output, the sort of algorithmic “labor” which AI enables, is
constantly being challenged.

This is essentially because algorithmic labor is diminishing the need for a clear
connection between the body, the source of the skill, and what is being accomplished.
This connection between person and skill is why it is important to consider and
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examine the individual and the human, the embodied within this situation. And also
to fundamentally grasp that there is a difference between embodied knowledge
(in this context the embodied drumming), and the algorithmic but alienated output
(here enabled through the method of skill extraction and mediated through a robotic
body).

Through skill extraction and embodied drumming, I am inviting discourse about what
might get lost or altered in the multiple translation layers from human embodied
knowledge to embodied mediated algorithms. And discussions on the link between
individual and skill, between data and individual. And further, on alienation of labor
within an AI driven society.

As we have previously established, machine learning does not really have to mirror
human intelligence in order to be effective, or a legitimate form of intelligence
(Roddy 2023). And further we know that the world is becoming increasingly data
driven. We have further established that there is risk of deskilling through the use of
AI. And so it is important that we critically reflect on this and examine the
implications of AI automation on human embodied knowledge, human agency and
the ethical implications this brings to the table.

Through the design of my robotic drums, I am actively exploring alternative
perspectives of a speculative post-work future dominated by automation within
creative fields. This effort highlights and positions the value of unique human
embodied skill in relation to a world which is becoming increasingly more automated
and affected by artificial intelligence and algorithms. As a contribution to design
practice, the methods of skill extraction and embodied drumming serve as examples
on how design can work towards understanding the disconnect between skill,
knowledge and their human origins. Thus the project is inviting a deeper discourse on
the implications of AI driven alienation on labor.

Datasets and artisanal knowledge
By using the embodied act of drumming to willingly ”extract” and automate
drumming skill, forming the basis of a counter hegemonic artisanal data set and
algorithm, I am also highlighting the issue of authenticity and who is awarded agency.
Through my personal data, I am showcasing the importance of ethical data
governance and how immaterial rights of the individuals generated data is something
that needs to be considered. By acting against the norm within AI, where data is
usually extracted from wherever you can find it, I give ethical examples of how this
can be achieved.

Through the artisanal dataset I am exemplifying how data practices matter. By
designing an artisanal algorithm I am also proposing one way human creative
practices might take shape in this automated future. A less alienated, ethical version
of the AI driven narrative. Furthermore, I am also taking an active stance towards the
non perfect non homogenized human qualities that makes creativity and artistic
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practice such a unique and valuable human thing, something that risks being lost in
big data driven practices and hegemonic AI practice.

All of the data generated and used in the dataset is my own. By providing single
origin data of a known source and using them with full permission I am providing a
clear example of what arguably is a more ethical way of handling data within creative
generative AI. This is important because my speculation here is that single origin
artisanal AI models, models that arguably can be seen as more genuine and less
homogenized, imbuing some sort of authenticity, is in my project proposed as a
feasible alternative to the dominating practice of today within generative AI.

By also doing my own microwork, by manually going through thousands of musical
bars of drumming data, tempo mapping and cutting them up to make the data suitable
for machine learning, I am advocating a more ethical approach in not only generating
data, but also in how it is further processed. By not utilizing underpaid workers, to do
repetitive and menial but necessary tasks I am taking a stance against the normative
practices within hegemonic AI. By doing this I am also keeping the data I have
generated closer to myself, with less alienation, which in turn resonates well with my
arguments regarding artisanal unalienated labor as an important contribution as a
counter narrative to the hegemonic AI practices driven by big data, which I argued
both alienates, and disrupts labor and skill into lower quality jobs within the service
and gig economy. If we accept a speculated future where such skill data might be
turned into high quality AI algorithms, and that there might be demand for such
services outside of the established norm of big data driven and fundamentally
extractive practices. Then as such this contribution through the design of an artisanal
dataset is showing how data might be considered a worthwhile contribution towards a
more sustainable economy. To reiterate, one of the main arguments put forward by
Garvin et al (2023) is that in order to support more equitable futures with AI, it will
be important to have artisan collaborators as part of the strategy in keeping
unalienated labor alive in the midst of technosocial changes, and that such practises
might be the only form of sustainable capitalism.

This project can be viewed as an example on how design can work with AI,
personal data and valuable artisanal embodied knowledge. Utilizing personal data,
and data driven generative AI in novel ways within design, to be scaled, repurposed
and fitted within many different contexts allowing the data to do work, explore and
problematize labor and roles traditionally performed by humans. This project is an
exploration in how AI and embodied human knowledge can be put within a design
context, while also highlighting the artisanal, ethical and the less alienated.
Hopefully it will allow other designers to be inspired by it.

Physical crafting and explorations
Through design I am also materializing and exemplifying embodied physical crafting
and explorations, set within speculated post-work existence. I am highlighting that in
this speculative future, there is room to pursue your own goals. I have agency to do
what I feel is important. These explorations also aim to challenge normative notions
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of utility, productivity, purpose and the “work ethic” while highlighting human
creativity. An example of this can be found in the hand carved drum strikers, and also
what could be characterized as “useless” almost toy-like drums that are part of my
first drum robot. In addition to that, by building the larger robotic drums to be placed
on the floor, connected by wires to the electronics that drive them and make them
work, I am creating a drum kit which can’t easily be played by any human.
I am deconstructing the drum kit and placing it within a design context.
Thereby giving them a different kind of utility, one that is challenging these notions
of purpose and productivity, while exemplifying creativity in an age driven by
algorithms. The drums themselves are fragmented and deconstructed, yet are still
drums. The design then both reflects and challenges the semiotic meaning of the
drums, and by positioning them within an AI context we can perhaps understand how
fast paced changes and the algorithmization of society also pushes us into new forms
of understanding of what something is, and how it is to be understood.

Within this project, the materialisations serve a dual purpose. They are both concrete
representations of autoethnographically accurate things I might build or design if I
was living in the speculative post-work society which I am exploring, and at the same
time also meta driven abstractions of what transformations or effects that algorithmic
encapsulation or transformation of skill might entail. While also encapsulating the
sort of ethical dimensions and overall bigger picture set against the backdrop of
hegemonic AI as counterpoint. As such these objects and the ecosystems I have
carefully designed around them are representations of many different aspects relating
to sustainable ethical AI in contrast to the hegemonic norms and in such a way
speculate on possible futures.

The drums also represent my will to innovate and create, to be creative. Within a
society that is increasingly becoming digital, and therefore fundamentally reliant on
data and automation through AI, they can be seen both an expression of humanness in
a speculated post-work setting that allows creativity to flourish, while at the same
time contextualizing it in a way so the very essence of its existence within an AI
driven narrative that has enabled it can be thought of as problematic or at least
complex and entangled. By embracing the narrative of AI but offering my own
counter narratives within the discourse I aim to create discussion around these issues.
AI is here, the box has been opened for good or bad, and we need to work towards
understanding it, its underlying structures, and how we might utilize it responsibly,
creatively, and ethically. Through the design and construction of these drums I also
exemplify how a post-work society might better allow for development of new forms
of musical instruments and methods of building them, echoing the previously
mentioned thoughts of Benanav (2020) on inventing new musical instruments as one
possible activity within a post scarcity society. I also highlight how ethical
automation might be a potential way towards such a society.

Important to note about the robotic drums are not only that they are constructed in a
novel way, but also that they are hand built from scratch. In this project,
the considerable amount of time I had available to carefully craft and design each
drum allowed me to delve deeper into researching post-work society through an
autoethnographic inspired lens. A key takeaway is that since the artisanal algorithm
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that I created, now operational within this society, I can concentrate effort towards
developing other avenues that are important to me, such as designing and crafting
musical instruments. The robotic drums act as a deconstructed embodiment of my
drumming skills expressed through data reconverted back into physical robotic form.
The artisanal algorithm is working for me by providing ”users' ' with a service,
my drumming skill converted into an algorithm. The robotic drums also exemplify
and demonstrate how artisanal data and algorithms can be used to ”work” for us,
to do automated labor, to generate useful materials. This foundational premise of the
ethical artisanal algorithm that is working for me within this speculation is also
allowing me as a practitioner to develop my skills and interests within other fields,
like drum building, instead of being forced into a deskilling service job.
The handcrafted shovel I have constructed is just a testament to this fundamental idea,
reinforcing it by showcasing another, explicitly non AI related example, of what I
consider worthwhile endeavors.

I am in a way also trying to take charge of my own work ethic, and instead of letting
it and the strong connotations of obedience and labor for labors sake without regard
for the kind of work being done, I focus this powerful force deeply embedded in me
to instead try and do things that are actually meaningful, productive and fulfilling for
me. To counter narratives of the automated future where alienated labor reigns
supreme. Through my project I exemplify through design how AI can be utilized and
contextualized towards supporting meaningful and creative work, rather than
displacing it.

We ought to cherish specialized skill, and not allow it to be unwillingly appropriated
and put into homogenized AI algorithms. Within design as a broader field, how this
relates to artisanal skill data could as I have previously argued for potentially be
translated into other types of skill data and situations that can be mediated through
algorithmic labor. To me that becomes sort of an acceptance of AI as an inevitable
part of our futures, but that we should be wary of how those futures might look.
One must also be aware that in order for automation through AI to make possible the
sort of speculative future I am describing, then of course that future needs AI in it to
even be possible. One of the other interesting aspects of criticizing AI and hegemonic
normative data practices is that since AI itself would not be possible without these
mass practises, then the critique of them in the context of an imagined post-work
society where automation has been enabled by them in the first place, becomes a
critique from within so to speak. If not from approval, from a sort of acceptance.
And then it becomes clear to me that it is important how we collectively decide what
is accepted practice and on what terms and for whom?

Relating the discussion back to the questions
How might design work with artisanal algorithms to highlight ethical implications of
translating human knowledge into machine form?

By using design to contrast normative AI data-scraping practices, where data driving
AI algorithms and automation is often sourced unwittingly, the artisanal algorithm is
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offering an alternative and ethical way to source data from consenting traceable
sources, providing a clear and arguably far more ethical alternative, where both the
informed individual and use of its generated data is respected. The artisanal algorithm
considers the role of the individual creator and brings the design of AI algorithms to a
human scale. Thereby providing handcrafted artisanal and non alienated counter
alternatives to dominant AI practices and imbuing the entire algorithmic process with
a level of craftsmanship and personal significance. The design of the artisanal
drumming algorithm through the artisanal dataset provides a medium to rethink
current AI practices, and clearly highlights ethical implications of translating human
skill into machine form. It also does this by placing its counter narrative from within
the AI discourse itself, instead of completely disregarding algorithmic labor. In such a
way, design is not fully disregarding automation through AI and the translation of
human knowledge into machine form, but rather advocating that through artisanal
algorithms, a more sustainable, human centered and ethical alternative can be offered.

How can speculative embodied explorations of the post-work future give insight to
the role of the creative laborer?

By emphasizing the human, embodied and sensorial aspects of creativity. Allowing
mistakes, fun, nonsensical detours, and personal expression, a stark contrast can be
made against the backdrop of AI as ”perfect” statistical models built on the data of
many nameless sources that dehumanize and homogenize. Highlighting qualities
within human creativity such as diversity, emotion, fun and personal nuances that
machine driven creativity does not possess. By giving algorithmic creativity
embodiment through the drum robot, I also create interplay and discourse between the
human and the robotic body, thereby strengthening the human and personal
connection to the materialized design output.

By carefully designing the whole journey, from the personal physical body,
skill becoming personal skill data, becoming the means to create, becoming the
created, which becomes the embodiment of this, through technology mediated. All of
which is carefully crafted and considered, through the will and work of one person,
I counter the AI driven narratives of the creative labor discourse by leaning into it.
Also by not leaning into it. I do both, and therein lies the complexity of the matter.
I do not reject but offer the option to relate to AI in a more human,
individual-centered and ethical way, without totally disregarding it as a useful
medium or complex material.

By grounding my design work within the creative discourse regarding AI and
automation using autoethnographic methods such as embodied drumming, I create
insight into a speculated future where we can critically examine and discuss aspects
of how data practices might affect the creative practitioner. In a wider sense, I also
make an argument for how skill data in general could be understood in a broader
societal context. I would argue that it is not only creative skill data that is relevant for
this discussion, but all data which can be used to automate tasks. However, because of
the overall discussion on how music and arts are likely to be affected by recent
advancements in AI, utilizing the artisanal creative skills as a clear example makes
the argumentation easy to grasp.
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By imagining such futures where individuals are not forced into de-skilled and
underpaid labor, but are encouraged to pursue their own interests and develop their
artisanal skills. In essence, to do what they find important, I offer an alternative to
alienating hegemonic labor and AI practices. I do not offer the solution to what an
economic and social system might look like in this speculated future, or how we
might get to it, as it is outside the scope of this thesis, but rather hint at the importance
of lifting these questions collectively. Of course it is also important to note that it is
not technologies themselves that intrinsically cause issues which surround them, but
rather that they in the way they function, or enable new ways of relating to the world
that might create conditions allowing for mistreatment and exploitation to happen.
This idea is supported by insights from notable thinkers like Noam Chomsky, who
discussed the role of automation in the context of how technology can shape the role
of labor in coming futures. In the documentary After Work (Gandini 2023), Chomsky
was asked the question if technology can free us from work: “It can, should.
Automation is like other technologies, mostly value free. What matters is how you
use it. You can use it to liberate them from dangerous and boring and stupid work, so
that they can then devote themselves to free creative work.”

Echoing this sentiment, Benanav (2021) writes: “If full automation can appear both as
a dream and nightmare, that is because it has no innate association with human
dignity, and will not generate a post-scarcity world by itself.” (p. 142), and further
argues that if a Post-Scarcity world is not the inevitable result of technological
developments and automation, then this sort of society can only come about under
pressure of social movements that push for a radical restructuring of social life.
Echoing this sentiment, it is important that we realize the agency we have and both
examine and act upon the tendencies of the world today to better shape and
understand the futures they might create. This is what I have done with my design
project, and as such it is how I through speculative embodied design explorations
counter AI driven narratives within the creative discourse, and by doing so I offer
insight to the role of the creative laborer within a speculative post-work future.
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