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There is a particular register that consulting firms and technology
vendors have perfected, and once you learn to hear it, you cannot
unhear it. It is the voice of the concierge, not the guard. When De-
loitte’s future-of-hospitality briefings describe facial recognition at
the hotel check-in desk, the airport gate, or the stadium turnstile, the
word that recurs is not surveillance but frictionless. The camera that
once evoked the interrogation room is rebranded as the maitre d’ who
remembers your name. This is the lullaby of the essay’s title: a sooth-
ing, melodic account of biometric capture in which the citizen is recast
as a guest, the database as a guest book, and the permanent record
of your face as a courtesy extended for your comfort. The trade being
proposed is enormous — your legibility to power in exchange for a
few saved seconds — and the genius of the sales pitch is that it never
sounds like a trade at all.

To understand why this matters, it helps to name the machinery
underneath the melody. Shoshana Zuboff observed that surveillance
capitalism thrives precisely by offering ”solutions to individuals in the
form of social connection, access to information, time-saving conve-
nience, and, too often, the illusion of support” [27]. The convenience [27] The Age of Surveillance Capital-
is not a side effect; it is the anesthetic. Watch the move carefully: a ism
technology whose core function is to make populations readable to in-
stitutions is introduced through the one benefit that accrues to the
individual — speed — while the costs, which are collective and struc-
tural, are left conspicuously off the invoice. The individual gets the
saved second. Society absorbs the erosion of the consent of the gov-
erned.

This week’s discourse is dense with variations on that maneuver,
and the striking thing is not that surveillance is expanding but how it
is being sold. Facial recognition arrives as hospitality. Workplace mon-

itoring arrives as performance management [14]. Predictive policing [14] How A.I. Is Changing Employee
Monitoring and Performance Reviews
[5] AI Police Surveillance Bias -
Minority Report

arrives as public safety [5]. In every case the polite word is efficiency
and the accurate word is control, and the distance between those two
words is where an entire politics is being quietly decided — not in
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legislatures, not in referenda, but in vendor decks and procurement
contracts. The question this essay pursues is a question about power:
who gets to narrate this transformation, whose harms are documented
and whose are rendered invisible, and why the discourse keeps arriving
at "how should we regulate this” without ever pausing on ”should we
build it at all.”

The Grammar of the Lullaby

Begin with the grammar itself, because the sentence structure of the
sales pitch is doing political work. The convenience frame performs a
subtle substitution of subjects: the beneficiary of the technology and
the object of the technology are described as the same person. You,
the guest, enjoy the frictionless check-in. But the entity that benefits
structurally from your face being enrolled in a biometric database is
not you — it is the institution that now possesses a durable, transfer-
able, monetizable record of your movements, your associations, your
patterns. Zuboff’s account of instrumentarian power turns on exactly
this asymmetry: a world in which "democracy and social trust are
superseded by the certainty machines, their priests, and their owners”
[27]. The priests speak the language of hospitality. The owners keep [27] The Age of Surveillance Capital-

the surplus. ism

Consider how thoroughly the workplace has already been colo-
nized by this grammar. Employee monitoring, once a matter of a
punch clock and a supervisor’s line of sight, is now a continuous am-
bient inference engine that scores keystrokes, sentiment, "productivity
signals,” and physical location, all under the banner of fairer, more
data-driven performance review [14]. The Federal Trade Commission’s [14] How A.L Is Changing Employee
Alvaro Bedoya, one of the few officials to name the thing plainly, has Monitoring and Performance Reviews
described the emergence of a workplace in which the worker is man-
aged not by a human manager exercising judgment but by a system
that observes, ranks, and disciplines at a scale and granularity no
human supervisor ever could [25]. Bedoya’s framing is instructive pre- [25] Remarks of Commissioner Alvaro
cisely because it is rare: he treats the surveillance as a power question M. Bedoya Federal Trade Commission
— a question about domination and unfairness — rather than as a

technical question about how to calibrate the sensors.

The vendor’s grammar wants you to stay inside the second ques-
tion. It wants the debate to be about accuracy, about false-positive
rates, about whether the sentiment analysis is calibrated for different
accents or skin tones — worthy questions, all, but questions that pre-
suppose deployment. Once you are arguing about how to make the
monitoring fair, you have already conceded that the monitoring will
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exist. This is the deepest achievement of the convenience frame: it
does not win the argument about whether populations should be made
continuously legible to institutional power. It makes that argument
disappear. The lullaby’s function is to keep you asleep through the
part where the decision gets made.

And the decision is being made everywhere at once, which is why
it feels less like a policy and more like weather. The most recent in-
dustry accounting of generative Al adoption describes a technology
diffusing through organizations faster than any governance framework
can track, with productivity framed as the near-universal justification
[15]. Stanford’s annual index documents the same acceleration at the [15] Impact of Generative Al in
level of national economies — investment, deployment, and capability Software Development
all climbing while the mechanisms of democratic oversight lag years
behind [16]. The speed is not incidental to the power grab. The speed [16] Informe del indice de IA 2025
is the power grab, because a society cannot deliberate about what it
cannot keep pace with, and a trade made faster than the parties can
read the contract is not consent. It is capitulation dressed as conve-

nience.

Whose Face, Whose Water

The lullaby has a supply chain, and the supply chain has a geography.

To hear only the hospitality-suite version of Al is to miss the extrac-

tion economy that makes it possible — an economy that runs, with

almost cartoonish clarity, along the old colonial contours. The systems

that enroll your face and score your keystrokes were trained by human

beings, and a large share of those human beings were paid poverty

wages in the Global South to look at the worst material the internet

produces. When OpenAl needed workers to label toxic content so that

ChatGPT could learn to avoid it, it turned to Kenyan laborers paid

less than two dollars an hour to read descriptions of abuse, violence,

and self-harm until the task damaged them [22]. The pattern is not [22] OpenAI Used Kenyan Workers on
an aberration; it is the business model. Investigations into AI’s labor Less Than $2 Per Hour: Exclusive
foundations keep surfacing the same arrangement: the cognitive and

emotional cost of making these systems safe and usable is exported to

workers whose names never appear in the vendor deck, whose harms

never appear in the hospitality briefing [23]. [23] Q&A: Uncovering the labor
exploitation that powers Al
This is what the phrase data colonialism names, and it is worth be-

ing precise about the mechanism rather than treating it as a metaphor.
The Brookings analysis of data and Al labor in the Global South lays
out the structure: Southern workers generate and refine the training
data, Southern populations serve as testing grounds for systems that
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would face regulatory friction in the North, and Northern platforms
capture the resulting value [24]. The same extraction logic that once
moved rubber and cotton now moves labeled datasets and biometric
captures, and the surveillance dimension is explicit: Al-driven moni-
toring tools have been deployed into African conflict zones and border
regions as instruments of control, with the data flowing outward and
the consequences staying local [6]. Along the United States border, the
same dynamic plays out on migrants and asylum seekers, whose faces
and biometrics are harvested by systems that treat the frontier as a
laboratory [12].

Kate Crawford, in her anatomy of the industry, insists that we read
AT not as an abstraction but as a physical extraction — of minerals,
of labor, of land, and of the political conditions under which all of it
is seized. She notes bluntly that the "welfare decision-making systems
are used to track anomalous data patterns in order to cut people
off from unemployment benefits and accuse them of fraud” [27] — a
reminder that the same infrastructure sold as convenience to some is
deployed as suspicion against others. The face-scan that welcomes a
business traveler is the face-scan that flags a benefits claimant. There
is no separate, gentler technology for the comfortable. There is one
technology, and its politics are determined by who is pointing it at
whom.

Then there is the water. The convenience frame is silent about
thermodynamics, but the machines that run the lullaby are enormous
and thirsty. The data centers that host these models consume elec-
tricity and fresh water at industrial scale, and the accounting for that
consumption has been systematically obscured — buried in aggregate
figures, protected by non-disclosure, externalized onto host communi-
ties [30]. The land-use analysis is even more pointed about the local
mechanics of the sacrifice: municipalities compete to attract data cen-
ters with tax abatements and utility concessions, and then residents
discover that they are the ones bearing the strain on the aquifer and
the grid, subsidizing through their water bills and their thirst an in-
dustry that promised jobs and delivered mostly cooling towers [11].
The community hosts the cost; the platform keeps the surplus. It is
the colonial ledger again, this time drawn across a county line rather
than an ocean, and it is the part of the story that the hospitality brief-
ing structurally cannot tell, because to tell it would be to admit that
the convenience has a price and that someone specific is paying it.

[24] Reimagining the future of data
and Al labor in the Global South

[6] AI surveillance and data colonial-
ism shape African conflicts

[12] Descolonizar la IA en la frontera
de Estados Unidos

[27] The Atlas of AI - Power, Politics,
and the Planetary Costs

[30] We did the math on AI’s en-
ergy footprint. Here’s the story you
haven’t been told

[11] Data Drain: The Land and Water
Impacts of the AI Boom
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How “Should We Regulate” Buried "Should We Build”

Now attend to the most revealing feature of this week’s discourse: the
shape of the questions people are permitted to ask. Turn to almost
any serious treatment of algorithmic management, and you will find a
sophisticated conversation about how to govern it — which disclosures
to mandate, which bias audits to require, which civil-rights doctrines
might be stretched to cover algorithmic harm [21]. This is genuinely
useful work. But notice what has already been surrendered before the
conversation begins. The legal-bureaucratic imagination has accepted
the deployment as a given and assigned itself the role of harm reduc-
tion. The question ”should this system exist in the workplace at all”
is not on the agenda, because to raise it would be to step outside the
frame that the vendors themselves supplied — the frame in which the
technology is inevitable and the only remaining task is to civilize it.

The consequences of that surrender are visible in the cases where
algorithmic management has been turned to its most naked purpose:
the suppression of worker power. When Meta conducted mass layoffs,
a lawsuit alleges the company used an Al system to tag workers who
had taken medical or family leave, effectively weaponizing an osten-
sibly neutral performance-scoring tool to purge employees who had
exercised legally protected rights [20]. The monitoring goes deeper
still: reporting on Meta’s internal surveillance describes keystroke-level
tracking of employees to feed Al agents, the workplace reconstituted
as a training set [19]. And the same instruments are being aimed at
collective organizing. Analyses of algorithmic union-busting document
how surveillance systems flag the early signals of labor organizing —
the meetings, the conversations, the pattern of association — and
route that intelligence to management before a union drive can gather
force [7]. Amazon’s anti-union campaign in Alabama has become the
canonical case study of algorithmic management deployed as a weapon
against the workforce it monitors [28].

Here is the point that the "how to regulate” frame cannot reach:
these are not implementation bugs. They are the function performing
as designed. A system built to render workers continuously legible
to management will, whenever the interests of capital and labor di-
verge, be available as an instrument in that divergence. No bias audit
corrects for this, because the harm is not a matter of the algorithm
being inaccurate. The harm is a matter of the algorithm being accu-
rate — accurate enough to identify the leave-takers, the organizers,
the workers whose faces and keystrokes reveal that they are about
to cost the company something. The regulatory imagination, having
conceded the premise of deployment, finds itself perpetually cleaning

[21] Old Law, New Bias: Applying
Civil Rights Doctrine to Algorithmic
Discrimination

[20] Meta used Al to tag workers who
took leave to be laid off, lawsuit says

[19] Meta MCI : Surveillance Clavier
des Salariés pour TA

[7] AI Union Busting: How Algo-
rithms Target Labor Organizers

(28] The weaponization of algorithmic
management: Lessons from Amazon’s
anti-union campaign in Alabama
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up the predictable outputs of a machine whose purpose it declined to
interrogate.

This concession is not neutral; it is a distribution of power. When
a society decides in advance that a technology will be deployed and
that the only open question is how to manage its harms, it has handed
the vendors a victory that no legislature ever voted on. The "whether”
question is the democratic question — the one that treats the gov-
erned as parties whose consent is required rather than as guests whose
comfort is to be optimized. To bury it under a thousand technical sub-
questions about audits and disclosures is to perform the appearance
of oversight while surrendering its substance. And the appearance is
often enough. A settlement gets announced, a compliance framework
gets published, and the machine keeps running, its premises undis-
turbed.

The Documentation Trap

Something curious happens when you survey the week’s evidence in
aggregate. The discourse is overwhelmingly dominated by the docu-
mentation of ethical failure — bias, discrimination, harm — to the
point where nearly forty percent of the week’s cataloged cases con-
cern one variety or another of ethical breach. On its face this looks
like vigilance, like a discourse that is doing its job of holding power
to account. But look more closely at the ratio, and a different picture
emerges: the discourse is extraordinarily good at documenting harm
and extraordinarily poor at stopping it. We have become a culture

of exquisitely detailed post-mortems for a patient no one is trying to

save.

The evidence base for algorithmic harm is now overwhelming and,
at this point, almost ritualistic in its repetition. ProPublica’s inves-
tigation of criminal risk assessment demonstrated years ago that the
COMPAS system falsely flagged Black defendants as future crimi-
nals at nearly twice the rate of white defendants [18]. The finding has [18] Machine Bias — ProPublica
been reconfirmed across jurisdictions and systems; recent reporting on
predictive policing describes tools that flagged far too many innocent
people, reproducing exactly the failure mode ProPublica named [17]. [17] La TIA que predecia quién come-

Europol has published a practical guide to bias in law enforcement terfa un delito termind sefialando a

. . demasiados inocentes
Al an official acknowledgment that the problem is real and struc-

tural [2]. The hiring domain tells the same story on a loop: lawsuits [2] AT bias in law enforcement

over Al-driven recruiting discrimination are reshaping the field [3], [3] AI Hiring Bias Lawsuits Are

the Workday litigation has established that millions of applicants may Reshaping Recruiting in 2026

have been screened by a discriminatory system [13], and a class action [13] Discriminacién de la IA en la
contratacién: la demanda contra
Workday
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over Al hiring discrimination has already reached a settlement [10]. [10] Class action lawsuit on Al-related
discrimination reaches final settlement
The documentation is real, rigorous, and important. But consider

what the dominance of ethical-failure documentation actually reveals
about the distribution of power in the discourse. Documentation is the
genre available to those without the authority to prevent. You catalog
the harm because you cannot stop the deployment. The researcher,
the journalist, the affected community — these are the actors posi-
tioned to observe and describe, and the volume of their observation is
a direct measure of their exclusion from the room where the build de-
cision was made. A discourse that is thirty-nine percent post-mortem
is a discourse in which the people who understand the harms best
have the least power to act on that understanding. The abundance

of documentation is not a sign of accountability functioning. It is a
sign of accountability deferred — of a society that has agreed to know
about its harms in exhaustive detail while declining to arrange its
institutions so that the knowing changes anything.

There is an even subtler trap inside the documentation. When bias
becomes the master frame — when the problem is always that the
algorithm is unfair — the implied solution is always to make the algo-
rithm fair, which is to say, to keep the algorithm. Ruha Benjamin’s
work on what she calls the New Jim Code warns against exactly
this reflex: the assumption that technical systems are neutral tools
awaiting debiasing, when in fact they encode and amplify the social
hierarchies that produced them, and "have real world effects on how
we see ourselves and each other” [27]. A debiased predictive-policing [27] Race After Technology - Aboli-
system is still a system that treats the poor neighborhood as a crime tionist Tools for the New Jim
scene in waiting. A debiased hiring algorithm is still a machine that
concentrates the power to sort human futures in the hands of who-
ever owns the model. The bias frame, by promising that the harm is a
correctable defect, protects the deployment from the more dangerous
question of whether it should exist. Even the emerging literature on
how large language models favor other machine-generated text over
human writing hints at a self-reinforcing preference structure that no
fairness audit was designed to catch [26]. The problem was never only [26] Sesgo IA-IA: Los modelos de
that the machine was biased against people. The problem is that the lenguaje grandes favorecen
machine is accumulating the authority to decide, and no adjustment to
its internal weights redistributes that authority back to the governed.

Who Speaks, and Who Is Only Spoken About

Follow the voices. In the discourse of Al, there is a stable hierarchy
of who narrates and who is narrated, and the hierarchy maps with
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depressing precision onto the hierarchy of who benefits and who bears
the cost. At the top are the vendors and the consultancies, who supply
not only the products but the vocabulary — frictionless, seamless,
personalized, efficient — and whose framings propagate downward
through the procurement officials, the compliance departments, and
the trade press until they become the ambient common sense within
which everyone else is forced to argue. Below them are the officials
and analysts who accept the vendor frame and busy themselves with
governance. Below them are the researchers and journalists who doc-
ument the harms. And at the very bottom, spoken about but rarely
speaking, are the people the systems are actually done to: the Kenyan
data labelers, the flagged benefits claimants, the surveilled workers,
the residents whose water cools the servers, the migrants at the border
whose biometrics are harvested without meaningful consent.

The structural silence is not random. It is produced by the same
asymmetry that Crawford identifies when she notes that a handful of
companies now hold the power "to decide what ethical AI means for
the rest of the world” [27]. When the definition of ethical AT is set by [27] The Atlas of Al - Power, Politics,
the firms that profit from AI, the resulting ethics will be, unsurpris- and the Planetary Costs
ingly, an ethics compatible with continued deployment — an ethics
of audits and disclosures and voluntary principles, not an ethics of
refusal. The people best positioned to demand refusal are exactly the
people the discourse structurally excludes. The Kenyan worker who
read trauma for two dollars an hour is a subject of the story, not an
author of it; his testimony appears in an investigative exposé, not in
the product roadmap [22]. Guides now exist specifically to help jour- [22] OpenAl Used Kenyan Workers on
nalists locate and document these hidden workforces, which tells you Less Than $2 Per Hour: Exclusive

how much labor is required simply to make the invisible visible [29]. [29] Tips to investigate Al labor
abuses in the global south
Where counter-voices do emerge, they tend to come from the tradi-

tions that have the longest experience of being surveilled and sorted.
Afrofeminist analysis of algorithmic discrimination insists on reading
the machine through the lens of those it most reliably harms — treat-
ing bias not as a technical glitch but as a continuation of older regimes
of racialized and gendered violence, and centering resistance rather

than mere documentation [1]. In India, the mass protests dubbed the [1] Afroféminas Cuando el algoritmo
discrimina: sesgos, violencias y re-

“cockroach” demonstrations have surfaced popular resistance to dig- X ! S
sistencias tecnoldgicas

ital authoritarianism, a reminder that the people spoken about are
entirely capable of speaking — when the discourse makes room, or
when they force it open [9]. These voices exist. The point is that they [9] Ce que les manifestations des

«cafards» en Inde révelent sur

exist at the periphery of the discourse, and the center is held by the X o Ve
. . . . l'autoritarisme numérique
very interests whose products are under scrutiny. A conversation in
which the surveilled must fight for a hearing while the surveillers set

the terms is not a balanced conversation. It is a managed one.
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Notice, too, the geography of who is even studied. The economic-
impact research that shapes elite understanding of AI’s effects tends
to foreground the productivity gains accruing to knowledge workers
in wealthy economies, with the geographic unevenness of adoption
presented as a market fact to be described rather than an injustice
to be addressed [8]. The people whose labor and water and biometric
data constitute the inputs to those productivity gains appear, when
they appear at all, as externalities. The discourse has a center and a
periphery, and the periphery is precisely where the costs are concen-
trated. That is not a coincidence. It is the same map, drawn again.

Who Gets Blamed, and Who Walks Away

The final move to watch is the allocation of blame, because blame is
where a discourse reveals what it is really protecting. When an Al
system produces a discriminatory outcome, the explanation that has
become fashionable is elegant and exculpatory: the AI did not create
the bias, it merely learned it from us. ”Al didn’t break hiring,” runs
one representative formulation; ”it scaled the bias we already chose”
[4]. There is a real insight buried in this — algorithmic systems do
inherit and amplify existing social hierarchies, exactly as Benjamin ar-
gues [27]. But watch how the insight gets deployed. If the bias belongs
to "us,” to society, to the messy inherited data of human history, then
it belongs to no one in particular — and specifically it does not belong
to the firm that built the system, sold the system, and profited from
the system. The diffusion of blame across all of humanity is a very
effective way of ensuring that no specific human is held responsible.

This is why the accountability gap is not an accident but a de-
sign feature of the discourse. Crawford’s observation is worth quoting
against the grain of the industry’s self-image: technology companies
"rarely suffer serious financial penalties when their Al systems vio-
late the law and even fewer consequences when their ethical principles
are violated” [27]. Consider what the pattern of consequences actu-
ally looks like across this week’s cases. The worker fired after being
algorithmically flagged for taking leave bears the consequence [20].
The applicant screened out by a discriminatory recruiting tool bears
the consequence [13]. The defendant misclassified as a future criminal
bears the consequence [18]. The resident whose aquifer is drawn down
bears the consequence [11]. And when accountability does arrive, it ar-
rives as a settlement — a negotiated payment that resolves the specific
case, extinguishes the specific claim, and leaves the underlying system,
business model, and market position entirely intact [10].

[8] Anthropic Economic Index report:
Uneven geographic and demographic
adoption

[4] Al Hiring Bias: The Workplace
Problem AI Didn’t Create

[27] Race After Technology - Aboli-
tionist Tools for the New Jim

[27] The Atlas of AI - Power, Politics,
and the Planetary Costs

[20] Meta used Al to tag workers who
took leave to be laid off, lawsuit says

[13] Discriminacién de la IA en la
contratacién: la demanda contra
Workday

(18] Machine Bias — ProPublica

[11] Data Drain: The Land and Water
Impacts of the AI Boom

[10] Class action lawsuit on Al-related
discrimination reaches final settlement
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A settlement, understood correctly, is a price. And a price that a
profitable firm can pay is not a deterrent; it is a cost of doing business,
folded into the same spreadsheet that projected the productivity gains.
This is the deepest asymmetry of all. The harms fall on individuals,
acutely and irreversibly — a lost job, a denied loan, a wrongful ar-
rest, a depleted well. The consequences fall on institutions, diffusely
and reversibly — a fine, a settlement, a bad news cycle that passes.
Between the acute individual harm and the diffuse institutional con-
sequence lies all the room a powerful actor needs to keep operating.
The convenience trap closes here, at the end, where the person who
was promised a frictionless experience discovers that the friction was
merely relocated onto someone with less power to refuse it, and that
the entity which relocated it will, at worst, write a check.

The lullaby, then, is not a lie exactly. It is a truth told from one
side of a transaction and silent about the other. Facial recognition
really is convenient for the guest at the check-in desk; it is simply
also the enrollment of that guest into an architecture of legibility that
serves interests he was never invited to weigh. Algorithmic manage-
ment really does produce efficiencies; it simply also relocates power
from labor to capital in ways no efficiency metric records. The data
center really does bring a few jobs; it simply also draws down a com-
mons that the community will miss long after the tax abatement ex-
pires. To hear the whole song rather than the melody is to notice that
every promised benefit is individual and immediate while every un-
named cost is collective and deferred — and that this is not a flaw in
the pitch but the entire structure of it.

What the week’s evidence finally shows is that the surveillance so-
ciety is not being imposed by decree. It is being accepted, one friction-
less transaction at a time, through a discourse engineered so that the
question of acceptance never quite comes up for a vote. The vendors
narrate; the officials manage; the researchers document; the harmed
absorb. Zuboff’s warning was that a world governed by "certainty
machines, their priests, and their owners” would arrive not through
conquest but through convenience [27] — and the reason it is worth
staying awake through the lullaby is that the only moment at which
this trade can still be refused is the moment before it feels like a trade
at all. Once the face is enrolled, the keystroke logged, the aquifer
drawn, the consent is retroactively assumed and the discourse moves
on to the far more comfortable business of documenting, at exquisite
length, the harms it declined to prevent. The accurate word for what
is being built was never efficiency. It was always control. The most
honest thing anyone can do with the lullaby is refuse to be soothed by
it.

[27] The Age of Surveillance Capital-
ism
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