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Special Issue Article

Al “Zaizai” and “Character-Customizing”
Practices: Affective Labor Among Chatbot Users

Shuyi PAN *, Yi MOU

“* School of Journalism and Communication, Shanghai International Studies University, Shanghai,
Mainland China

* School of Media and Communication, Shanghai Jiao Tong University, Shanghai, Mainland China

Abstract

By leveraging the latest generative artificial intelligence (AI) technology,
users can now create Al agents. Technically, such agents rely on large language
models (LLMs) that continuously learn and evolve through human-computer
interaction, whereby every conversation with a user serves as training for the
agent. Drawing on the mythological archetype of Niiwa creating humans from
yellow clay, users also refer to this process as “kneading a person.” The
emotional connection process through which users create, train, guide, and
reshape an Al agent via extensive conversations is essentially a form of
affective labor, that is, the labor that produces or manipulates affects. Based on
a one-year virtual ethnographic study of users of domestic social Al chatbots,
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this research finds that users invest substantial affective labor in Al agents,
guided by their folk theories of “Al baby.” This affective labor is then exploited
by tech companies to train their LLMs, retain users, and mask inherent flaws in
their products. This paper expands the study of affective labor to the context of
human-computer interaction and reveals how it differs from affective labor in
traditional interpersonal social settings.

Keywords: artificial intelligence, chatbots, large language models, affective
labor, immaterial labor
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