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Introduction 

 
This paper is the result of a three-year (and still continu- ing) 

collaboration between the two authors. The research we conduct 
is about the processes of transformation characterising the 
contemporary phase of capitalism, that is what we identify as 
the capitalism of infrastructures. In this paper we focus on 
some results of our research, in which several processes of work 
hybridisation are clearly evident. In the first parts of the paper, we 
synthetically explore some general characteristics of the capitalism 
of infrastructures. The social imaginary of the ‘home-delivered 
world’ capitalism is the way in which we are experiencing the 
contemporary wave of capitalist development, based on the crucial 
centrality of connectivity and on the intense synchronisation of this 
connectivity, enabled by the infrastructures of contemporary 
capitalism. However, this smart and shining picture of capitalism 
of infrastructures must be complemented by a look at the 
growing amount of ruins that is structurally part of it. Beyond 
other different kinds of ruins we have to live with, we are 
mainly interested in focussing on the social ones and, more in 
particular, on the social ruins strictly linked to the contemporary 
phase of capitalism. This latter produces a paradoxical 
refeudalisation, in which work is strongly affected by several 
processes of hybridisation, mainly attributable to a twofold dynamic 
of formalisation of informality, on the one side, and of 
informalisation of formality, on the other side. Both processes 
coexist and fuel each other in the empirical phenomena that are 
discussed in the paper. Thus, we focus on the gig-economy to 
shed light on this process of hybridisation between formal 
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and informal dimensions of work. In our perspective, but far from 
the implications of an «informal revolution» which would have 
liberated the working classes’ entrepreneurship as predicted by De 
Soto (1986), on-demand platforms stand at the forefront of the 
informalisation of the economy and of refeudalisation of 
working arrangements. On the one hand, they expand the borders 
of capitalist accumulation extracting value from practices and 
activities historically at the margins of the market economy. On the 
other hand, platforms are strongly intertwined with the political 
informalisation of labour relations and degradation of labour 
conditions as well as with the exploitation of masses of disposable 
potential workers in both the global North and South 
– especially migrants. Based on a multi-sited ethnography between 
Italy and Argentina on the platform-based last-mile logistics 
(LML) concerning the broader relationship between technology 
and informality in the gig-economy, this contribution empirically 
highlights the interconnection between formal and informal circuits 
of labour in platform work. The fieldwork has revealed a highly 
unregulated terrain in which informal and hidden practices and 
predatory parallel markets have flourished behind the scenes of the 
platform economy, such as in the case of the market of fake 
accounts in Buenos Aires, or the selling of pirate software in Turin. 
The grey area in which platforms operate – especially in Argentina 
where Uber is substantially illegal – exposes workers to several 
risks and new forms of exploitation, as highlighted by the 
presence of illicit intermediation of labour (digital «capora- lato»). 
However, it could also provide the conditions to unlock new 
possibilities for workers to exert their agency. 

 

1. Infrastructures of the «home-delivered world» capitalism 
 

We think it is important to dwell, albeit very briefly, on some 
themes and concepts (infrastructural capitalism, its trajec- torist 
roots and its ruins) that allow us to grasp the historical depth 
(continuity and discontinuity) and the extent (far beyond the 
borders of the sphere of production) of the contemporary 
transformations of the relationship between formal and infor- mal 
work in platforms are the most recent development. When 
Günther Anders (1980, 145), in a lecture in the late ‘50s, spoke 
of «how the events and objects of the world are ‘delivered to 
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your home’», he was referring to the penetration capacity of the 
mass media. He could not have imagined the intensification and 
acceleration that this process would undergo. Anders, however, 
already sensed the direction - the form of life - towards which the 
close interaction between the structural dimension and the social 
imaginary underpinning that process was leading. The «outside 
world having overcome the greatest distances and penetrating the 
most solid walls, clutters up our houses, and loses both its outside 
character as well as its reality». In this transformation, what is 
changed is not a superficial representation of the world, a mere 
image of it, but rather the deep code through which reality is 
instituted and organised. 

The condition we are currently experiencing, that of an 
infrastructure capitalism that feeds off the social imaginary1 of the 
«home-delivered world», represents the temporary ending of a 
long history, which has the theme of connectivity at its centre. 
Connectivity is a structural element of social reality, an element of 
a historical nature: it «signifies a relation if viewed from its 
operative dimension», that has to be understood «as an on-
going, temporal, and always actualized ‘putting to work’» 
(Tellmann et al. 2012, 210). It is important to focus on the social 
imaginaries of connectivity, their transformations and his- torical 
change (Lobo-Guerrero et al. 2020), therefore, in order to grasp 
the evolution of social relationality. While connectivity is a 
structural precondition of society and thus an element of 
historical continuity, the way in which it is captured by infra- 
structural capitalism makes it a specific element of the latter. In 
other words, the centrality of connectivity to the functioning of 
infrastructure capitalism constitutes a factor of discontinuity with 
respect to earlier phases of capitalism itself. 

The discontinuity of infrastructural capitalism can be under- 
stood by assuming an «expanded understanding of capitalism» 
(Fraser 2016), in which the social imaginary of a «home-delivered 
world» plays a key role. Mark Fisher (2009) has lucidly grasped 
this aspect, when he spoke of the strength of «capitalist realism» 
as rooted in its macrostructural dynamics and in the forms of 

 
1 We are referring here to the process of imaginary institution of society that 

Castoriadis (1975) speaks of; in this sense, social imaginaries, far from being a mere 
expression of fantasy, are «empirical spaces from which to explore what is assumed as 
foundational in understanding of order, power and governance» (Lobo-Guerrero et al. 
2020, 5). 
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everyday life through which we all contribute to its reproduction: 
what «needs to be kept in mind is both that capitalism is a hyper-
abstract impersonal structure and that it would be nothing without 
our co-operation» (Fishe 2009, 15). 

In particular, this discontinuity can be found in the way in 
which this social imaginary translates the connectivity, a translation 
made possible precisely by the infrastructures that characterise 
contemporary capitalism. In fact, if we want to fully understand 
the specificity of infrastructures, it is not so much their strictly 
technical characteristics that need to be highlighted (Veltz 2017, 42). 
Rather, this discontinuity should be linked to the unprece- dented 
level of synchronisation2 between infrastructures of things and 
infrastructures of experience, a synchronisation based on the 
possibility of connecting all tasks, all actors, all processes and all 
territories through the raw material of the new value chains, i.e. 
data. At the root of the profound transformation of connectivity 
in infrastructural capitalism is precisely the «peculiar ontology» of 
the latter, which «lies in the fact that they are things and also 
the relation between things. [...] What distinguishes infra- 
structures from technologies is that they are objects that create 
the grounds on which other objects operate, and when they do 
so they operate as systems» (Larkin 2013, 329). Their recent 
transformation can be attributed to two interrelated factors. On 
the one hand, a deep penetration of market logics and practices, of 
which the privatisation of the Internet project and related services 
is an emblematic case (Edwards 2003; Crawford 2021). On the 
other hand, there is an enormous expansion of private platforms, 
turning them into indispensable tools for the exercise of citizenship 
itself. This is the double movement that has been described as the 
contemporary «platformization» of infrastructures and the 
«infrastructuralization» of platforms (Plantin et al. 2016). 

 
 
 
 
 

2 We refer here to the way in which «synchronisation» is spoken of in relation to 
the adaptation of law to the logic of the capitalist economy (Sheuermann 2004) and 
its use in the just-in-time organisation of production processes. In a sense, this is what Rosa 
(2019) identified when he spoke of a paradoxical «dynamic stabilisation». 
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2. A capitalism that does not stop ruining and the paradoxical 
refeudalisation 

 
However, the smart and frictionless image with which capitalism 

of infrastructures is portrayed through the ‘home-delivered world’ 
social imaginary hides a process of ruining that is increasingly 
intensifying. As we have seen, infrastructures and the «platform 
business model» (Saabel Rahnam, Thelen 2019) exercised through 
them do not merely connect social and economic actors, places, 
objects, practices, «but fundamentally steer how they connect with 
each other» (Van Dijck, Poell, de Waal 2018, 14). In this condition, 
it is possible to grasp the current outcome of a long historical 
process, driven by «the idea that time’s arrow inevitably has a telos, 
and in that telos are to be found all the significant patterns of 
change, process, and history», that is what Appadurai (2013, 223) 
defines «the trap of trajectorism». A conception of modernity, 
which took shape in that field of tension produced by the 
relationship between modernity and capitalism (Borghi 2012) and 
whose structural programme and cultural project «can thus be 
summarized under the heading of expanding humanity’s share of 
the world» (Rosa 2019, 310). This perspective embodies a specific 
quality of the contemporary dominant «relationship to the world» 
(an alienated one; Rosa 2019), which increasingly shows both its 
fragility – as the experience of «syndemic» (Horto 2020) has 
clearly shown – and its destructiveness. 

The latter, as the outcome of a project for which «we in- 
variably encounter the world as a ‘point of aggressions’ or as 
a series of points of aggression, in other words as a series of 
objects that we have to know, attain, conquer, master, or exploit» 
(Rosa 2019, 4), manifests itself on several levels. In this sense it’s 
possible to interpret the capitalism as a process that does not stop 
ruining. It continuously reproduces a landscape in which ruins3 are 
multiplying and becoming more and more threatening 

 

3 The theme of «ruins of capitalism» is at the centre of a now extensive literature 
that seeks to a) explain the political significance inscribed in them (Rahola 2017), b) 
recall the colonial roots of contemporary capitalism of which they are an obvious trace 
(Stoler 2010), and c) investigate the strategies through which social actors seek to survive 
in the environmental and social ruins of capitalism (Tsing 2015; Bonnet et al. 2021). It is 
precisely from «ruin thinking» (Wakefield 2018) that an attempt is made to elaborate 
analytical perspectives and critical proposals on the topic central to this article, infrastructure, 
which adopts precisely such a perspective (Boyer 2022). 
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themselves. Ruins that are heterogeneous in nature, although 
traceable to the same process through which the program «of 
making the world controllable threatens to produce a new, radical 
form of uncontrollability, one that is categorically different from 
and worse than the original» (Rosa 2019, 115). We therefore find 
ourselves living in «the ruins of capitalism» (Tsing 2015), which 
we experience in the ecological, symbolic and social components 
of our lives. Ruins of an ecological nature, that is the increasing 
contradiction between «globe» and the «planet» (Chakrabarty 
2021) are becoming dramatically more and more visible. After 
all, that data economy which the capitalism of infrastructures is 
based on and represents as largely dematerialised is actually 
grounded on a cloud that «is a resource-intensive, extractive 
technology that converts water and electricity into computational 
power, leaving a sizable amount of environmental damage that it then 
displaces from sight» (Tung-Hui 2015, 146). Moreover, such a 
«consumptagenic system» (Friel 2020) also reproduces itself 
through a progressive immiseration of the symbolic dimension 
and aesthetic experience, in the broadest sense, which is more 
intense precisely in those social strata that are the first victims 
of it on a socioeconomic level (Stiegler 2014). 

Finally, and this is the ruins in which we will also wander 
at greater length in the rest of the article, we witness a process 
of ruining concerning the social in itself. The ruins of the so- 
cial can be found in a process of paradoxical transformation, a 
process of refeudalisation that is paradoxical because the social 
change it describes «leads to pre-modern societal patterns as a 
result of modernization» (Neckel 2019, 473). It’s a change that 
is more and more characterising our societies in several respects. For 
instance, «the organization of economic processes and the status 
enjoyed by the economic leadership groups on the financial markets, 
which do not operate as businessmen but as rentiers»; the 
restructuration of the welfare state, «which is reprivatizing public 
social policy as charitable foundations and is transforming claims to 
social welfare into dependence on private charity» (ivi, 478). 
Again, the transformation of the social structure, increasingly 
polarised between the condition of «a new oligarchy of wealth (…) 
based on a historically unique increase in personal wealth» and 
the estimates according to which «there are more forced labourers 
in the world in the 21st century than at any time in human history» 
(ibidem, 478-79; Volscho, Kelly 2012). 
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Several authors see a convergence on the transformations of 
contemporary capitalism moving towards a refeudalisation: Neckel 
(2019) looks in particular at the metamorphosis of social struc- 
tures, accumulation processes, and forms of social organisation 
(such as the public-private relationship); Arvdission (2020) at 
the resurgence of industrious practices dispersed in the minute 
creativity of the working classes; Supiot (2013), instead, observes the 
«refeudalisation of the social» especially in the degradation of 
labour conditions and the lack of rights in the contemporary 
economic policies. In this light, the infrastructural intensification lead 
by on-demand platforms fits particularly well with this process of 
refeudalisation for at least two reasons. On the one hand, 
platforms can represent a form of (re)feudalisation of capitalism 
in the sense that the companies invest in speculative and non-
directly productive markets. Following Arrighi (1994), the 
refeudalisation is a symptom of the crisis of every capi- talist 
accumulation cycle, as happened during the Middle Age in many 
parts of Italy «when the capital has withdrawn from risky market 
activity to be invested instead in landed property or other secure 
assets» (Arvidsson 2020, 50). On the other, as already mentioned, 
platforms foster a refeudalisation of working conditions, since old 
forms of feudal labour are reintroduced in the digital organisation 
of work (e.g., piecework) (Supiot 2020), but also new forms of 
popular industriousness emerge behind the scenes of the gig-
economy. In the next paragraphs, our at- tempt is to shed light 
empirically on this kind of socio-economic transformation, 
looking at platforms as the key vectors of a process of 
informalisation of the economy and of hybridisation of working 
arrangements. 

 

3. Platforms informal revolution 
 

In a recent interview, the renowned Peruvian economist 
Hernando De Soto claimed rather rhetorically that on-demand 
platforms are at the forefront of an informal revolution that would 
enable people to truly be self-entrepreneurs4. He argued 

 
4 Hernando de Soto’s interview with the television channel Ojo dates back to March 

2021 and is available online. It was recorded on the occasion of his candidature for the 
presidency of Peru at the head of the right-wing party Avanza País (which then placed 
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that instead of dismissing informality as if it were a plague, 
governments should follow the Uber model, which, both in Peru 
and in the US metropolises where it originated, was ultimately the 
simplest solution to informal taxis and moto-taxis. In his opinion, 
digital platforms should allow workers to unlock their 
entrepreneurship and play their role in the economy without 
being subject to the constraints of state bureaucracy and taxes. 
Through the potential of digital intermediation, even the work- ing 
classes can finally express their entrepreneurial spirit gagged by 
the state bureaucracy. In other words, platforms can be the tool 
that the poor have so far lacked to gain access to the wealth of 
capitalism. What De Soto wrote in The other path (1986), later 
reaffirmed in The mystery of capital (2000), is that the main cause 
of the backwardness of the economies of the global South is due to 
the lack of a legislative framework that supports the private 
initiative of individuals. Unlike in Europe or the United States, in 
Latin America governments actually restrict this widespread 
entrepreneurship: and this is why the informal economy persists 
there. 

De Soto’s approach is clearly neoliberal, and his proposals 
merely repeat the need for an unconditional openness to the mar- ket. 
The global macroeconomic imbalances (as well as the internal 
inequalities between classes) that keep much of the planet depen- 
dent on the elites of a few western countries are not adequately 
considered and discussed. His «legalist» perspective on economic 
informality uncritically celebrates the entrepreneurial dynamism of 
urban informal economies and at the same time blames the cause 
of their existence on overly stringent fiscal and economic 
regulations (Coletto 2019). According to him, informality is to 
be understood as a parallel market in which individuals – in the 
form of the homo oeconomicus ideal-type – choose to circumvent 
the state regulation to lower the costs and increase the profits 
of their activities; in this way, De Soto explains the conditions 
that prevent capitalism from flourishing in the countries of the 
global South. Anyway, as argued by various schools of thought, 
from Wallerstein’s World System Theory to Global Labour His- 
tory, and Global Production Networks analysis, capitalism thrives 

 
fourth with 11% of the vote): https://ojo.pe/videos/actualidad/hernando-de-soto-en-el-fon- 
do-la-solucion-a-los-taxis-y-mototaxis-informales-es-uber-web-ojo-noticia/?fbclid=IwAR1M- 
MPmlxXJ94yMF (Accessed on 19/08/2022). 
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precisely because of the social and geopolitical inequalities that 
are established and consolidated along the global value chains. 
De Soto was possibly right about one thing, however. The cities 

of the global South (but also of the North) are filled with a 
popular industriousness that nurtures informal economies and 
hidden economic practices. Walking around Lima, Jakarta or 

Rio de Janeiro, De Soto wrote, there is not a moment when 
someone does not offer to make you a deal. The inhabitants of 
those metropolises hold the «extraordinary ability to extract profit 
from practically nothing» (De Soto 2000, 12). But they do not 
have the right tools to valorise their industriousness: according 
to De Soto, digital platforms should be able to bridge this gap. 

Thus, returning to the topic of the interview mentioned above, 
what is insightful in De Soto’s statement is that platforms actually 
enable a rediscovery of informality. In some respects, they rep- 
resent the «informal revolution» that De Soto (1986) hoped for. 
The key success of platform capitalism lies exactly in operating 
at the boundary between formal and informal dimensions of the 

economy. We can observe this interconnection and hybridisation 
between formal and informal areas of work from at least two 

perspectives. On the one hand, platforms have proliferated in 
sectors traditionally driven by informal urban economies, extracting 
value from economic areas previously excluded from financial 
and capitalist accumulation. It is the case of last-mile logistics, 

short-term rentals, domestic and care work, and many other 
gig jobs normally offered by urban circuits of informal labour 
(Zhao 2019) – often overlapping with the «survival circuits» of 
the informal urban economy (Sassen 2003). On the other hand, 
platforms operate in the hybrid/grey areas of work, i.e., at the 

boundary between dependent and independent work (Supiot 
2000; Murgia et al. 2020). It is well-recognised among scholars 
that platforms take advantage of and abuse subcontracting forms 
to reduce labour costs while undermining workers’ rights and 

their bargaining power (Antunes 2018; Srnicek 2017). Platform 
workers are generally hired as independent contractors, but they 
are heavily and directly affected by digital companies’ choices 
and disciplined by algorithmic management. The hybridisation 

between dependent and self-employed work is not only the 
breeding ground for the rise of the gig-economy, but it is also 

directly promoted by companies often in tandem with neoliberal 
governments (e.g., the Proposition 22 ballot initiative promoted 
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by Uber, Lyft, Doordash and other platform companies in Cal- 
ifornia in 2020). 

This hybridisation reveals itself empirically in a tension and 
contradiction between formalisation and informalisation processes 
in the platform economy. Thus, as Huws (2014, 126) points out, 
platforms act by redefining – blurring and overlapping – the 
connections and interdependencies between labour «inside the 
knot» and «outside the knot», i.e., inside and outside the capi- 
talist relations of production. We can indeed detect two different 
processes in place. First, is the formalisation of informality, when 
platforms prompt the financialisation of informal activities and 
popular economies5, thus extracting value from activities and 
social spheres hitherto outside the domain of the market. More 
generally, these extraction operations of capital (Mezzadra, Neil- 
son 2019) benefit from digital technologies, leading to a process 
of colonisation of everyday life by the market (Cingolani 2021). 
Formalising operations of platforms consist mainly of the cap- 
ture, translation, and datafication of human activities to extract 
profit. In that sense, platforms operate as intermediaries between 
informal (socio)economic activities and the market. Secondly, we 
are witnessing a process of informalisation of formality since the 
platform economy represents a formal labour market with 
informal labour conditions. Platforms are at the forefront of the 
fight between capital and labour, fulfilling the predictions of those 
who prognosticated a global informalisation of capitalism long 
before the emergence of the gig-economy (Beck 2000; Breman, 
Van der Linden 2014). As we are going to see empirically, plat- 
forms subsume and reproduce the very conditions of informality in 
order to ensure an army of potential workers to exploit. 

These two processes are intertwined, operate simultaneously, 
and produce different and contradictory outcomes. For example, 
on-demand platforms are supposed to foster a formalisation of the 
economy – often portraying themselves as formalising agents, as 
Helpling does in its online presentation, saying that they were born 
with the aim to regulate the submerged sector of housework and 
cleaning services6 –, but platform economy has suddenly also 

 

5  On the financialisation of informal economies and popular sectors in America 
Latina, see Gago (2014). 

6 From the German platform company’s website: https://blog.helpling.it/ (Accessed 
on 05/05/2022). 
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became the site of a proliferation of informal circuits of labour and 
pirate activities, as we will discuss later. Although almost all 
international economic organisations agree on seeing digital 
platforms as a tool to regulate the informal economy, especially 
in countries of the global South, the IMF Director has admitted that 
the digital economy has actually increased the possibilities for 
informal and unregulated transactions worldwide7. As many 
researchers have investigated in different fields, informal and 
pirate economic practices take full advantage of digital tech- 
nologies, opening new opportunities for popular industriousness 
(Arvidsson 2020; Lobato, Thomas 2015; Sundaran 2010; Zhao 
2019). Moreover, the informalised working conditions offered by 
platforms are not always necessarily worse or better than those of 
economic activities operating in other areas of work. Following 
Fraser (2013), we argue in favour of a «critical approach to the 
formal-informal continuum» (Borghi 2016, 228), neither idealising 
micro-scale informal transactions nor excluding that informality 
could hide neoliberal forms of exploitation. In other words, what 
emerges from the analysis of the empirical material is that the 
processes of market expansion and those of embedding in the 
social can act simultaneously and interpenetrating, and lead to 
contradictory outcomes on working conditions and social ties. 

Our attempt is therefore to grasp the intertwining of formal 
and informal dimensions of work in the platform economy with 
the concept of baroque8. Referring to the Ecuadorian philosopher 
Echeverrìa (1998), the baroque – understood as mélange, mix, 
overlap, juxtaposition – refers to the way in which the indigenous 
peoples of the Americas related to the civilisation exported with 
the Conquest, that is, with a peculiar baroque tactic (employed by 
that tenth of the population that survived the genocide) that at the 
same time expressed an acceptance and a reconfiguration of the 
content of what was internalised in the new Latin American 

 
7 IMF Director Kristalina Georgieva’s statements during the Forum «Measuring infor- 

mal economy» on 14 November 2019: https://www.imf.org/en/News/Articles/2019/11/14/ 
sp111419-the-informaleconomy-and-inclusive-growth#_ftn2 (Accessed on 10/01/22). A World 
Bank report also suggests a possible positive relationship between digitisation and the 
growth of informal trade: Klapper, Miller, Hess (2019). 

8 The perspective on baroque that we are proposing is also useful for overcoming 
the limitations of the concepts of informality or precarity, which are analytical categories 
used (the former more in the South, the latter in the North) to describe the differences with 
the characteristics of «real» employment (Bouffartigue, Busso 2009), and both based on 
dichotomies (Coletto 2019). 

http://www.imf.org/en/News/Articles/2019/11/14/
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cultures. The philosopher then concludes that this sort of baroque 
ethos is today very similar to the strategies adopted by certain 
social groups and populations with respect to the internalisation of 
capitalist modernity and its logic of accumulation. Indeed, Gago 
(2014) describes an informal open-air market in Buenos Aires as 
a baroque economy, in which different logics of action are 
intertwined: informality can be expressed through solidarity and 
community practices, but it can also harbour awful forms of 
exploitation from below. In the platform economy, the baroque 
is, thus, the outcome of the hybridisation of labour between the 
formal and informal dimensions of work on at least two levels of 
analysis. At a macro-level, on-demand platforms show formal-
informal interdependence and spatio-temporal variability and 
instability. Platform management relies a lot on labour in- 
formalisation and deregulation, as well as informal practices have 
become strongly bounded to platform ecosystems. They are ba- 
roque infrastructures in the sense they nurture new processes of 
formal-informal relation, interdependence, and overlapping (Gago 
2014). In other words, today platforms are at the core of «the 
redefinition of production relationships through the articulation of 
formal and informal activities» (Castels, Portes 1989, 12). More- 
over, the baroque also underlines the geographically – and also 
temporally, we might say – variegated character of the platform 
economy (and of capitalism itself; Peck, Theodore 2007): since the 
formal-informal relation has «moving boundaries» (Castels, Portes 
1989) platform capitalism is a «baroque assemblage» – as Ong 
(2006) claims about neoliberalism more in general – because its 
institutional settings can vary a lot between countries (and along 
time). Looking at a micro-level, as we are going to do in the 
next sections, platform workers constantly move across the 
boundary between formal and informal dimensions of work. They 
act in «informal circuits of labour» (Qiu et al. 2014) to circumvent 
the algorithmic governamentality, often reappropriat- ing technology 
(Eglash 2004), but they also contribute to cre- ating new forms of 
worker exploitation underneath the formal economy. In that 
sense, their behaviour is often very similar to the «baroque ethos» 
described by Echeverrìa (1998) and later discussed by Gago 
(2014). 



329 Hybridisation of work and the platform informal revolution 
 

 

4. Baroque platforms 
 

The baroqueness of platform economy is expressed through 
the juxtaposition and overlapping of conflicting forces. Platforms are 
supposed to be the apex of algorithmic efficiency, yet they are 
riddled with fallacies and possibilities to circumvent it; they are 
the main socio-technical product of digital capitalism, but they are 
also the site of a renewed growth of informal and unregulated 
practices, for a long time conceived as residual forms of an archaic 
economy destined to disappear; they are supposed to be the 
future of work, yet the gig-economy brings the «contemporaneity 
of the non-contemporary» to the heart of the industrialised West 
(Chakrabarty 2000) and even rediscovers old forms of feudal 
labour relations (Supiot 2020). We will now present the evidence 
of this baroque phenomenology observed during the ethnography 
of platform labour carried out between Italy and Argentina, 
looking in particular at the informal circuits of labour and at the 
informal working conditions of platform work9. We start looking 
at the porosity of the platform-based LML sector to informal and 
often illegal circuits of labour in the case of the selling of fake 
accounts in ride-hailing platforms and the diffusion of hacking-
bots in food-delivery platforms. Then we move to the 
informalised and racialised character of the workforce. 

 

9 The empirical data presented here has been collected during a long multi-sited 
ethnography on platform labour carried out between Italy and Argentina from 2019 to 
2021. We focus on the human infrastructural labour in platform-based last-mile urban 
logistics (LML), looking at the case of ride-hailing workers in Argentina (Buenos Aires) and 
the case of delivery couriers in Italy (Turin, Bologna). The choice of apparently such 
distant cases is driven precisely by the desire to highlight the continuities between dissimilar 
cases in investigating the object of the research, platform work. The aim is to use a 
multi-site, cross-national and slow-comparative approach (Almond, Connolly 2020) 
between the two contexts, also in order to overcome the Eurocentrism that often 
characterises the analyses on platform capitalism, combining North-South perspectives to 
rethink the metamorphosis of work (see: Bouffartigue, Busso 2009). The empirical ma- 
terial includes interviews (around 60 in total), the direct participation of the researcher 
in platform work, participant observation (also online) and document analysis. In the 
Argentinean case, ethnography took place mainly on Uber rides (or other ride-hailing 
companies) but also in key locations such as Uber’s offices. In contrast, the Italian case drew 
mostly from several months of experience working as a courier. As a delivery rider, one of 
the authors of the article had also access to various cyberspaces frequented by platform 
workers, such as private chats and groups. In order to maintain transparency, we have 
tried to contact the authors of any empirical material we have used. Where this was 
not possible, we anonymised the textual content. 
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4.1. Platform-based informal circuits of labour: the sale of fake 
accounts and Bots 

 
The first phenomenon that witnesses intense illicit activity 

and a big volume of informal transactions conducted between 
the interstices of platform work is the sale of fake accounts. The 
simplicity with which one can register and start working has 
made it possible for parallel markets of accounts to flourish. 
Companies are aware of this, to the extent that most of the official 
websites of food delivery platforms in Italy specify the penalties 
for buying and selling accounts or using false data. But in the case 
of Uber in Buenos Aires, it is more widespread and easier to buy 
a driver account: on most social groups dedicat- ed to the world 
of ride-hailing in the Argentinian capital, an- nouncements of 
profiles for sale appear almost daily. «Se venden cuentas truchas» 
[fake accounts are on sale] is usually followed by a phone number 
to contact. After texting one of them via WhatsApp and asking how 
it works for people who neither have a citizen document nor a 
working visa, they replied: «No problem, within a few hours of 
your transfer we will send you the details for an Uber account 
already active in the name of an Argentinian citizen». This 
system, an Uber driver explains, allows many migrants who have 
entered the country illegally (especially from Venezuela) or whose 
visas have expired to work. Fake accounts, otherwise, are a useful 
resource for those who have the official account blocked by Uber 
or who simply want more than one user profile to make more 
profit. In addition, many drivers employ fake accounts to avoid 
paying commissions to Uber: when the company decides to block 
insolvent workers, they simply buy another account. As Alex, an 
Uber driver and YouTube content creator says, the market of 
cuentas truchas is quite thriving in Argentina: 

 
In Buenos Aires, one of the easiest, most common, and also most profitable 

ways to make money with Uber without driving is to sell fake accounts. I’m 
not saying I agree, but that’s simply the way things are. Even workers are often 
aware of the risks, in fact, in the ads of accounts for sale they warn you: it 
costs three thousand pesos, but it only lasts you a month (Don Uberto YT 
channel, 9/11/20). 

 
Many drivers are aware that this parallel market harms workers 

and could also conceal the interests of criminal groups; however, 
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none of the respondents has condemned the behaviour of those 
who buy fake accounts, but on the contrary, many feel empathy for 
those who act out of necessity and the urge to earn a living. 
Another driver argues: 

I understand the needs of my colleagues and indeed share them, I have 
been through some tough times when I had to buy a cuenta trucha, I know 
what I am talking about. On the one hand, there are colleagues who have to 
make a living but who are blocked for nothing [by Uber], as happened to 
me. On the other side, some bad people make these businesses based on people’s 
need to work. […] The truth is that going out to work with a fake account, with 
all the insecurity that entails due to what can happen, is not at all something 
nice and desirable. 

 
The use of fake accounts exposes drivers to other risks and 

vulnerabilities: in addition to official sanctions, workers are also 
exposed to scams and deceptions that often lurk in the market 
for fake accounts. Fake accounts, however, are not the only 
parallel informal business to Uber’s industry in Argentina. Car 
rentals, account sharing, and document forgery are other exam- 
ples of informal and illicit activities developed around the world 
of Uber. Finally, as Alex considers, «of course, all this is very 
dangerous. But, I mean, what great people of entrepreneurs in 
Buenos Aires! [laughing]». 

Moving to the case of food-delivery platforms, another in- 
formal, illicit, and particularly popular system affecting workers in 
many countries including Italy (especially in big cities, as emerged 
in the case of Turin) concerns the use of paid software for the self-
assignment of vacant work shifts, commonly known as «hacking-
bots». Bots – short for robots – are computer pro- grams that run 
automated tasks and are generally deployed to replace human 
users. Such pirate software allows riders with low scores to get 
significantly more shifts than those made available by the app and, 
consequently, they are frequently a compulsory choice for 
workers to obtain a sufficient income10. For example, Ogbe is a 
young 28-year-old Nigerian from Lagos who has been working in 
food delivery in Turin for two years. He is one of the many 
who use the hacking app for self-assigning work slots, 
«otherwise I wouldn’t get enough shifts they give me based on 

 
10 Bots are made for platforms that use score-based working slot reservation systems 

(thus excluding those where «free-login» is in use, such as Uber Eats). 
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my score». He pays €45 a month to have an app running in 
the background on his phone that automatically books sessions 
as they become available. Every month he must make a bank 
transfer to an Italian account whose number changes periodically. 
I ask him how he got the link: «Hear me, here in Turin, 90% 

of Glovo riders, but also Just Eat, use these bots. Otherwise, 
you can’t work. Only those who have a good score don’t need 
the bot. But for everyone else, it’s quite necessary». Ogbe tells 
me that Glovo-bot gives him about ten hours of shift time per 
week, whereas previously the app allowed him to allocate just 

a couple of hours based on his ranking. Software interacting 
with the Glovo app is the most widely used and it guarantees 
to get hours of work even for those with the lowest «excellence 
scores». Bots are generally distributed through Telegram or Reddit 
channels, in order to get more anonymity for sellers, or through 
other social networks or websites. This kind of software began 
to spread between the autumn of 2020 and early 2021, coin- 
ciding with a time of deterioration in working conditions and 
a dramatic increase in the number of the workforce. However, 
many riders are aware that these programs hurt one another 

and represent an additional form of illicit profit made on the 
backs of the couriers. As one respondent explains, the structural 
problem behind bots is the company’s score-based shift booking 
system itself: «The bot harms everyone else because the hours are 
limited and therefore it fuels inequality between all glovers. Since 
that time-stealing software has become widespread, taking hours 
for others is very difficult. The fact that you lose your points 

after an accident is very serious. If it wasn’t for this unequal 
reservation system, there would be no bots». Thus, according to 
many respondents, buying a bot only makes the situation worse. 

In the many cyberspaces frequented by riders, such as group 
chats and social networks, it is very easy to come across requests 

for information about bots and controversial debates about their 
use. For instance, in a Telegram group of riders, when a courier 
who can no longer find free hours asks for direct contacts for 
a Glovo-bot, other participants respond by criticising his choice: 

It is illegal, and it harms others. Here in my city everyone 
is getting upset because someone is using the bot to take the 
hours, but it’s not good. If you can’t find hours, it must be because 
there are people in your area who use bots. They are 
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used all over Italy. Sooner or later, someone will ban everyone 
who uses them, in my opinion. If you think about using bots, 

you’ll be stealing bread from people who don’t even get four 
hours a week. I would feel bad using this exploitative system. 

The selling of bots – as argued by another rider in Turin, 
Mirko – represents a dangerous racket affecting job insecurity and 
constraining workers to an even more precarious environment: 

It’s crazy that now you must pay to work, is it not enough 
to be exploited already? The companies are pretending not to 
know anything about bots, but it’s impossible. The problem is 
that this software does not go against the Terms of Service of 
the platforms, so they let us use it. However, this system should be 
denounced. There is a lot of money made off the books. The 
companies allow this kind of illicit mechanism of profit. In other 
words, we are immersed in a system of work that is a Far West, 
with accounts for sale and now also the hours that can be 
bought through these bots. These companies… we must denounce 
publicly that they favour the black market, that they have created 
an unregulated working environment, a free-for-all fight in which 
the most cynical wins. 

In sum, the world of platforms offers the possibility for illicit 
activities to flourish and reveals a completely informal working 
environment. And above all, according to many riders, the bot 
racket is a daily problem that is jeopardising their possibility of 
working and this is why also unions have started to tackle the 
issue. 

Bots are just an example of how the infrastructural space of 
digital platforms is porous and heterogeneous: more generally, 
what emerges is a strong contradiction between the algorithmic 
control of companies over workers and the freedom of predatory 
mechanisms to move in the interstices of digital apps. These kinds 
of parallel economies represent what some scholars have defined as 
the informal circuits of labour of the platform economy. The concept 
is used in reference to the dynamics surrounding digital platforms 
in China to highlight the connections between digitisation and 
economic informality (Qiu et al. 2014; Zhao 2019). As the authors 
write (Qiu et al. 2014, 570), on the one hand, the model of circuits 
of labour consists of «formal cir- cuits», in which «the top-down 
domination of capital in formal labour processes» forms a «class-
based hierarchy of constraint». On the other hand, it  consists of  
«informal circuits»  in which 
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the relations are communally structured through socially rooted 
practices: in these circuits «the worker draws on internal resourc- 
es and self-made networks to develop new avenues of pleasure, 
survival and resistance» (ibidem). Indeed, these informal circuits 
often represent nothing more than the only means available to 
defend themselves against the insecurity to which platform 
workers are subjected. In other words, sometimes these circuits 
convey the possibility for workers to exert their agency, i.e., as 
a driver argues, they allow them to «respond to Uber with the 
same coin». 

 

4.2. Informalisation and the re-feudalisation of working conditions: 
digital «caporalato» 

 
Empirically, there is much evidence of a re-feudalisation of work 

and labour conditions. First of all, as Supiot argues (2020), the 
widespread reintroduction of piecework in the platform economy 
takes us several years back in terms of labour law. Moreover, there 
are many signs of a retreat in workers’ protections and working 
conditions when compared to standard forms of formal 
employment. Most platform workers live constantly under the 
threat of dismissal and the deprivation of salary, as their accounts can 
be blocked at any time by companies when workers are sup- 
posed to violate the ToS agreements. But among many predatory 
phenomena hidden behind the scenes of the gig-economy (such as 
the sale of Bots discussed above), it is worth mentioning the 
presence of illicit forms of labour intermediation affecting workers 
in relation to the «paradoxical refeudalisation» discussed above 
(Neckel 2019). The existence of illicit labour intermediation 
mechanisms among LML platforms provides a heuristic key to 
understanding how platforms can be embedded in the social 
fabric by often following informal, illicit, and discrete forms that 
can contribute to jeopardising the already precarious conditions of 
work. For instance, there are very different expressions of forms 
of so-called digital «caporalato», some acting from above (top-
down), others from below (bottom-up), but both outline a 
condition of exploitation of workers11. 

 
11  The term caporalato generally refers to illegal intermediation between labour 

supply and demand for the purpose of exploitation. Specifically, in Italy «caporalato» 
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In the case of food delivery, some judicial investigations in 
Italy have uncovered an illegal intermediation network man- aged 
by a small company (Flash Road City) that provided services to 
UberEats and imposed from above degrading forms of 
exploitation and recruitment conditions on couriers (mostly 
migrants from southern Africa and asylum seekers)12. The rich 
evidence contained in the investigation documents led the court 
to order the temporary receivership of the Italian branch of the 
US company. The managers used to recruit riders mainly among 
asylum seekers, to stipulate agreements in unconventional spaces 
(e.g., inside a McDonald’s), to withhold tips and part of the profit 
from each delivery (totalling around 20,000 euros in tips in 2019); 
they also often forced riders not to refuse rides, applied financial 
penalties arbitrarily, and did not properly pay withholding taxes 
to the state (Court of Milan 2020). The in- vestigations also revealed 
a semi-slavery treatment of riders by FRC managers, with the 
arbitrary abuse of disciplinary measures, threats to block the 
account of those who did not behave well or who simply 
complained, and tones that not only undermined the dignity of 
labourers but also showed racist and discriminatory connotations. 
These working conditions, in addition to being very far from the 
idea of self-employment, constitute a form of 
«caporalato» to the detriment mainly of the migrant component of 
the courier fleet. However, the one denounced by the Court of 
Milan is not the only form of digital «caporalato» present in 
the gig-economy. There are various mechanisms of informal 
labour intermediation that function by merely exchanging accounts 
between riders, for instance. 

In the case of ride-hailing, on the other hand, a mechanism 
of digital «caporalato» takes place within the UberDriver app itself 
and can be implemented by the drivers themselves, exposing their 
colleagues to fraud and the risk of having their accounts 
permanently compromised. There is a kind of extension of the 
UberDriver app, called Uber Fleet, through which everyone can 
become a small private transport entrepreneur and manage sev- 

 

 
refers to a parasitic interposition of labour relations, which is particularly widespread 
in certain productive sectors, such as agriculture and construction. 

12  FRC managed about 750 UberEats riders throughout Italy (about half of the 
total, according to the estimate for 2019). 
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eral Uber drivers almost like one’s own employees13. In practice, 
those who own several cars, for instance, can put them to profit by 
renting them out to other drivers registered with Uber and simply 
manage the fleet from their smartphone via a special app. But 
Uber Fleet (Uber Flotas in Spanish) was also one of the most 
widespread systems of illicit labour intermediation and exploitation 
among Uber drivers in Buenos Aires – during the research 
fieldwork. Generally, the fleet owner has a command- ing position 
over the drivers, he can follow their movements and control 
them, see when and how they are working, and he also pays 
the commissions of the different drivers to Uber and collects a 
fee for himself. However, what often happens in Buenos Aires is 
that the owner of a fleet attracts Uber drivers by charging them 
a lower-than-normal commission fee to Uber, say 10 or 20% 
instead of 25%. This also attracts many drivers who already 
operate with Uber to the idea of paying a lower commission per 
ride. 

 
Uber Fleets constitute a quite tricky scam: the owners of the fleets charge all 

the drivers, each for his vehicle, a certain amount, but then they only pay Uber 
the minimum payment allowed. The rest is kept by the fleet owner, who does 
nothing in the end. When the fleet doesn’t work anymore, because Uber tells you 
if you don’t pay me the debt, I won’t activate the fleet anymore, then there the 
owner cancels the registration of the fleet and creates another one with another 
name. And the drivers are left without a fleet and with their account blocked. 

 
As explained by an Uber driver, Oscar, Uber Flotas are a form 

of digital illicit intermediation that, unlike in the case of FRC and 
Uber Eats, finds a way to take root within the same meshes of the 
official Uber Driver app. The spread of this mechanism is 
inherently linked to the specificity of Uber’s Argentine case and is 
strongly embedded in the local socio-institutional context. In fact, 
since 2016 Uber in Buenos Area remains in a grey area, with its 
active service violating local transport regulations. This situation 
made Uber drivers even more vulnerable (risking sanctions by 
local authorities), but it also opened up new opportunities for 

 
13 Uber Fleet is a small business car fleet management service managed through a 

dedicated side-app provided by Uber Technologies Inc. Owners of one or more vehicles can 
rent them to Uber drivers through this service and oversee their fleet drivers, simi- larly to 
a taxi or livery company. See: www.uber.com/es-AR/blog/uber-fleet-app-argentina/ 
(Accessed on March 20, 2023). 

http://www.uber.com/es-AR/blog/uber-fleet-app-argentina/
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workers to circumvent the platform’s governance. For instance, 
many drivers have started avoiding paying commissions to Uber 
(payments are mainly made in cash, due to financial constraints 
on foreign transactions) and have even managed to renegotiate 
their debt. 

Thus, considering the local context, as another Uber driver 
argues, «if you only work with fake accounts, then it may be worth 
joining a fleet. If you can change accounts every time, then you 
can risk joining a fleet». There are several reasons why many 
drivers have fake accounts and use these illicit services. The first is 
that they may have had their account blocked by Uber for 
whatever reason that the company considers a violation of the 
ToS. A second reason is to be unable to create an account with 
their own data, as in the case of irregular migrants with- out a 
valid Argentinean document. A third reason concerns an 
opportunistic choice of those who use fake accounts or fleets to 
avoid paying ride fees to Uber, as we have seen above. 

Ultimately, these kinds of informal relations of production are 
not only the result of the embeddedness of the platform economy, 
but they constitute the very condition of platforms’ spread. 
Somehow platforms subsume the informal conditions of labour to 
secure the disposability of the workforce and, thus, their 
expansion in the market, even when the profitability of their 
business seems unfavourable. In our perspective, socially 
embedded forms of economic informality, such as Uber Fleet 
or the sale of Bots, are not an inconvenience in the platform 
economy expansion, but constitute a fundamental condition for 
securing its growth. In sum, «our cities and their infrastructures 
are figuratively and literally built on the bodies of alienated 
labourers at the same time as we rely on their adaptive and im- 
provised social infrastructures to buttress the operation of urban 
socio-technical systems» (Addie 2021, 8). And it is precisely for 
this intertwined dimension between formality and informality – and 
more generally between embedding and disembedding forces 
operating in the gig-economy – that we consider on-demand plat- 
forms as baroque infrastructures putting in relation the popular 
industriousness with  the capitalist extractivism. 
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Conclusions 
 

In the paper, we have discussed and analysed the hybridisation of 
labour around the dichotomy between formal and informal 
dimensions of work. Thus, our aim is to empirically explore more 
dimensions of hybridisation than the well-known dichotomy between 
dependent and independent employment, which studies on hybrid 
areas of work have focused on so far (Murgia et al. 2020). 
Basically, we consider hybridisation as more akin to the idea of 
economic informalisation (Breman, Van der Linder 2014). 
Expanding the perspective of the hybridisation of labour can also 
allow the use of this concept in contexts far from the 
«Fordist exception» of the XX century to study the contemporary 
metamorphosis of labour – in the sense that gig-economy (or 
precarisation) «appears as an irregular phenomenon only when set 
against a Fordist or Keynesian norm» typical of Western countries 

(Neilson, Rossiter 2008, 54; Mezzadra 2021), but it does not 
constitute a so disruptive phenomenon in the capitalistic historical 

structural heterogeneity characterising its overall development. 
The way how platforms have relied on the hybridisation of 

forms of employment and the multiplication of labour to extract 
value led us to rethink their infrastructural role in society more 
in-depth. As we have demonstrated in the case of LML, platforms 

are intermediaries between urban informal economies and the 
financial valorisation of the market (formalisation of informality), 

but they also reproduce a highly informal environment of work 
(informalisation of formality). In other words, we claim that the 
key success of platform capitalism lies exactly in operating at 
the boundary between formal and informal dimensions of the 
economy: this is the main reason why we consider platforms as 

baroque infrastructures. Of course, platforms flourished first and 
foremost thanks to the increasingly blurring boundaries between 
autonomous and subordinate forms of employment, but they are 

also embedded in and rely on hybrid socio-economic arrange- 
ments at the border between formality and informality, between 

market and society, i.e., inside and outside the knots of capitalist 
relations of production, as we have argued. 

In conclusion, according to our perspective, digital platforms 
are the most mature product of the structural crisis of capitalism: 
while they are conceived as the contemporary and future protag- 
onists of the «home-delivered world» social imaginary through 
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which connectivity is predominantly captured, infrastructured 
and exploited, at the same time they exemplify a paradoxical turn 
to the past. A past that we can grasp looking at the ruins capitalism 
structurally disseminates along its path. In our discus- sion, we 
highlight a specific aspect of this continuous process of ruining, 
that is the social dimension consisting in a refeudalisation 
paradoxically resulting by the more advanced transformations of 
socioeconomic conditions of work organization and labour rela- 
tionships. However, it should never be forgotten that the social 
dimension of the ruining process is part of a broader dynamic 
of hybridisation between the seemingly immaterial character of the 
lifeblood of contemporary capitalism – the data collected, 
processed and marketed by platforms – and the highly material 
basis of its infrastructure (Hu 2015). Researchers have an import- ant 
role to play in making visible the processes of hybridisation, not 
only within socio-economic processes in the strict sense, but also 
in terms of how they manifest themselves in the relationship 
between human labour and the non-human world. 
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Hybridisation of work and the platform informal revolution 

 
Focusing on the gig-economy, this contribution looks at platforms as the key 
vectors of a process of informalisation of the economy and of hybridisation 
of working arrangements. In the capitalism of infrastructures informality has far 
from disappeared from the scene of contemporary, rather, it is increasingly 
becoming an integral factor of the «home-delivered world» society, through an 
increasing «informalisation» of formal labour and a refeudalisation of working 
conditions. From this perspective, on-demand platforms stand at the forefront 
of this process of informalisation. On one hand, they expand the borders of 
capitalist financial accumulation extracting value from activities historically at the 
margins of the market economy. On the other, platforms are strongly intertwined 
with the political informalisation of labour relations as well as with the 
exploitation of masses of workers in both the global North and South. Based 
on a multi-sited ethnography between Italy and Argentina on the platform-
based last-mile logistics, this contribution empirically highlights the 
interconnection between formal and informal circuits of labour in platform 
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work, revealing a baroque economy in which informal, illicit, solidaristic, and 
predatory behaviours are intertwined. 

 
Keywords: informalisation, platform work, infrastructures, baroque, refeudalisation. 
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