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Abstract: On the face of its virtual and immaterial appearance, digital labour often is seen as a phe-
nomenon of abstract work. Contrary to that common understanding, in Marx’s theory the abstraction of 
labour derives from its historical development into a commodity, splitting human work as all commodi-
ties into use-value and exchange-value. Thus the process of abstraction is of economical logic, and 
not to be explained or characterized by the virtual and immaterial quality that is typical for the means 
and objects of digital labour. In his early work Marx differentiates between living labouring capacity 
(Arbeitsvermögen) as the use-value of human work and labour power as its objectified form to be ex-
changed. In the tradition of Marx’s Grundrisse Oskar Negt and Alexander Kluge in Geschichte und 
Eigensinn pointed to the dialectical relationship between the use-value and exchange-value of labour, 
revealing how labour on its use-value side ‟contains and reproduces capacities and energies that ex-
ceed its realisation in/as commodity”, extending the model of labour power ‟to a whole range of physi-
ological, sexual, social, and national relations” (Negt and Kluge 1993a, xxxiii). While these qualitative 
and material as well as corporeal aspects of human work are still visible in industrial production pro-
cesses, they seem to be vanished in virtual work environments. But, digital capitalism not only opens 
up exploitation to higher levels and new forms (e.g. Fuchs 2012; Scholz 2012), the relevance of hu-
man work and its use-value for capitalism becomes more concealed to the same degree as it be-
comes more significant. The article develops an analytical conception relying on Marx’s dialectical 
distinction between the use-value (labouring capacity) and the exchange-value (labour power), and 
transforming it into an operationalized model that could be and has been successfully used for empiri-
cal studies of digital labour. Labouring capacity has three levels of phenomena: subjectifying corporeal 
working action, material means and objects of work (even in virtual environments), and the socially 
and physically experienceable face of globalised work organisation. This analytical concept of labour-
ing capacity (Arbeitsvermögen; Pfeiffer 2004) is especially helpful to reveal the dialectics in digital 
work and its sources of value creation (Pfeiffer 2013). The article unfolds the theoretical foundations of 
the concept, and elaborates its potential to analyse digital labour. 
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1. Introduction 
The debate on digital labour/digital work seems to have reached a new all-time high as it is 
recently discussed broadly in social sciences (cf. Scholz 2012; Fuchs and Sevignani 2013; 
Huws 2014). Despite minor differences in the lines of argumentation, we see a consensus 

                                                
1 The term digital capitalism used heuristically here does not refer to one sphere of production, e.g. ICT, nor does 
it claim that all material resources or forms of labour and production are of no economical importance. For a ty-
pology on definitions of digital or informational society see Fuchs (2013) or Schmiede (2006), fostering the con-
clusion that we are confronted with a “unity of diversity of capitalism(s)” today. Schiller, who coined the term digital 
capitalism in adversary to the then popular New Economy emphasis (2000), stresses that capital stays at the 
“center of the political economy even as the market system was restructured to accept a profitable information–
intensive orientation” (Schiller 2011). 
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that work and labour are analytical terms of sustaining importance. Human labour remains 
the actual source of value creation in the Internet economy. The vivid debate though, points 
to a peculiar movement: while labour at its core is becoming more important as a source of 
value creation, on the manifestation level it seems to be fading from view (Pfeiffer 2013, 30): 
“Human labour remains quantitatively and qualitatively relevant for value creation in the In-
ternet economy: On the one hand, its commodification takes on expanded forms; whilst on 
the other, more options open up for labour input beyond employment and exchange relation-
ships or to use its results as commons.” 

Fuchs and Sevignani (2013, 237) stress the importance of Marxian labour theory and ar-
gue that the difference between labour and work still matters. For them labour is rendered as 
the valorisation dimension of digital work. The authors revisit the economically driven pro-
cess of abstractification that Marx developed as the most important characteristic for all capi-
talistic labour. Fuchs and Sevignani deserve the credit for demonstrating how vital Marx’s 
concept of work and labour still is: how work as an essential category is necessary labour, 
producing use-value in a concrete labour process; and, how many layers of abstraction are 
necessary to transform it into abstract labour as commodity, with a quantifiable exchange-
value (2013, 248). Thus far, there seems to be no need for analysing digital work differently 
than Marx would have done it, and in that respect I totally agree with Fuchs and Sevignani 
(and many others as well): The double character of work/labour that Marx unfolded is “alive 
and kicking”, be capitalism digital or not. There is no need for re-inventing well serving ana-
lytical categories if we want to understand the economic function and movements that are 
specific for capitalism; there may are new options for and means of exploitation in a digital 
and therefore more globally organized capitalism, but the underlying logic seems steadfast. 

Fuchs and Sevignani also look into digital work, which they understand, mostly as bare of 
material manifestations, be it body or be it objects. The digital quality in their definition comes 
out of a special form of organizing experiences, derived from brain, speech, and digital me-
dia. Following their further line of argumentation reveals three “dialectically connected” di-
mensions: cognitive work, communicative work, and co-operative work (Fuchs and Sevignani 
2013, 252). The subjects of these three working dimensions are single humans or groups of 
humans, their objects of work are experiences, thoughts or meaning; and their instruments of 
work are described as brain, or brain with mouth and ears; or a brain with mouth, ears and 
body. Finally, the products of work in their presented table also show relations ordered in an 
upward manner: cognitive work transforms experiences into thoughts, communicative work 
produces meaning out of thoughts, and in turn these meanings can be shared in co-operative 
work (Fuchs and Sevignani 2013, 252). The provided heuristic on digital work helps me to 
clarify the dimensions I think should be analytically elaborated further, and to specify the 
questions in due course that have to be asked and should be answered.  

First of all, and again, I agree with Fuchs and Sevignani upon the feeling that work in digi-
tal times needs to be re-considered, although its use-value producing quality has not 
changed. Besides that consensus, the fact alone that some means, objects and processes of 
labour and/or work are more virtualized, digitised, or informatised than a couple of years be-
fore, does not convincingly justify to reinvent work as an analytical category. A pinch of un-
ease creeps in here, that is best expressed by Ursula Huws, who criticised the emerging 
consensus “that the world as we know it is becoming quite dematerialised (or, as Marx put it, 
‘all that is solid melts into air’)”, and it became “taken for granted that ‘knowledge’ is the only 
source of value, […] and any assertion of the physical claims of the human body in the here-
and-now is hopelessly old-fashioned” (Huws 1999, 30). In that sense, I will follow Ursula 
Huws on her path into what she named the challenge of “re-embody cyberspace”, making 
“visible the material components of this virtual world” (1999, 30).  

In its core, this objective is tantamount to a dialectical endeavour. Hence, the second 
chapter challenges the too often to be seen approach of a dualism that is labelled as dialec-
tic. As an example the concept of Scott Lash is critically discussed, which claims that in times 
of informationalisation, dualism comes to its end. This notion stands for common debates 
that non-analytically propose all theoretical terms of the past to be obsolete in the face of the 
shining brand new phenomenon of the Web. No better could the aim of the second chapter 
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be characterized than in the words of Lefebvre: “But to define ‘the new’ by sifting out every-
thing that distinguishes it from the old is not as easy as the dogmatists with their lack of dia-
lectic used to believe. Our era is truly an era of transition; everything about it is transitory, 
everything, right down to men and their lives. The informed observer will be as struck as 
much by similarities as by differences, as much by the unity within contradiction as by contra- 
diction itself. The one must not eliminate the other” (Lefebvre 1991, 50).  

The main object of this paper which will be outlined in the third chapter is to develop an 
analytical conception relying on Marx’s dialectical distinction between the use-value (labour-
ing capacity) and the exchange-value (labour power) side of human labour, and transforming 
it into an operationalized model that could be and has been successfully used for empirical 
studies of digital labour. As we will see, labouring capacity has three levels of phenomena: 
subjectifying corporeal work action, material means and objects of work (even in virtual envi-
ronments), and the socially and physically experienceable face of globalised work organisa-
tion. The third chapter will unfold the theoretical foundations of the concept and elaborate its 
potential to analyse digital labour, bringing materiality and the corporeal back in. The fourth 
chapter will summarize the key conclusions of this paper and offer some prospects on the 
potential of the concept of labouring capacity for empirical studies on digital work. 

2. Re-visiting Digital Work, Abstractification and Dialectics 
As the Internet continues to develop, we are exposed to a continuing stream of proclama-
tions of novelty and socio-theoretical diagnoses of the times, from a variety of provenances, 
each based on the notion that the Web has introduced fundamental changes to existing par-
adigms. These concepts include the “informatisation of production” in the Age of Empire 
(Hardt and Negri 2000, 280–303), the new “terms of the economic transitions” beyond capital 
(Hardt and Negri 2009, 263–311), the notion of the “new economy” in Network Society (Cas-
tells 2000, 77–100), or the current thesis of a “new social operating system” in Networked by 
Rainie and Wellman 2012). 

In contrast with prominent said positively tinged interpretations of the Web, other authors 
point to an expanded commodification. In these approaches, mostly from a critical perspec-
tive, the Web is clearly tagged as a place where interactive networking between people be-
comes a new object of commercial exploitation (Abelson et al. 2008, 110–11). Users are not 
primarily of interest as customers but themselves become merchandise (Fuchs 2011) and 
community experiences on the Web turn into an object of exploitation and source of capital 
accumulation (Fuchs 2012). These analyses reveal the fact that the core of many web driven 
business models is “to get everyone to work for free”; namely, all that sharing has a “dark 
side […] that hits labour hardest” (Caldwell 2009, 161). 

Elsewhere (Pfeiffer 2013) I tried to show how a web based economy needs an exact dis-
tinction between value creation understood as the actual process of producing new values; 
that is, values that do not exist prior to their production process, before the application of 
human labour. Value realisation, on the other hand, is the process by which the product that 
originated as part of value generation is valorised and successfully exchanged in the market 
for money or other value. In other words, it is about actually realising the already-generated 
value in the marketplace. This very abstract and generalised distinction will suffice for now. It 
is not new in the tradition of the economic labour theory of value. It is in this way, in particu-
lar, that the Marxist explanation of the economy understands value generation primarily as a 
material production process, in the course of which an equally material product is created by 
the exertion of human labour capacity. In this tradition, value realisation is conceived as a 
one-time, isolated act of exchange: as the transfer of goods from production to distribution. 
These definitions are ideal-typical, analytical characterisations, which Marx used in order to 
lay bare the nature of these processes in his political economy. Only in this way could he 
pursue his objective: to work out the importance of human labour as the crucial source of 
value added and hence of value creation. Ideal types and analytical distinctions, however, 
can never—and this applies to all schools of thought – be equated with empirical reality. The 
Marxian analysis pursued the nature of processes, intent on looking beyond manifestations 
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(and their empirical variety). However, in applying Marxist theory the multiplicity of empirical 
manifestations has too often and for much too long been reduced to phenomena that are as 
close as possible to their intrinsic ideal type. The (mistaken) conclusion that has often sug-
gested itself is that value can only be produced with material products and through industrial 
production, because added value is so impressively explained by them. In the same way, the 
importance of other areas of value generation has been underestimated for a long time, just 
like the value realisation processes, although there, too, human labour has also always en-
gaged in creating value. Starting from this basic analytical distinction, I do not adopt the con-
stantly recurring differentiation between production and information, which appears so fre-
quently in the works cited above. The emphasis solely on the interactive or the cooperative is 
equally unconvincing, because it is precisely such stylisation of the importance of coopera-
tion in work and cooperation as work a-historically as a new phenomena that makes it diffi-
cult for the Web-induced changes in the relationship between cooperation and work to be 
grasped analytically.  

So far, both perspectives so to speak lack dialectical grounding for an in-depth critique. 
Here, too, it is a matter of deliberately focusing on the structurally concealed areas and quali-
ties and to embark on a search for the inherent other in the everyday. This perspective is 
neither an end in itself nor a retreat into empirical minutiae, but rather the expression of a 
decidedly critical perspective. A critical and policy-relevant perspective will not stop on the 
level of analysing social conditions and their current variations of economically driven strate-
gies. The critical (and consequently the dialectical) view describes not only the aims and 
functioning of what it wants to critique but looks for the “wrench in the machinery”: It seeks 
out the places where processes do not run seamlessly, where they encounter resistance, 
and where subversive dealings with them develop; it looks for what escapes the subsuming 
logic per se; it searches for the inherent limits on the processes themselves, and it is there-
fore always on the lookout for starting points for alteration and opposition. 

Lash (2002) declares the dualistic relationship between use-value and exchange-value to 
be obsolete, citing the increase in the immaterial thanks to digitisation. This does not appear 
to be convincing, for two reasons. First, capitalism, especially in its highly industrialised 
phase, alongside material goods has always produced the immaterial in the form of services, 
works of the intellect, information and entire systems of cultural scientification practices. 
Secondly, it remains unclear—because unsubstantiated—why Lash posits dissolution of this 
dualism for the information society: ‟But the logic of informationalisation is altogether differ-
ent. Unlike the logic of commodification it is not dualist, but immanentist. It explodes and 
partly marginalises the exchange value/use value couple” (Lash 2002, 9). 

Lash does not clarify how and why digitisation in particular can cause the dissolution of 
use-value from exchange-value; instead, he describes manifestations of this dissolving pro-
cess: Namely, everything is now allegedly “dis-embedded”—actors, people, non-humans, 
and networks, cultural and material objects and, above all, also information. This analytical 
vagueness could be overcome by not conceiving the relationship between exchange-value 
and use-value as dualistic, but rather as dialectical—as laid out by Marx. It is worthwhile to 
differentiate clearly between dualism and dialectics. A dualism comprises two sets of facts or 
characteristics of a clearly and succinctly different nature but which are not opposed as such 
(e.g. fish and meat). Dialectics, in contrast, distinguishes dialectical unity from logical identity, 
dialectical from logical difference, and dialectical contradiction from logical contradiction. 

Lefebvre explains that by work and leisure: their relation is “not a simple one: the two 
words are at one and the same time united and contradictory (therefore their relation is dia-
lectical)” (1991, 29). As Joachim Israel develops (1979), dialectics comprises dualistic con-
cepts; opposing elements within a totality are fundamental to dialectical thinking. The rela-
tionship between the opposing elements is therefore of an internal nature, a relationship 
Marx points out in his description of the separated unity commodities are constructed of: “So 
far two aspects of the commodity—use-value and exchange-value—have been examined, 
but each one separately. The commodity, however, is the direct unity of use-value and ex-
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change-value, and at the same time it is a commodity only in relation to other commodities” 
(Marx 1859b, 269–92).2 

In contrast to a dualistic understanding, use-value and exchange-value indeed do not 
simply confront each other as oppositional, but simultaneously condition each other and 
combine inseparably in goods. In order to test the relevance of the dialectical method, in 
what follows I will assume an unbroken dialectical (not dualistically misunderstood) relation-
ship between use-value and exchange-value and apply it—entirely in the vein of Lash’s in-
formationalisation—to information and knowledge. Beforehand, it will pay to reread the “in-
ventor” of this dialectical relationship: While exchange-value, being a quantitative relation-
ship, expresses a proportion (quantitative ratio) that makes the most varied use-values ex-
changeable, use-value itself encompasses the qualitative, the usefulness of a good: “The 
utility of a thing makes it a use value. But this utility is not a thing of air. Being limited by the 
physical properties of the commodity, it has no existence apart from that commodity. A com-
modity, such as iron, corn, or a diamond, is therefore, so far as it is a material thing, a use 
value, something useful. This property of a commodity is independent of the amount of la-
bour required to appropriate its useful qualities. When treating of use value, we always as-
sume to be dealing with definite quantities, such as dozens of watches, yards of linen, or 
tons of iron. The use values of commodities furnish the material for a special study, that of 
the commercial knowledge of commodities. Use values become a reality only by use or con-
sumption: they also constitute the substance of all wealth, whatever may be the social form 
of that wealth. In the form of society we are about to consider, they are, in addition, the mate-
rial depositories of exchange value” (Marx 1887c, 45–51). 

If the decisive factor in use-value is its usefulness, which, moreover, is realised exclusive-
ly through appropriative use by humans, nothing argues against also applying this definition 
to goods that are not substantial-material. Thus, the use-value of a book is extracted only by 
reading it, of an image editing software only with specific use—i.e. in actually manipulating a 
digital image—and of a computer game by playing it. Still, we might be tempted to agree with 
Lash—“tons of iron” has such a seductively obsolete industrial society ring to it. 

Every good potentially has use-value. At a given point in time, any good can have a cer-
tain use for a particular purpose, independent of whether the commodity body, to use Marx’s 
term, is represented materially or immaterially. Realising the use-value that is potentially em-
bedded in a good requires the expenditure of human effort: The use-value must be handled 
or processed, used up or used, consumed—ultimately, it must be appropriated in some form. 
It follows that the use-value is something that inheres potentially in every substantial repre-
sentation of a thing but that it is realised only during the process of appropriation. This asser-
tion is completely transferrable without alteration to digitised products also. The (seeming) 
non-substantiality of an operating system or a software application is not as immaterial as 
some authors would have it. Software is software is software. And this it is in a very specific 
manner; for example, as optimised for a certain type of processor, able to run on a specific 
operating system, etc. Software is software; it is not a car, nor a shirt, coffee pot or book. It 
harbours within it a particular purpose sphere, a potential usefulness that constitutes its use-
value. The use-value of a word processor is exploited in writing with it—however much I 
might exert myself, as a user I have as much chance of teasing out a 3D animation from a 
word processor as from a scripting language like HTML or a programming language not de-
signed for 3D functionalities. In other words, nothing has changed in the fundamental Marxi-
an assertion about use-value if we apply the concept to seemingly immaterial products—this 
is also why I do not call them immaterial but abstract-substantial. It holds true for both prod-
uct types that the substantial-material and the abstract-substantial commodity bodies both 
register a potential use-value—so, for example, the possibility of riding on a motorcycle is its 
potential use-value or the possibility of writing texts is a word processor’s potential use-value. 
Both commodity bodies have in common that the respective potential use-value cannot arbi-

                                                
2 All citations of Marx in this article are to be found in the online version of the English MECW (Marx Engels Col-
lected Works; http://www.marxists.org/archive/marx/works/cw/). Bibliographical details are each identified by the 
MECW volume, the specific work and/or chapter, the corresponding range of (offline) pages, and the according 
link. 
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trarily be abstracted from the substantial-material or abstract-substantial conditions of the 
commodity body. Thus, we may indeed misuse both motorcycle and word processor but only 
within the framework of specific, given implementations that materialise very well in some 
fashion: “One and the same use-value can be used in various ways. But the extent of its 
possible application is limited by its existence as an object with distinct properties. It is, 
moreover, determined not only qualitatively but also quantitatively” (Marx 1859b, 269–92). 

In addition, it applies equally to both commodity bodies that their potential use-value real-
izes itself exclusively in the framework of their use or appropriation. Hence, with respect to 
use-value, no difference of a fundamental nature can be detected between abstract-
substantial and substantial-material products.3 The relevance of use-value is salvaged into 
informational capitalism. Nevertheless, this does not necessarily prove yet that the use-
value/exchange-value relationship remains as intact dialectically. After all, compared with 
industrial society, a fundamental difference emerges concerning the production of commodity 
bodies carrying the respective use-values: While the potential use-values that are bound to 
substantial-material commodity bodies cannot be reproduced, but instead always require the 
production of a new commodity body, in the case of abstract-substantial commodity bodies 
the potential use-value is indeed reproducible, since only the data media holding the actual 
“immaterial” commodity body must be produced and no longer the commodity body itself. In 
this regard, the dialectical relationship between use-value and exchange-value must in fact 
receive renewed scrutiny. 

Digital capitalism goes hand in hand with an increase in the quantitative importance of ab-
stract-substantial versus substantial-material commodity bodies. Paradoxically, with the in-
creasing exchange-value compatibility of the commodity bodies, their potential use-values 
become more conspicuous and important. We can trace this very clearly in the software ex-
ample: The initial one-time production process (of programming) results in an abstract-
substantial commodity body (the code) that (through compilation and duplicability) turns out 
be especially exchange-value-compatible, because an increment in the goods to be pro-
duced for market does not require a further programming production process, just a down-
load capability. This apparently total decoupling of use-value production from goods produc-
tion at first glance looks like a capitalistic “wet dream”: Make a one-time investment in the 
means of production and in live workers for the software programming production process; 
next, with a minimal investment in a duplication process, reproduce the use-value as much 
as desired and then realize an exchange-value in the market that far exceeds the cost of 
reproduction every time. In fact, this reproducibility of potential use-value can be interpreted 
as a new direction of movement within the dialectical relationship between use-value and 
exchange-value. However, it does not lead, as Lash asserts, to a dissolution or marginalisa-
tion of this relationship. Instead,—and this is something that can only be understood dialecti-
cally—the seeming triumph of exchange-value as dominant leads to its opposite: Precisely 
this is what brings the importance of live work and the use-value side of their products and 
appropriative processes into sharper relief. The debates during the Open Source movement, 
involving demands for publishing the source codes or criticism of software patenting, exactly 
refer to this dialectical movement. Or, as Schmiede points out: “informatisation” should not 
be understood as “a linear tendency but a contradictory in itself” (2006: 334). 

                                                
3 Software products for example always have a substantial and physical-material basis, not only because material 
resources are necessarily applied to produce or to use them. The central point I want to highlight here is that the 
notion of substantiality addresses the material and bodily quality that immanently resides in all objects and in-
struments of work and in all human work they derive from. The distinction between physical and intellectual work 
neglects that even working processes of highly abstract thinking are embedded in human corporeality and in its 
ability of coping with and acting in a material environment. Marx would be the last to ignore that immanent materi-
al aspect as he emphatically analysed how abstractification driven by economic dynamics of capitalism conceals 
this material foundation of the human species. 
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3. Labouring Capacity as an Analytical Framework for Digital Work 

3.1. On the Origins of a Dually Neglected Category 

Labouring capacity, as we will see can be conceptualized as the use-value side of labour, 
existent both, beyond paid labour and within. This qualitative core of human labour is dually 
neglected: First of all capitalism ineluctably disdains though uses and relies on this non-
commodity side of human work. Secondly, in critical theory labouring capacity is often over-
seen and dismissed as romantic ideas of a younger Marx who overcame this weakness in 
his more elaborated and analysis of the Capital. As debates in Marxism lack a tradition of 
theorising this dialectical counterpart of labour power, it seems necessary to begin the un-
folding of this concept by a clarification on its theoretical origins and semantic notions—an 
endeavour that unavoidably has to start with the terms work and labour. As mentioned 
above, Fuchs and Sevignani (2013, 239–49) already elaborated the distinction between both 
with special respect to the terms digital work vs. Digital labour, these debate here will just be 
briefly touched, and just to the extent that is necessary for understanding the argumentation 
to follow. 

In Marxism usually labour is defined as “the capacity to do useful work which adds value 
to commodities” (Bottomore et al. 1998, 265). Adolph Douai, a pioneer German-American 
Marxist sees labour as the “opposite of capital”, as “working force employed by capitalists 
and exploited by them”, and therefore as “the enemy of human dignity and self-development” 
while he defines work as “human activity for the purpose of useful production” (Douai 1887, 
1). Hannah Arendt defines labour as the never-ending necessity of producing consumable 
products, satisfying biological and physiological needs and fulfilling sustenance of life. In her 
view, not capitalism but the ‟industrial revolution has replaced all workmanship with labour, 
and the result has been that the things of the modern world have become labour products 
whose natural fate is to be consumed, instead of work products which are there to be used” 
(Arendt 1998, 124). Opposed to Marx’s view the use-value of goods here seems to be at-
tached to the realm of their origin, be it work (applying action resulting in work products to be 
used) or be it labour (fabricating labour products to be consumed). Similar to Arendt’s distinc-
tions, more current theories distinguish between work that is connected to art and creativity 
on one hand and mere production necessity on the other. In his book on gift, originally pub-
lished in the late 1970s and actually re-discovered in the web-inspired debate on commons 
and a sharing economy, Lewis Hyde (Hyde 2007) discusses the notions of labour and work, 
but in a slightly different way: While welding on an assembly line, washing dishes, computing 
taxes or walking rounds in a psychiatric clinic is considered to be work, writing a poem, rais-
ing a child, developing a new calculus or resolving neurosis, and even all forms of inventions 
are seen as labours (Hyde 2007, 63-64). The line of distinction drawn here is that “there are 
labours that do not pay because they, or the ends to which they are directed, require built-in 
constraints on profiteering, exploitation, and—more subtly—the application of comparative 
value with which the market is by nature at ease. There are two points here, one having to do 
with the nature of work, the other with the commitment of the worker” (Hyde 2007, 138).  

Although Arendt’s and Hyde’s definitions of work and labour do differ in perspective and 
wording, they share one central point: claiming there is a natural or deeper source of human 
working or labouring activity that somehow cannot be reached by market’s logic and is evi-
dent in its untouched purity only beyond mere necessity needs, that is creative and artful or 
deeply caring activity. Both views try to save the not-market driven core of human work from 
the consuming logic of markets, exploitation or industrially organized forms of work. This is 
explicitly (with Arendt) or implicitly (with Hyde) opposed to a—as will be shown in due 
course—misunderstanding of Marx’s theory of labour: To decipher contradictions in empiri-
cally real formations of capitalistic work, critical labour theory immanently needs a dialectical 
vis-à-vis to labour power even within capitalistic labour, not only as mere transcendental 
idea. 

As he lays out in his earlier work, Marx defines labour in the sense of general life activity 
and human productivity. For him labour is the “living, form-giving fire; it is the transitoriness of 
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things, their temporality, as their formation by living time” (Marx 1857, 333–400). Marx de-
scribes labour as man’s interaction with nature as a process through which both, nature and 
man are changed and changing, a process of adopting and expressing the species, the “pro-
duction of his active species-life” (Marx 1844, First Manuscript, Estranged Labour, XXIV) 
Opposed to that, work is the historically form of labour in capitalism, limited, distorted and 
deeply alienated. In the Grundrisse Marx uses the term of living labour capacity as a vis-à-vis 
to value and to labour (Marx 1857, 451–500)4 while in the first volume of the Capital we find 
the term of living labour-power (Marx 1887). 

Initially let me introduce one major contribution to my line of thought, which is the idea of a 
“political economy of labour power” the German social philosopher Oskar Negt and film pro-
ducer Alexander Kluge outline in their 1981 published three volumes titled Geschichte und 
Eigensinn. While their earlier book Öffentlichkeit und Erfahrung (Public Sphere and Experi-
ence) was translated in English in 1993 (Negt and Kluge 1993a), unfortunately their main 
work Geschichte und Eigensinn is not available in English. Jameson (1988) deserves the 
credit to have pointedly summarized the essentials of both works and thus opened it up to an 
international readership. As a German-American he also helps us to comprehend the notions 
of the authors’ central concepts which are not easily transferred into another language – 
starting with the “untranslatable word Eigensinn” and suggesting to render it with “self-will” 
(Jameson 1988, 158). Coping with the ideas of Negt and Kluge offers much more challenge 
than just that of an adequate translation. As Jameson highlights, the “originality” and ‟utopian 
effort” of both authors lies in producing a “discursive space of a new type”, addressing the 
necessity of creating a terminology, a kind of new ‟public language” that corresponds to 
‟forms and experiences” that do not yet exist (Jameson 1988, 157). This is especially true for 
the term that plays the main role in my line of argumentation here: the German word Ar-
beitsvermögen, to which Negt and Kluge are referring in the first volume of Geschichte und 
Eigensinn (1993b, 87–220), and which is translated in Public Sphere and Experience as liv-
ing labour power, while Jameson sticks mostly to the term labour capacity. 

One of the main issues of Negt’s and Kluge’s book is—as Miriam Hansen puts it in her 
forward—“whether and to what extent experience is dis/organized from ‘above’—by the ex-
clusionary standards of high culture or in the interest of property—or from ‘below,’ by the 
experiencing subjects themselves, on the basis of their context of living” (Negt and Kluge 
1993a, xxxi).  

Although each worker has “his own experiences”, the ‟horizon of these experiences” 
forms a unity of the “context of living” (Lebenszusammenhang): “This context embraces both 
the ladder of production of this worker's commodity and use-value characteristics (socializa-
tion, the psychic structure of the individual, school, the acquisition of professional knowledge, 
leisure, mass media) as well as an element inseparable from this, namely, his induction into 
the production process. It is via this unified context, which he ‘experiences’ publicly and pri-
vately, that he absorbs 'society as a whole', the totality of the context of mystification” (Negt 
and Kluge 1993a, 6). The use-value side addressed here is what my argumentation will point 
to. In a footnote the authors exemplify how relevant the sensual side of the context of living 
is, how the ‟sensual presence” of this totality Negt and Kluge define as the public sphere of 
production “is internalized by human beings” (1993a, 13). 

The mode for this internalisation process in the sense of Negt and Kluge is experience, 
both the result and the actor of this process is what they call “living labour power” and in 
German define as Arbeitsvermögen. Living labour power is formed by primary socialization in 
the family, and over the whole life course, it can “neither be generated nor sustained without 
detours, without a qualitative intensification of biographical stages of development” (Negt and 
Kluge 1993a, 21, original emphasis). 

One central claim of the authors is that experience and living labour power is genuinely 
qualitative—although applied to and developed by experiencing objective structures and 
their—more or less—material representations. Experiences can “become commodities”, they 

                                                
4 The two major English translations of the Grundrisse by Penguin (Marx 1993, 161) and the MECW cited above 
both use the term of living labour capacity. 
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can be “reduced to a common denominator”, they can be generalized – but they still “are 
produced as qualitative moments” and “lack[ ] the commensurability of commodity relations” 
(Negt and Kluge 1993a, 44, original emphasis). While the dialectical relationship between 
labour power and living labour shines through here, a footnote guides us deeper into the core 
of the authors argumentation: Therefore, “[…] labour power is, on the one hand, merely an 
object as the object of relations of production, while, on the other, it is simultaneously a sub-
ject in that it is living labour. Its subject quality becomes an object by way of its being sub-
sumed beneath the power relations of the bourgeois public sphere” (Negt and Kluge 1993a, 
59, original emphasis). 

Negt and Kluge focus on how societal change is thinkable given the alienated and alienat-
ing totality of capitalistic society. Although their argumentation following that direction is as 
actual as ever especially in our so called networked society, my main concern aims more to 
the empirical phenomenon of how living labour and labour power inevitably intertwine at the 
work site and what contradictions derive from that. Negt and Kluge offer some inspirations 
here that need to be elaborated in due course. For example as they stress how “labour pow-
er found within an individual” in advanced capitalist industries is “simultaneously mobilized 
and disqualified” (Negt and Kluge 1993a, 170, original emphasis), how there would be no 
use “for individuals whose behaviour is reduced to mere reactions”, and how therefore capi-
talism “cannot avoid dirtying its hands with human beings”. As Negt and Kluge consider this 
to be an immanently vulnerable point of capitalism and a source of its ‟extreme instability” 
(1993a, 185–86), I want to follow that path and explore how this dialectical drama between 
labour power and living labour capacity could be analytically framed, and—on that concep-
tional basis—be studied empirically. 

For Negt and Kluge workers will have to gain consciousness about the use-value side of 
their labour power “which like every use-value is submerged without a trace in the quantita-
tive exchange categories of capitalism. The specific nature of this kind of commodity has 
consisted in the fact that beneath the cloak of things lay a relation between human beings, 
that beneath the quantifying crust there was a qualitative, living core” (Negt and Kluge 
1993a, 255–56). From my social scientist’s point, an admittedly humble contribution is to lay 
bare this qualitative side, to excavate this living core in real world working environments. 
What Negt and Kluge claim to be a coming to mind the worker has to reach, could qualify as 
a guideline too for empirical research in sociology of work: to “recognize the machinery [the 
worker] encounters as what it is in reality, namely, objectified dead labour” and to “be able to 
perceive the contradiction between labour power as a commodity and […] living labour (Negt 
and Kluge 1993a, 256). 

In a similar approach to Negt and Kluge, other authors also pay attention towards the 
qualitative side of labour, referring to Marx earlier works, and, again, have to tackle finding 
the right expressions. Gulli (2006) directly addresses potentially arising complications by his 
synonymous usage of living labour and labour, but thus clarifies: “It must then be said imme-
diately that the word ‘living’, which apparently qualifies ‘labour,’ is such a qualifier only from a 
grammatical, not an ontological, point of view. ‘Living,’ in the expression of ‘living labour,’ 
does not address the ‘how’ or 'which' of labour, but it is the most essential constituent of its 
‘what,’ of its substance.” Accordingly Gulli (2006, 1–2) asks: “In fact, how could labour be ‘not 
living’?” Gulli also works with further synonyms like “capacity to work” or “capacity to labour” 
(e.g. 2006, 96 and 130). For Negri (1991, 68) terms like “capacity to work” are too “undiffer-
entiated” as for him the worker’s “capacity for labour” is a “creative force” that, although “sub-
sumed by capital under the appearance of an equal exchange relation” (Negri 1991, 79), 
stays a “subjective power (potenza)” (Negri 1991, 70). The elaborations of both Gulli and 
Negri try to grasp the dialectical relation between the exchange-value and the use-value side 
of human labour also in terms of subjectivity and objectivity: Negri discovers with Marx a “dia-
lectical development of an exceptional intensity” and argues against a mere natural or hu-
manist misunderstanding that reduces use-value to a “residue or an appendage of capitalist 
development” (Negri 1991, 70). In contradiction to that Negri claims that the power of living 
labour, the potenza is irreducible (1991, 133), and Gulli emphasizes the interwoven contra-
diction in pointing out that this subjectivity is “in itself an objective capacity” (2006, 17). 
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Beyond the differences in language—starting with the problem that German uses Arbeit 
for both labour and work—the discussion reveals major problems in finding appropriate 
terms: Negt and Kluge stressed the fact, that a quality is addressed that points towards a 
societal sphere that per se could not be of existence in capitalism. Gulli and Negri are coping 
with the verbal limitations one experience in the attempt of describing deeply dialectical rela-
tions. All said authors elaborate on the heritage of Karl Marx who thankfully initiates all those 
thoughts in his earlier writings thus stubbornly refuses to clearly distinguish between both 
sides of human labour throughout his oeuvre. Only in Grundrisse Marx explicitly uses the 
term labouring capacity, describing it as “a resource in the bodiliness of the worker” that 
“contained in his mere vitality”, the “possibility of value-positing activity”, and a “creative pow-
er” surrendered to capital by the worker (Marx 1857, 322–23). And still, while the Grundrisse 
since their introduction by Marcuse again and again have been considered a key to “an un-
derstanding of Capital and of Marx’s theoretical project as a whole” (Musto 20080, i) the term 
of labouring capacity seems to be widely neglected in current theoretical debates. Maybe 
that has to do with the as often found as often opposed diagnosis that Marx in his earlier writ-
ings “drew on a romantic tradition” (Lash 1984, 28). Romantic or not, Lash elaborates as-
pects of the Marx concept of labouring capacity that have not been as clearly stated by all 
other hitherto cited authors: According to Lash, Marx speaks “of a series of species capaci-
ties or powers which correspond to human needs. He did not, as did rationalists and the ma-
ture Hegel, privilege the cognitive capacity; nor did he, like Kant, privilege the moral capacity. 
But he spoke, as well, of aesthetic, sexual, and labouring capacities, and a capacity of inter-
personal relations. The labouring-capacity became labour-power in his later work. But alt-
hough labour power is a force of production—and hence is attributed theoretical primacy—no 
doctrinal primacy of the labouring capacity is, therefore, entailed” (Lash 1984, 28–29). 
Lefebvre cautions against an over- else underestimation of Marx’s early writings as these 
would “contain great riches, but riches still confused, riches half mined and scarcely exploit-
ed” (Lefebvre 1991, 80). By revitalising the notion of labouring capacity, Negt and Kluge be-
gan just that, in spelling out labouring capacity as an analytical term apt for empirical re-
search of today’s digital work, the next chapter follows that path.  

Even Engels was more than concerned with the challenge of translating Marx’s work ap-
propriately. His earnest worriedness is expressed in a short text titled “How not to Translate 
Marx”. Unfortunately the English translation (Engels 1885) of this text is extremely shortened 
and lacks all the clarifying examples Engels quotes, scornfully roasting one Mr. Broadhouse 
who—in Engels’ eyes—epically failed in translating Marx: “Marx is one of the most vigorous 
and concise writers of the age. To render him adequately, a man must be a master, not only 
of German, but of English too. […] Powerful German requires powerful English to render it; 
the best resources of the language have to be drawn upon; new-coined German terms re-
quire the coining of corresponding new terms in English” (Engels 1885). The German original 
text (Engels 1975, 229–237) also refers to one central question that touches the category 
that is essential for my argumentation here: living labour or living labour capacity. As one 
major example for a twist from German sense to English nonsense (“Verdrehung von deut-
schem Sinn in englischen Unsinn”), Engels talks about the dual character of work, unques-
tionably one of Marx’s most excellent discoveries. While German knows one word (Arbeit), 
English distinguishes between work and labour, and Engels clearly opts to use this distinc-
tion consequently: work as specific producer (“Erzeugerin von Gebrauchswert”) of use-value 
versus labour as general producer of value (“Erzeugerin von Wert”; concrete work vs. ab-
stract labour; technical work versus economic labour. As my intention is just to reveal the 
importance of the use-value side of work within alienated labour, on first glance it seems 
more than evident that, in following Engels’ advise, I should stick to the notion of working 
capacity. But there are at least two aspects that persuade me to use labouring capacity in-
stead: First of all, working capacity is an established technical term in physics, and there is 
no need to further interdisciplinary misunderstandings without good reasons. Second of all 
and of much more importance, the English version of Marx’s earlier works—especially the 
Grundrisse—do use labouring capacity or living labour capacity, and Marcuse’s introduction 
to said Marx’s early works (Marcuse 1973) explicitly discusses labour (not work) beyond its 
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economic reductions. Following this traditional path, labouring capacity stays my term of 
choice. The reason for that is not to fall for a Hegelian trap, that could misleadingly interpret 
labouring capacity for work as such, meaning as work in its ontological and anthropological 
quality. Labouring capacity as we will see later, on one side is deeply connected to that un-
derlying genuine human capability, but its phenomenon labouring capacity appears in a his-
torically concrete form, derived from as evenly historically forms of the division of labour. 
What will be conceptualized in this paper and what will be made empirically evident therefore 
is the qualitative, use-value side of labour, the manifestation/appearance of work not its be-
ing/essence. 

3.2. The Dialectical Drama and its Stage Setting: Three Levels for Analysing Digital 
Work 

If sociological analysis is to stop summoning up the ever-recurring and long-known or to get 
off the roller coaster of technology euphoria and disappointment, it is necessary to clear up 
analytically which qualitative changes accompany the digitisation of work. Sketching such an 
analytical concept starts out quite trivially with the question of what digitisation impacts, to 
which the answer at first sounds equally trivial: the societal organisation of work, on the one 
hand, and, on the other, the subject doing the work. 

Like every other commodity, human labour, as soon as it appears as a commodity, also 
turns out to be “a very queer thing, abounding in metaphysical subtleties and theological ni-
ceties” (Marx 1887, 81–94). For, even as labouring capacity is made feasible initially by la-
bour power’s commodification, it also mutates under its influence into “something transcend-
ent” (Marx 1887, 81–94); translated from the German version, the meaning is closer to “a 
sensual transcendental thing”. Just as the dialectical pairing of use-value and exchange-
value forms the dualistic character of goods, labouring capacity and labour power are the 
dialectical expressions of the dualistic character of the subjects that offer their labour power 
in the marketplace. This dialectical juxtaposition of labouring capacity and labour power con-
nects it to the “political economy of labour power” (Negt and Kluge 1993b, 87–220): Namely, 
through the contrast of subjective production of labour power on the one hand and its objecti-
fication as a function of the wage labour process on the other. 

The dialectical bundle of labour power and labouring capacity within the subject can only 
be severed analytically, not empirically. Empirical capture of both sides will therefore always 
run up against boundary areas, grey zones and shoals. Capturing as precisely as possible 
both the dialectical motion of the two toward each other as well as labouring capacity and 
labour power individually requires two things: an analytically exact distinction between the 
concepts and their collective investigation empirically. One-sided focus on labour power ne-
gates the qualitative aspects of human labour that it conceals. Single-minded focus on the 
labour capacity category distorts the view of the aspects compatible with exchange-value. A 
critical perspective will only emerge from looking at both of them together as well as at the 
dialectical relationship between them. 

Labouring capacity is at once process and product. As the latter, it has invariably as-
sumed form in the subject as well as outside it, and in this sense it has assumed material 
form. To the labouring capacity belong all qualities that systematically elude an objectifica-
tion, while the capacity and potential, which can be objectified and formalised and hence 
prove to be amenable, at least potentially, to a power or control grasp of capitalistic exploita-
tion, can be assigned to labour power after the successful transformation—but then and only 
then. Only when the dividing line is laid alongside objectiviability and formalisability does 
what is genuinely autonomous in labouring capacity remain visible. This is not about the dis-
tinction between what was already formalised and objectified and what is yet to go through 
this process—for example, as a result of future digitisation phases. 

Labouring capacity and labour power are two fundamental aspects, each undergoing his-
torically conditioned change and each behaving in a dialectical relationship to each other that 
can only be separated clearly into quantitative and qualitative components analytically. Ana-
lytical separation and empirical focus of this dialectical process are what first makes it possi-
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ble to expose the contradictions that run through society and the individual subject respec-
tively. Out of the inherent qualitative increment of labouring capacity with respect to labour 
power and, conversely, the quantitative, formalising dominance of labour power with respect 
to labouring capacity emerges a dialectical movement that is characteristic of a capitalistical-
ly constituted society. As a result, labour power is always the abstraction of labouring capaci-
ty, which, however, always eludes complete abstraction. But both are in motion: The formal-
isability and abstractability—that is, the imprinting potential of the process that transforms 
labouring capacity into labour power—grow in line with the development of productive forces, 
while simultaneously labouring capacity differentiates itself qualitatively, spreads, partially 
dies off, but permanently renews on a new level. 

Hence, on the subject level labouring capacity and labour power in their inherent dialecti-
cal entanglement are determined to be the key levels for the analysis of digital work. An in-
dispensable precondition for empirical analysis on the subject level is the—for the subject, 
palpable—form determination in which its labour power and its labouring capacity find appli-
cation, in which qualitative capacity forms and expends itself on the one hand, and, on the 
other, is quantitatively appropriated, transformed and economised; in short, the relevant for-
mation of the social organisation of labour or the organisation of labour in its broadest sense. 
This is not just the stage on which the permanent “dialectical drama” (Lefebvre 1991, 169) 
between labouring capacity and labour power plays out in the subject, but, at the same time, 
it also forms the structural framework within which social relationships and their interaction 
with artefacts represent themselves. 

The organisation of work to which the subject is tied is the slice of world most likely to be 
definable and nameable by the subject for appropriation during the work process and within 
which the specific structural conditions of permanent labour capacity are formed and partly 
transformed into labour power. Labour power's transformation, use and exploitation, just like 
the formation, expenditure and sedimentation of labouring capacity, cannot be conceived of 
independently of the stage setting that surrounds them and, so to speak, of the stage equip-
ment to be utilised. The analysis of what is happening on the stage itself, narrowly focused 
on the protagonists labour power and labouring capacity, remains incomplete, unless the 
preformation parameters surrounding them—which they are ultimately also responsible for 
staging, i.e. for designing—are included in the analytical view. The subject-oriented analysis 
of informatised work thus includes in an integrative manner the organisation of work as a 
third level of analysis, in addition to the dual consideration of the labouring capacity and la-
bour power dialectical pair. While the categories of labour power and labour organisation are, 
so to speak, a proven stock in trade of labour sociological analysis, rediscovery of labouring 
capacity as a vital and viable category of contemporary labour sociological analysis calls for 
a deeper look. 

When labour power is interpreted as the subject's commoditised side, then structurally the 
subject alone cannot form its dialectical pole, which must move instead on the same level as 
its dialectical counterpart and therefore is situated in the labouring capacity. If we interpret 
the phenomena that are commonly taken as a subjectification of work, even as a result of a 
specific, historically achieved degree of complexity of the productive forces, which in turn 
yields an increased requirement for appropriation by the working subjects, then this signifies 
qualitatively a new need for a strengthened expenditure and exploitation but also the new 
formation of labour capacity. Particularly with digital work, which, to a special degree, re-
quires the appropriation of a conglomeration of substantial, abstract and socially objectified, 
highly-complex work, labouring capacity therefore moves into the gravitational centre of the 
analysis as the qualitative, use-value side expression of human labour and as appropriation 
to have assumed form in the subject. Labouring capacity as appropriation that has assumed 
form is only observable in the context of the appropriation concept itself. Appropriation is 
always appropriation of world and thus not only of substantial-material (or also immaterial) 
objects and instruments of labour, but of an ensemble of social relationships, i.e., also affilia-
tions, organisational forms, communication behaviours, etc. The qualitative and social es-
sence of work is displayed in labouring capacity; in contrast, labour power is always already 
an abstraction from this process. Labouring capacity encompasses all the capabilities that 
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are needed for the confrontation with world—i.e. for appropriation processes in the broadest 
sense—and that renew, convert, and transform in its course: The comprehensive forming 
and application of the senses, living working knowledge with its objectifiable (but not yet ob-
jectified) and non-objectifiable shares of experiential knowledge and, finally, capabilities of 
the situational concretising application of theoretically-grounded knowledge or of theoretical-
ly-grounded procedures and methods. 

The more complex the world that is to be appropriated, i.e. the more dead, objectified la-
bour, the more complexity of social affiliations and relationships are in it, the more expendi-
ture and formation of labouring capacity is required in the appropriation process. But capital 
needs this qualitative aspect of living labour all the more: Human labour as producer of in-
cremental value foremost had and has a quantitative meaning; the meaning of human labour 
as precondition for appropriation of highly developed productive forces is, and increasingly 
becomes, a qualitative one. That the organic composition of capital leads to a relative in-
crease in dead labour not only has quantitative economic consequences, but also subject-
related and socially qualitative ones: It yields an increasing necessity of appropriative activi-
ties (i.e. expenditure/formation of labouring capacity) for mastery in dealing with more com-
plex, accumulated dead labour, because an increment in accumulated, objectified labour no 
longer is just an increment of machinery, but even more an increment in complexity and ab-
straction levels—a process to which digitisation has made and will continue to make a deci-
sive contribution.  

 “A machine which does not serve the purposes of labour, is useless. In addition, it falls a 
prey to the destructive influence of natural forces. Iron rusts and wood rots. Yarn with which 
we neither weave nor knit, is cotton wasted” (Marx 1887, 187–96). And, we should add, digit-
ised knowledge that is not utilised in real time obsolesces. The objects that Marx enumerated 
can be replaced without difficulty by more current, increasingly more relevant—hence in part 
also less substantial-materially represented—means of production. Software that is not up-
dated loses compatibility or capability for running on suitable hardware but the rest of the 
quote points to the undisputed relevance of the core point to be made: “Living labour must 
seize upon these things and rouse them from their death-sleep, change them from mere 
possible use-values into real and effective ones. Bathed in the fire of labour, appropriated as 
part and parcel of labour’s organism, and, as it were, made alive for the performance of their 
functions in the process, they are in truth consumed, but consumed with a purpose, as ele-
mentary constituents of new use-values, of new products, ever ready as means of subsist-
ence for individual consumption, or as means of production for some new labour-process” 
(Marx 1887, 187–96). The artefacts, i.e. the means of production and products, may have 
changed their outward forms in the course of digitisation, but the function of living labour in 
calling them into existence has lost none of its relevance—quite the contrary. 

3.3. Corporeality and Substantiality in the Era of Digitisation 

From the concept of labouring capacity developed up to this point inevitably emerge the phe-
nomenal levels that concretise this concept, for labouring capacity always forms and ex-
pends itself in relation to an object of labour as well as in handling certain labour means; and 
is not, after all, a specific form of labour action and of the utilised and the emerging, living 
labour knowledge nothing more than the outward form of that which was designated as the 
formation and expenditure of labouring capacity? Labour object, labour means and labour 
action—here, in their deliberately chosen relation to the analysis level of labouring capacity, 
in each case with special emphasis on their respective qualitative use-value sided aspects— 
therefore also form the necessary triad on the empirical phenomenal level of informatised 
work. 

The understanding posited here of labour object and labour means and the specific inter-
pretation of labour action aims at their respective qualitative, use-value sided aspects as 
seen from the perspective of labour capacity referred to at the start. With that, they are as-
sumed generally to have substantiality or corporeality, even when labour object and labour 
means do not in reality present themselves as substantial-material and when labour action 
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cannot be grasped corporeally in the traditional sense of physical-manual work. After all, the 
division into mental and physical work is not just real, from a categorical point of view the 
expression of the dominance of exchange-value over the use-value side of human labour is 
concealed by labouring capacity. The analytical separation of labour object and labour 
means also draws on Marx: “An instrument of labour is a thing, or a complex of things, which 
the labourer interposes between himself and the subject of his labour, and which serves as 
the conductor of his activity. He makes use of the mechanical, physical, and chemical prop-
erties of some substances in order to make other substances subservient to his aims. Leav-
ing out of consideration such ready-made means of subsistence as fruits, in gathering which 
a man’s own limbs serve as the instruments of his labour, the first thing of which the labourer 
possesses himself is not the subject of labour but its instrument” (Marx 1887, 187–96). 

If we imagine electronic and information technological characteristics added to the me-
chanical, physical and chemical characteristics referred to in the quote from Marx, it not only 
highlights the unbroken relevance of this distinction. It also becomes clear in what follows 
why we can tie to the Marxian distinction between the instruments of labour and the actual 
object of labour and why a clear analytical division between instruments of labour and object 
of labour achieves heightened significance, particularly with an increasing degree of digitisa-
tion. 

A concept of object that clings to sensory experience, and thus, in the final analysis, to a 
somehow generated material substantiality, seems—particularly in the context of the current 
discourses on digital work—at first glance to be obsolete. However, the actual labour object 
as empirical phenomenal level of labouring capacity possesses neither compellingly material-
substantial characteristics nor is it entirely free of them. Although both have a material-
substantial core (see above), empirically we find material-objectified labour (physical-material 
products of all kinds) as well as immaterial-objectified labour (e.g. ideas, inventions, soft-
ware, program code). The actual object that digital labour relates to can for one have product 
traits in the sense of material- or immaterial-objectified labour. However, it can also relate to 
the same degree to processes of labour objectification, which, in turn, can once again have a 
material (production processes, installation procedures, etc.) or immaterial (e.g. high-level 
project management) character. Ultimately, the actual object of labour can also consist of 
processes that relate to corporeal subjects (e.g. a hairdresser‘s customer) or non-corporeal 
subjects (e.g. in B2B services), and immaterial processes can certainly exhibit a social objec-
tified character. 

Digitisation can have the most varied effects on the actual object of labour—or none 
whatsoever. To determine this with exactitude is always the task of the analytically sharp 
empirical eye. Thus, the labour object can be displaced by digitisation, or the degree of being 
able to experience it with the senses can change. Usually a reduced ability to experience can 
be verified though the additional digitisation levels; however, particularly in the development 
of future technologies, expansions of experience are conceivable. The actual object of labour 
is empirically not immediately obvious and is not susceptible to being derived causally from a 
particular form of activity or a formal labouring task. For one thing, it is constructed subjec-
tively and sensorial re-contextualised, but in so doing does not arbitrarily abstract from the 
“substantiality” of the work object, however it may present itself. It can be product related 
objectified labour as easily as a process of objectification. In the abstract, it is materialised 
and objectified, but concretely it can also prove to be immaterial.  

Any distinction between industrial and digital capitalism that refers only to the material or 
to the non-material resources that seem to be the foundation of value generation as soon as 
human labour is applied comes in short handed. Immaterial work objects, be it software code 
or a concept for change-management, often conceal their material and substantial core, e.g. 
a specific use in “real life” that this software code will make possible for a specific group of 
users, or the implementation of team work for a specific group of workers in a given factory. 
On the contrary, there is no and never has been any material work object that derives only 
from physical work and material resources and lacks any mental planning or intellectual 
foundations or could not be used or be the bases for immaterial purposes. The core differ-
ence between industrial and digital capitalism much more lies in the questions that have to 
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be asked: With new forms of digital production and consumption, with the increasing im-
portance of digitalised objects and instruments of work, and with the decline—at least in 
some national economies—of physical and industrial labour, with all these phenomena we 
see and explore empirically: Do we find new modes of exploitation? Do we find realms newly 
or further occupied by economic logic? And, are there new contradictions arising, even of a 
new quality? Given we answer these questions of and on with a resolutely or at least hesitant 
Yes, we have some evidence to call capitalism digital. As capitalism, and all other thinkable 
forms of economic systems that is, will never be digital in whole, but will always have to in-
clude agricultural and industrial spheres of production and consumption, critical social sci-
ences also have to search for new or strengthening contradictions between these three 
spheres, and also have to explore how digitalisation is infused to and by that changes the 
modes of agrarian and industrial production. The concept of labouring capacity is meant to 
support the analysis of the ambivalent and heterogeneous varieties of phenomena we ob-
serve at today’s work place. As the analytical dimensions of instruments and objects of work 
could not be fully understood without digging into the substantial core of human labour, em-
pirically observable as work action, the next chapter follows that direction. 

3.4. The Missing Link: Subjectifying Work Action 

In whatever manner the instruments and objects of labour concretise themself, they most 
likely be empirically determined if we follow their targeted direction, i.e. with reference to the 
labour action directed toward them. Marx’s concept of sensuality (Marx 1844, 326–348) is 
linked in a very specific, intentional way with the human senses and their practical applica-
tion, because, according to Marx, only “with all his senses” does the human affirm itself in the 
objective world (Marx 1844, 293–306) and “eye and ear” are the “organs which take man 
away from his individuality and make him the mirror and echo of the universe [...]” (Marx 
1842, 132–181). The human senses and their practical application in sensory activity, ac-
cording to Marx, perform a specific function in appropriating the world, and therefore it seems 
especially obvious on the phenomenal level of labour action to choose a concept that not 
only sheds light on the use-value aspect of labour action but also pays special attention to 
the senses: the concept of subjectifying work action (Böhle 1994, 209). Skills of this kind 
have been receiving neither practical nor systematic consideration and are regarded as tacit 
skills in most cases. The negation reaches further and hints to one important dilemma: “Alt-
hough the criteria identified with the model of skilled work stress responsibility, individual 
initiative and creativity, they largely eliminate subjective factors such as emotions, sensations 
or impressions derived from personal experience. These may have significance for individual 
motivation and subjective satisfaction, but for the ‘correct’ dealing with technical working ma-
terial and an efficient, goal-oriented mastering of working demands they are perceived as 
disruptive and the cause of errors” (Böhle 1994, 209). 

In German industrial sociology since the Eighties the concept of subjectifying work action 
has been trying to define categories that describe and study empirically this overseen quali-
ties of human labour, qualities of experiential, tacit and informal skills that are so difficult to 
define. One of the first studies conducted on basis of said concept revealed that skills and 
qualifications based on empirical knowledge and individual capabilities, such as a feeling for 
machines and materials, continue to play an important part in a digitized work environment, 
empirically shown first by work with computer-controlled machines (Böhle and Milkau 1988).  

This proves to be particularly compatible with the empirical capture of labouring capacity 
because, like it, it persists in an idiosyncratic, non-formalisable moment. In this acknowledg-
ment of resistance is revealed, besides the strong emphasis on sensory activity, an addition-
al chance to bridge the empirical concepts of subjectifying work action and the analytical 
concept of labouring capacity. It emerges clearly why subjectifying work action can be inter-
preted as a phenomenal level of labour capacity—and, correspondingly, objectifying work 
action as a phenomenal level of the labour power analysis level. Thus, there already exists in 
the subject-oriented sociology of labour a conceptually and empirically oft-validated concept 
that can be adapted for analysing the empirical phenomena of labouring capacity. 



 Sabine Pfeiffer 

CC: Creative Commons License, 2014. 
 

614 

The concept understands experience neither as basically inferior to theoretical, scientifi-
cally grounded knowledge, nor sees it as a quality to be completely replaced by the latter. 
Subjectifying work action is of great significance as an autonomous form of action and 
knowledge both for planning and practical action as well as for creative, innovative processes 
that form the basis for coping with unforeseen circumstances (Pfeiffer 1999). But an under-
standing of experience in this sense merely as a set of experiences, which have been ac-
quired, is not sufficient. The perspective of having experiences also refers to a given moment 
and situation and to specific action methods used to tackle concrete situations. The concept 
includes four dimensions of human work action (Böhle 1994, 209): sensorial perception, 
thought, action and relationship. 

All four dimensions do appear as objectifying and as subjectifying. Both modes have dif-
ferent qualities, and they are entangled in each other in every work-related action. They meet 
the criteria that are considered to be a relationship of dialectical quality: objectifying and sub-
jectifying modes of action are internally contrary to each other on all four dimensions, thus 
they are deeply intertwined. Therefore the objectifying dimension covers what we usually 
associate with work in terms of exact and objective perception, logical thinking, rational and 
sequential procedures, all combined with an unemotional matter-of-fact relationship with the 
environment. Subjectifying work-related action, by contrast, is a simultaneous and complex 
sensory perception that takes place via all senses and body movements and is not detached 
from subjective feeling. It goes beyond an orientation to precise and clear-cut features to-
wards handling more diffuse and stratified sources of information. While a distinction be-
tween these four aspects is possible in theory, in the reality of work-related action they are 
not separable. Analytically the subjectifying dimensions can be described and thus empirical-
ly collected as: 
 
• Physical and sensorial perception;  
• Associative and intuitive thought;  
• Intuitive and dialogical action; 
• And an empathetic relationship towards one’s environment (persons, tools, and technical 

systems) or: the objects and means of work (Böhle and Milkau 1988, 239–40). 
 
In the most recent sociological discussions this layer of working action is considered to play 
an increasing role in all kind of high-tech production. As automation and digitisation produce 
a growth of complexity and insofar further uncertainties and imponderables employees have 
to cope with in their everyday working life (Böhle 2011). These phenomena, not to be deter-
mined precisely, call for skills, abilities and a kind of knowledge, which can at least partially 
be characterized as experiential or subjectifying. Subjective experiences and feelings – such 
as intuitive action, sensory perception, associative, and intuitive thought, forming an interac-
tive context—are acknowledged as an important basis for mastering complex high technolo-
gy. While first studies focused on the quality of subjectifying work action in material work 
sites like production in manufacturing or the automotive and chemical industry, more recent 
research reveal the occurrence and importance of subjectifying work action within more digit-
ized and so called immaterial work environments, e.g. in service work (Böhle 2013), in virtual 
forms of information-broking (Pfeiffer 1999), innovation work (Pfeiffer et al. 2010a), or as-
sembly work in highly computerised Toyota Productions Systems (Pfeiffer et al. 2010b). The 
design of work processes and organisation, the construction of machines and their control 
units, the usability of interfaces and even concepts for qualification and models of learning 
mostly focus on the objectifying modes of work action. Although subjectifying work action 
qualities are widely “ignored and neglected” (Pfeiffer 1999), it is “not denied that experiential 
knowledge has practical uses. However, in the objectifying model, experiential knowledge is 
viewed as something that basically can be improved, enlarged and ultimately replaced by 
scientifically grounded knowledge. Thus experiential knowledge is seen only as a preliminary 
step for theoretical, scientifically grounded knowledge. In this context experiential knowledge 
is equated with ‘everyday knowledge’ or ‘rules of thumb’” (Böhle 1994, 209). The table below 
combines all aspects and dimensions of labouring capacity, giving a comprised overview. 
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Digitalisation takes effect on… 
 

Societal division of labour Working subject  
Exchange-value side Use-value side  

Organisation of work Labour power Labouring capacity Analytical  
dimensions 

Object of work / instruments of work  – (immaterial) materiality 
Empirical 

dimensions 
Work action – (non physical) corporeality 

• Company organisation 
• Internal and inter-firm 

cooperation 
• Local / global 
• Value chain formations 
• Production systems 
• Re-engineering 
… 

• Formal qualifications 
• Performance/control 
• Employment 
• Subsumption 
• Objectifying work action 
•  … 

• Experiential skills  
• Individual modes of 

action 
• Capabilities and experi-

ence 
• Autonomy 
• Subjectifying work action 
• Sediment of biographical 

experiences 
• Non-objectifiable genu-

ine living knowledge 
• … 

 
     Empirical  
 manifestations 

 Formalised, objectified 
 scientific-based knowledge 

Objectifiable parts of living 
knowledge 

Transformative 
dynamics within 

the subject 

Table 1: Analytical concept of labouring capacity 
 

4. Conclusion: Labouring Capacity in Digital Times 
Humans develop labouring capacity constantly through their life course, applying subjectify-
ing action to all environments they encounter and embracing all dimensions of reality in their 
every-day life within and beyond what we today call the work place. Hence, labouring capaci-
ty is not only historically concrete but always more than a unique situation, a single task or a 
specific job demands to adopt. This fact and the embodied and immanent qualitative nature 
of labouring capacity makes it a potentially interminable well for creativity, out of the ordinary 
solutions, and ad hoc improvisation—a truly genuine potential of our species-being, not at all 
reserved for the so-called creative class (Florida 2012). Labouring capacity could be seen as 
a human potential that capitalism relies on without understanding it, exploits it without being 
able to quantify, and neglects even when economic logic thrives to unfold it (Pfeiffer 2014). 

The specific nature of subjectifying abilities, and the deeply embodied thus dynamically 
adopting core of labouring capacity make this ability not only resistant to automation but also 
specifically relevant for coping with complexities that arise with every new level of automa-
tion. We see these developments not only in environments of material production (Böhle 
1994 and 2011; Pfeiffer et al. 2010b), but also in mere digital forms of automation (Pfeiffer 
1999). Recently we see an arising debate on what I would call automation 4.0, discussing 
new ICT usage scenarios and their potential for changing work, economy and society for the 
better or the worse. Intelligent algorithms combined with embedded systems, cloud availabil-
ity and Big Data challenge our perspective on the human-machine interaction and the ques-
tion whether we face a new division of labour (Levy and Murnane 2005) beyond today’s state 
of the art computation (Brynjolfsson and Hitt 2000; Brynjolfsson and McAfee 2014). From the 
perspective of labouring capacity there is no doubt that new forms of human-machine inter-
action will arise in the years to come; there will be new levels and a not known before quality 
of digital automation. But we will see new phenomena of the good old productivity paradox 
(Brynjolfsson 1993; Aral et al. 2012). And, we will also see accordingly developed labouring 
capacity, necessarily applied and expressed in this highly complex environment of more and 
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more layers of digitally objectified labour. Labouring capacity is so much an indispensable 
quality the more realms of everyday life are object to economical abstractification. Hence in 
the light of future developments of automation 4.0 labouring capacity more than ever will 
prove its analytical worth for critical analysis of digital capitalism. 

When labouring capacity is taken to the utmost and the potential of this capacity is always 
more than is ever demanded of the individual in a particular stage of life and historical set-
ting, the change of perspective toward what Negt and Kluge call the abandoned and margin-
al that is not yet filled up with analytical work alone is a critique (Negt and Kluge 1993b, 93). 
Lefebvre argues congenially:  
 

Everyday life, in a sense residual, defined by ‘what is left over’ after all distinct, superior, 
specialized, structured activities have been singled out by analysis, must be defined as a 
totality. Considered in their specialization and their technicality, superior activities leave a 
‘technical vacuum’ between one another, which is filled up by everyday life. Everyday life 
is profoundly related to all activities, and encompasses them with all their differences and 
their conflicts; it is their meeting place, their bond, their common ground. And it is in eve-
ryday life that the sum total of relations which make the human—and every human be-
ing—a whole takes its shape and its form. In it are expressed and fulfilled those relations 
which bring into play the totality of the real, albeit in a certain manner which is always par-
tial and incomplete: friendship, comradeship, love, the need to communicate, play, etc. 
The substance of everyday life—‘human raw material’ in its simplicity and richness—
pierces through all alienation and establishes ‘disalienation’. If we take the words ‘human 
nature’ dialectically and in their full meaning, we may say that the critique of everyday life 
studies human nature in its concreteness (Lefebvre 1991, 97).  

 
While Lefebvre here aims at everyday life beyond capitalistic labour but nonetheless deter-
mined by its societal texture (e.g. leisure time, city life), Negt and Kluge (1993) in Geschichte 
und Eigensinn plead for an analytical acknowledgement of the non-commoditised qualities 
within capitalistic labour. While labouring capacity can be understood as the theoretical di-
mension to analytically embrace these dialectically contrary qualities, subjectifying work ac-
tion serves as the appropriate concept to grasp its phenomenon empirically. 

In attempting to develop labouring capacity as dialectical counterpart to labour power in-
herent in the subject as a key analytical level for digitised work, I hope to have contributed 
something to the critical perspective on digitized work. Beyond this, labouring capacity, 
through the empirical phenomenal levels introduced, is an empirically recordable and opera-
tionable category which, through its conceptually designed look at the living and not fully 
subsumable ‘other,’ opens sociological analysis up again to an emancipation-oriented per-
spective geared toward manoeuvring autonomy. In the more general version of labouring 
capacity developed here, which does not limit its emergence to a specific social sphere be-
yond paid labour, it should become feasible simultaneously to dock the concept of labouring 
capacity as a current, operationable category for research within and outside paid labour. 
Even if the analytical concept presented here is deliberately limited to the labour sociological 
perspective and hence to the capture of (digitised) labour, the labour capacity category 
could, through the use-value oriented empirical phenomenal level, prove itself in application 
both to the employment as well as the private sphere—but even more so in the grey area of 
various boundary-dissolving processes shifting back and forth between these poles. There is 
no one labouring capacity, there is instead an infinite number of manifestations of labouring 
capacity. From the labour sociological viewpoint, labouring capacity appears as the category 
that makes the state and evolution of work quantitatively capturable. The (re)discovery of 
labouring capacity therefore readily suggests itself as an operationable and hence useful 
analytical category for social research, particularly in an era when work is undergoing dy-
namic qualitative change by digitisation.  
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