The aff is wrong about the economic function of automation - it does not replace workers - it merely removes their autonomy over their working conditions
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Predictions of ‘lights-out’ warehouses that run silently in the dark, populated only by sophisticated robots do not exist and are unlikely to become reality, particularly when more dexterous and often cheaper human labour remains in abundant supply. The Amazon fulfilment centre demonstrates how automation technologies do not necessarily emancipate workers from the ‘dark, dirty, and dangerous’ aspects of work (Turner, 2018). Often, automated decision-making systems are integrated with the work of management, human resources, and scheduling (Struna & Reese, 2020), resulting in chaotic and unpredictable rostering for workers (Wood, 2020). Some of the most sophisticated warehouse technologies do not eliminate physical tasks – they monitor and track workers through wearable devices and other technologies (Gutelius & Theodore, 2019). The warehouse labour process continues to rely primarily on physical human labour, often involving ‘highly repetitive movements, lifting heavy goods and boxes, or pushing heavy carts’ (Amazon workers and supporters, 2018, p. 98). Delfanti's interviews with Amazon managers in Italy confirms this, with one manager stating that ‘technology codifies, understands and manages. But the real machine is the human: everything is done manually’ (Delfanti, 2021, p. 40). Despite claims of automation, in the United States, Amazon's serious injury rate is approximately double that of the industry standard (Evans, 2020).
Rather than replace human workers with robots, the smart systems that excite automation theorists tend to outsource decision-making to management and machines. Human workers remain but with reduced capacity to make decisions over their work. This follows a longer tradition of scientific management whereby large firms seek to reduce worker agency by separating the work of planning from execution (Braverman, 1974). In this context workers are not replaced by AI and algorithms, they are increasingly managed by them (Wood, 2021) in a process sometimes referred to as ‘algorithmic management’. This term can also have the unintended effect of erasing the human labour of middle management which remains important to the labour process. Ivanova et al. (2018) show how the ‘ideal’ form of algorithmic management, in which human management is no longer needed, may be rare in practice. More often, algorithmic management involves a combination of human and automated decision-making. Delfanti and Wood have argued that outsourcing some managerial functions to algorithms changes the role of the human manager, which becomes more political, rather than organisational, taking on a form of ‘augmented despotism’ that is enhanced by the use of technology to surveil and discipline workers (Delfanti, 2021; Wood, 2020). Amazon is not exceptional in this regard as many of these practices are standard across warehousing and many low-wage industries (Guendelsberger, 2019).
Warehouse work is not disappearing. Due to booming e-commerce demand during the Covid-19 crisis, employment levels in warehousing now exceed pre-pandemic levels (Cambon, 2021). Although overall employment is increasing, some warehouse workers are facing retrenchment as firms reorganise the composition of labour across the firm. For instance, Coles and Woolworths, Australia's supermarket duopoly, are currently closing traditional warehouses as they open ‘smart’ replacement warehouses (Mitchell, 2019). The resulting job losses have been characterised as casualties of automation (Janda, 2020), however the decision to retrench rather than redeploy long-standing and experienced employees is a political decision, not an inevitable outcome of automation. Those facing retrenchment are long-term union members with experience taking industrial action. Fleming (2019) has argued that that industries with high unionisation and militant members incentivise investments in automation. In the case of Australia's supermarket duopoly, automation may be part of a broader de-unionisation strategy, and not a consequence of inevitable technological progress.
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