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In 1845, Karl Marx (1845, 571) formulated the 11th Feuerbach Thesis: “The philosophers
have only interpreted the world in various ways; the point is to change it.” Today, interpreting
the world has become an important form of labour that is expressed on and with the help of
digital media. In this context it has become common to talk about digital labour and virtual
work. Yet the changes that digital, social, and mobile media bring about in the world of labour
and work have thus far only been little theoretically interpreted. In order to change the infor-
mation society for the better, we first have to interpret digital labour with the help of critical
theories. Social theorists of the world from different fields, backgrounds, interdisciplines,
transdisciplines, and disciplines have to unite for this collective philosophical task.

This special issue of tripleC: Communication, Capitalism & Critique aims to contribute to
building a theoretical framework for the critical analysis of digital labour, virtual work, and
related concepts that can initiate further debates, inform empirical studies, and inspire social
struggles connected to work and labour in and beyond digital capitalism. The papers collect-
ed in this special issue (a) provide systematic definitions of digital labour, (b) analyse its spe-
cific dimension, and (c) discuss different forms of digital labour.

(a) Definitions of Digital Labour

The first group of papers focuses on conceptualising and defining the concept of digital la-
bour. The contributions included in this section examine the relation between work and la-
bour, discuss how digital labour should be defined and highlight implications of different defi-
nitions of digital labour. Olivier Frayssé’s paper Work and Labour as Metonymy and Meta-
phor, which opens the special issue, offers an etymological contextualization of the digital
labour debate. Based on literary analysis and linguistics Fraysseé traces the roots and the
meanings of the concepts of work and labour in different languages. The following three pa-
pers move on to defining digital labour in particular. Based on Raymond Williams’ approach
to cultural materialism Christian Fuchs and Marisol Sandoval in Digital Workers of the World
Unite! A Framework for Critically Theorising and Analysing Digital Labour argue for a broad
definition of digital labour that takes into account the various forms of mental and manual
labour that are needed for the production, circulation and use of digital media. Jack Linchuan
Qiu, Melissa Gregg and Kate Crawford in their paper Circuits of Labour: A Labour Theory of
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the iPhone Era also advocate an inclusive understanding of digital labour. They suggest a
“circuit of labour” model as a holistic framework for studying labour and ICTs and apply it to
the case of Foxconn. Kevin Michael Mitchell’'s contribution, Concepts of Digital Labour:
Schelling's Naturphilosophie, takes a philosophical perspective on defining digital labour
based on Schelling’s Naturphilosophie and argues for a materialist perspective on the digital.

(b) Dimensions of Digital Labour

By looking at some of the specific dimensions of digital labour such as exploitation, use value
and exchange value, commodification, ideology, and subjectivity the papers included in the
second section of this special issue further deepen the engagement with digital labour. Sab-
ine Pfeiffer in Digital Labour and the Use-value of Human Work. On the Importance of La-
bouring Capacity for Understanding Digital Capitalism focuses on Marx’s concept of labour-
ing capacity (Arbeitsvermdgen) as opposed to labour power and highlights its implications for
analysing digital labour. Marco Briziarelli’s article The Ideological Reproduction: (Free) La-
bouring and (Social) Working within Digital Landscapes examines (neo-)liberal ideology as
an important dimension in reproducing digital labour, using Facebook as an example. Steffen
Kriger's and Jacob Johanssen’s contribution Alienation and Digital Labour—a Depth-
Hermeneutic Inquiry into Online Commodification and the Unconscious shifts the focus to-
wards the subjective dimension of the digital labour debate. They take a psychoanalytic per-
spective to interpret user posts on Facebook’s Site Governance Page, and add to ongoing
discussions of alienation on social media. Finally, Yujie Chen in her contribution Production
Cultures and Differentiations of Digital Labour reviews various dimensions of digital labour
including exploitation, surveillance, productive versus unproductive labour, commaodification,
and ideology.

(c) Forms of Digital Labour

The papers included in the third part of this special issue explore the breath of the field by
examining a variety of different forms of digital labour including the labour of professional
workers in Internet industries, unwaged labour, audience labour, and playbour. In Digital La-
bour in the New Media Sweatshop Bingqging Xia presents an analysis of the working condi-
tions of professional workers in Chinese Internet industries. Another form of digital labour—
unwaged labour—is the focus of Brian Brown in contribution ‘Will Work For Free’: The Bio-
politics of Unwaged Digital Labour. He proposes a theoretically nuanced definition of un-
waged digital labour that captures main characteristics of unpaid labour in digital capitalism.
Brice Nixon in Toward a Political Economy of ‘Audience Labour’ in the Digital Era addresses
a specific form of unwaged labour—the labour of audiences. Drawing on the work of Karl
Marx, David Harvey, and Raymond Williams, Nixon discusses the political economy of the
audience labour process. Finally, Arwid Lund examines the relation between labour and play
in his contribution Playing, Gaming, Working, and Labouring: Framing the Concepts and Re-
lations. Lund contributes to an understanding and critique of playbour by constructing a ty-
pology of the concepts of playing, working, gaming, and labouring.

The papers collected in this special issue theorise digital labour as a multifaceted field char-
acterised by exploitation, alienation, precariousness, power, inequality, ideology, and strug-
gle. These problems of digital labour are however not inherent to digital technology as such
but result from its inclusion and application in capitalist relations of production.

We can learn from Marx’s discussion of the dialectics of machinery for understanding the
contradictory potentials of digital technologies today. Marx regarded machinery as a powerful
instrument to reduce the working day while highlighting that under capitalism it operates in
the opposite way as a means for its infinite extension. He stressed: under capitalism machin-
ery, “the most powerful instrument for reducing labour-time suffers a dialectical inversion and
becomes the most unfailing means for turning the whole lifetime of the worker and his family
into labour time at capital’s disposal for its own valorization” (Marx 1976/1867, 532).
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Taking a Marxian perspective helps to understand technology in a dialectical way: it can
be employed to increase the domination and exploitation of workers but at the same time has
the potential to alleviate work and reduce socially necessary labour time. Today, almost 150
years after Marx formulated his thoughts on the impact of machinery on labour, digital tech-
nologies still confront us with similar contradictions. In many ways they have made our (work-
ing) lives easier: they enable fast communication; allow connecting with people around the
world; facilitate the storing and reproduction of content and data; provide access to a huge
amount of information, etc. At the same time, digital technologies serve as an instrument for
the exploitation, surveillance, and control of workers not only within but also way beyond fac-
tory and office walls.

Herbert Marcuse highlighted that realising technology’s potential to reduce human toil re-
quires radical social change: “If the completion of the technological project involves a break
with the prevailing technological rationality, the break in turn depends on the continued exist-
ence of the technical base itself. For it is this base which has rendered possible the satisfac-
tion of needs and the reduction of toil—it remains the very base of all forms of human free-
dom.” (Marcuse 1964, 236). As Marcuse argues, the full realization of human freedom de-
pends on technology—but technology without technological rationality, which characterizes
capitalist society.

Theorising digital labour, as labour that produces or makes use of digital technologies,
can help to understand its problems, limits, potentials, and contradictions. It can therefore
highlight the need for social change and inspire political action. However, the act of freeing
digital technology from being an instrument for the domination of labour requires to go be-
yond just interpreting the world and to engage in social struggles that want to change it.

References

Marcuse, Herbert. 1964. One-Dimensional Man. Studies in the Ideology of Advanced Industrial Socie-
ty. Boston: Beacon Press

Marx, Karl. 1845/1975. Theses on Feuerbach. In Karl Marx. Early Writings, 421-423. London: Pen-
guin.

Marx, Karl. 1967/1976. Capital, Volume I. London: Penguin.

About the Authors

Marisol Sandoval

is a Lecturer at the Department of Culture and Creative Industries at City University London. She is
author of From Corporate to Social Media. Critical Perspectives on Corporate Social Responsibility in
Media and Communication Industries (Routledge 2014) and editor of the open access journal tripleC —
Communication, Capitalism and Critique. Currently Marisol is working on a study of potentials and
contradictions of worker co-operatives in the cultural sector.

Christian Fuchs

is professor of social media at the University of Westminster's Communication and Media Research
Institute and the Centre for Social Media Research. He is editor of tripleC: Communication, Capitalism
& Critique and author of many publications, including the books Social Media: A Critical Introduction
(Sage 2014), Digital Labour and Karl Marx (Routledge 2014), OccupyMedia! The Occupy Movement
and Social Media in Crisis Capitalism (Zero Books 2014), Foundations of Critical Media and Infor-
mation Studies (Routledge 2011), Internet and Society: Social Theory in the Information Age
(Routledge 2008). He recently edited together with Marisol Sandoval the collected volume Critique,
Social Media and the Information Society (Routledge 2014).

Jernej A. Prodnik

is a post-doctoral researcher at the Institute of Communication Studies and Journalism (the PolCoRe
research group) at the Faculty of Social Sciences, Charles University in Prague (Czech Republic), and
a researcher at the Social Communication Research Centre, Faculty of Social Sciences, University of
Ljubljana (Slovenia). He defended his PhD in media and communication studies at the University of
Ljubljana in 2013 under the title "Political Economy of Communication and Structural Transformations
of Capitalism". His principal research interests include critique of political economy (with a focus on

CC: Creative Commons License, 2014.



467 Marisol Sandoval et al.

media and communication) and the wider social context of technological changes and democratic
potentials brought about by new technologies. He is a member of the editorial board of Casopis za
kritiko znanosti [Journal for the Critique of Science] and international journal for critical studies of me-
dia, information and power in capitalist societies tripleC: Communication, Capitalism & Critique.

Sebastian Sevignani

is member of the Unified Theory of Information Research Group (UTI) and postdoctoral researcher at
the University of Jena’s institute of sociology. His dissertation deals with economic and ideological
aspects of commodification of privacy in the Internet age (forthcoming with Routledge). Currently, he
works on a re-actualisation of the concept of false needs. Further information: http://sevignani.uti.at
and http://www.soziologie.uni-jena.de/en/.

Thomas Allmer

studied media and communication at the University of Salzburg, Austria, and Victoria University, Mel-
bourne, Australia, and completed his PhD in 2013. He currently is a postdoctoral fellow at the Unified
Theory of Information Research Group, Austria. His publications include Towards a Critical Theory of
Surveillance in Informational Capitalism (Peter Lang, 2012) and Critical Theory and Social Media:
Between Emancipation and Commodification (Routledge, forthcoming). Further information:
http://allmer.uti.at.

CC: Creative Commons License, 2014.



tripleC 12(2): 468-485, 2014

http://www.triple-c.at trl p I e

Work and Labour as Metonymy and Metaphor

Olivier Frayssé

Université Paris-Sorbonne, HDEA-TCS, Paris, France, Fraysseo@aol.com, http://www.paris-
sorbonne.fr/presentation-5414

Abstract: This paper proposes to use the tools of literary analysis (the reference to subtexts) and of
linguistics (metaphor and metonymy) to shed light on the work/labour controversy and, beyond that, to
map the galaxy of representations of work/labour through a study of the meanings associated with
work/labour in several languages. It aims to provide a set of theoretical tools that can be used to find a
common language in order to discuss digital work/labour issues as a subcategory of work/labour is-
sues in general.

Keywords: work, labour, metonymy, metaphor, subtext, cognitive linguistics.

Acknowledgement: In addition to the dictionaries mentioned in the bibliography, | have relied on the help of
several friends and colleagues who were more familiar than me with the languages | have tried to approach, and
to recognized experts in the field of linguistics. In particular, | would like to express my warm thanks to my col-
leagues Professors Leo Carruthers (Old English), Pierre Cotte (Linguistics), Frédéric Lagrange (Arabic), Laure
Troubetzkoy and Stéphane Viellard (Russian) Dr. Eran Fischer (Hebrew), to my doctoral student Medina Niang
(Woloff), to my friends Shuai Zhang (Chinese) and Daniel Koechlin (Sanskrit and Gaelic), and to my son David
(Lingala and Swahili). Special thanks to my friend and colleague Dr. Barbara Lelan, who, among her many other
insights, especially regarding sign languages, has led me along the path to metonymy as fractal compression,
and Ursula Huws, who directed me to relevant sources for the vocabulary of digital work and labour, and the re-
viewers of this paper, who forced me to answer very interesting questions.

1. Introduction

There is an ongoing discussion on the difference between work and labour. In the Marxist
tradition, the word labour has been associated with alienated and exploited work, a historical
category, as opposed to work, an anthropological category, quintessential to the human spe-
cies (Fuchs and Sevignani 2013). This paper is a modest contribution to the debate, from the
angle of linguistics in the broad sense of the word.

Work/labour is an elusive notion in many ways. | am using the phrase work/labour as a
provisional notion in order not to take sides at the beginning of the investigation, and also
because, in several languages, such as French (travail) or German (Arbeit), there is but one
word, so that the speaker needs to use a modifier to convey the precise meaning he/she
gives to the word (abstract/concrete, living/dead, etc.) within his/her theoretical framework.
When translated into English, the word becomes either work or labour, depending on both
the translator’'s understanding of the original meaning within the original theory, and his or
her own theoretical view that has associated either work or labour, possibly with modifiers,
with one concept or another. There is plenty of room both for misunderstandings and com-
peting translations. Arbeitsprozel3 is thus translated either by labour process or work process
depending on the theoretical views of the translator, and sometimes he/she uses the two
indifferently.

There is another difficulty. Whenever one tries to define the notion either some aspects of
work/labour are excluded or the definition stretches too far to be useful. Try Marx’s often
quoted definition of the “labour process” or “work process” (Arbeitsprozel3), depending on the
translation and the context as “human action with a view to the production of use-values,
appropriation of natural substances to human requirements”, “zweckméRige Tatigkeit zur
Herstellung von Gebrauchswerten, Aneignung des Natiirlichen fiir menschliche Bedirfnisse”,
(Marx 1990, 290, Marx and Engels 1968ff, 24 and 198). It can be stretched to such an extent
that most bodily functions such as eating could be included if we consider only tangible use-
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values, while kicking stones along the path, scratching one’s beard and every form of play
could be added if we included intangible use-values.

A third difficulty comes from the connotations of the words work and labour, which vary
depending on the texts, the contexts, and the subtexts. In particular, the words work and la-
bour will be referred to more or less explicitly when using other words, either as particular
aspects of work/labour, or by opposition. Talk of drudge, chore, toil, on the one hand, or play,
rest, idleness on the other, and a particular aspect of work/labour comes to mind. The words
work and labour belong to a galaxy of representations that comprises many words, and a
complete vision of the galaxy is required to help us choose the right definition/translation in
each instance. The organization of this galaxy enables one to identify the sometimes hidden
and unconscious dimensions of the work/labour concept.

This paper proposes to use the tools of literary analysis (the reference to subtexts) and of
linguistics (metaphor and metonymy) to shed light on the work/labour controversy and, be-
yond that, to map the galaxy of representations of work/labour, through a study of the mean-
ings associated with work/labour in several languages, both Indo-European and non-Indo-
European. The list of languages studied here is reduced, and both my own limited knowledge
of the languages and the lack of space to explore further the relevant lexicon in each lan-
guage restrict the validity of the research findings. What is hoped nevertheless is that the
tentative classification that results, which points to anthropological constants and historical
variables, can serve as a starting point for a more extensive (in terms of the number of lan-
guages covered) and comprehensive (in terms of the number of metonymies used for classi-
fication) mapping of this galaxy of representations. But to shed light on the work/labour con-
troversy between Marxists and non-Marxists, and different interpretations of Marx, | would
like to start with the subtext of Engels’ footnote, Adam Smith’s Wealth of Nations.

2. The importance of Subtexts in the Work/Labour Controversy

A footnote of Friedrich Engels to the fourth German edition of Marx’s Capital claimed that
“the English language has the advantage of possessing two separate words for these two
different aspects of labour” (Marx 1990, 138n16), so that the former could be used for all
productive activities, regardless of their social context, while the latter was associated with
what makes these productive activities useful for capital, that is the generation of surplus
value.

As a matter of fact, the distinction between work and labour is not germane to English as
a lexical distinction, it is “a split that few people can make sense of in the English-speaking
world” (Kley 2008, 12). While there is no commonly accepted lexical distinction between the
words work and labour, as words, in general, in the English language, there are distinctions
arising from the contexts. One cannot substitute “work” for “labour” when speaking of the
Labour unions, nor can one say he or she is looking for “labour” when in quest of employ-
ment.

There are also distinctions arising from subtexts. A subtext is a text to which another text
refers, usually implicitly. Just like contexts, subtexts are often indispensible for us to ascer-
tain the precise meaning of a word for which there exists a variety of lexical definitions. For
instance, a sizeable part of the New Testament has the Old Testament as a subtext, and no
scientific exegesis can ignore this subtext. The importance of subtexts is particularly relevant
to the work/labour controversy between various schools of Marxists and non-Marxists. Since
the subtexts are the theoretical works in the English language studied by Marx and Engels,
the distinction is a conceptual one, which only some people, interested in theory, will make.
The relative plasticity of language enables one to assign precise definitions to words accord-
ing to one’s theoretical preoccupations. For instance, Free-Masons would assign special
meanings (as distinct from lexical differences accepted by every speaker of the language) to
the words labour, work, and business, according to their own vision of the world, and the
place of their philosophy, that glorifies work/labour in all its shapes: “It is one of the most
beautiful features of the Masonic Institution, that it teaches not only the necessity, but the
nobility of labor. From the time of opening to that of closing, a Lodge is said to be at labor.
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[...] When the lodge is engaged in reading petitions, hearing reports, debating financial mat-
ters, etc., it is said to be occupied in business; but when it is engaged in the form and cere-
mony of initiation into any of the degrees, it is said to be at work” (Mackey 1914, 419).

Is then the Marxist distinction between work and labour, which does not rest on a lexical
distinction, a purely arbitrary one, born of Marxian theory and forced into a lexical distinction
for adherents of the theory, who then would have to go to great lengths to try to justify the
distinction as a lexical one, using etymology for instance? Was Engels ignorant of the ab-
sence of any commonly accepted lexical difference, except in particular contexts? Or was
there, within the context of the particular lexical field of nascent political economy, a subtext
that legitimated the distinction? As a matter of fact, there was, as we can see when we ana-
lyze one of the principal subtexts of Marx’s work, and Engels’s footnote, i.e. the use of the
word labour by Adam Smith, with whose work Marx and Engels were very familiar (there are
72 references to Smith in the 1844 manuscripts, versus only 19 for Jean-Baptiste Say for
example).

In Wealth of Nations (1999), Smith uses the word work to mean several different things: in
Book |, chapter I, “Of the Division of Labour”, it means alternatively the productive tasks to be
done in a manufacture,? the nature of the tasks performed by individual workers,? the amount
produced,* the labour power or capacity of individuals,’ the type of work or employment®, the
product of work, qualitatively and quantitatively.” In a sentence like: “But in consequence of

' The lexical ambiguity of the words labour and work resists the attempt of the writer to come up with precise
conceptual definitions, as one can see under the entry “Business”: “Everything that is done in a Masonic Lodge,
relating to the initiation of candidates into the several degrees, is called its work or labor; all transactions such as
are common to other associations and societies come under the head of business, and they are governed with
some peculiar differences by rules of order, as in other societies.” (Mackey 1914, 125).

2 “In those great manufactures, on the contrary, which are destined to supply the great wants of the great body of
the people, every different branch of the work employs so great a number of workmen that it is impossible to col-
lect them all into the same workhouse” (Smith 1999, 109). In chapter VI, “Of the Component Parts of the Price of
Commodities”, work, in the plural, is used to mean manufacture, and labour to mean work as a task: “In many
great works almost the whole labour of this kind is committed to some principal clerk” (Smith 1999, 152).

“What is the work of one man in a rude state of society being generally that of several in an improved one”
(Smith 1999, 111). “Secondly, the advantage which is gained by saving the time commonly lost in passing from
one sort of work to another is much greater than we should at first view be apt to imagine it” (Smith 1999, 113).
“Whoever has been much accustomed to visit such manufactures must frequently have been shown very pretty
machines, which were the inventions of such workmen in order to facilitate and quicken their particular part of the
work” (Smith, 1999, 114). “In such situations we can scarce expect to find even a smith, a carpenter, or a mason,
within less than twenty miles of another of the same trade. The scattered families that live at eight or ten miles
distance from the nearest of them must learn to perform themselves a great number of little pieces of work, for
which, in more populous countries, they would call in the assistance of those workmen” (Smith 1999, 122). Work
in this case is the same as trade or occupation, as in Chapter VIIl, “Of the wages of labour”, where Smith writes:
“In all arts and manufactures the greater part of the workmen stand in need of a master to advance them the
materials of their work, and their wages and maintenance till it be completed” (Smith 1999, 168).

4 “This great increase of the quantity of work which, in consequence of the division of labour, the same number of
people are capable of performing, is owing to three different circumstances” (Smith 1999, 112). “Each individual
becomes more expert in his own peculiar branch, more work is done upon the whole, and the quantity of science
is considerably increased by it” (Smith 1999, 115).

5 “Every workman has a great quantity of his own work to dispose of beyond what he himself has occasion for;
and every other workman being exactly in the same situation, he is enabled to exchange a great quantity of his
own goods for a great quantity, or, what comes to the same thing, for the price of a great quantity of theirs” (Smith
1999, 115).

6 “But without the disposition to truck, barter, and exchange, every man must have procured to himself every
necessary and conveniency of life which he wanted. All must have had the same duties to perform, and the same
work to do, and there could have been no such difference of employment as could alone give occasion to any
great difference of talents” (Smith 1999, 120).

“A country carpenter deals in every sort of work that is made of wood: a country smith in every sort of work that
is made of iron” (Smith 1999, 122). “It is impossible there should be such a trade as even that of a nailer in the
remote and inland parts of the Highlands of Scotland. Such a workman at the rate of a thousand nails a day, and
three hundred working days in the year, will make three hundred thousand nails in the year. But in such a situa-
tion it would be impossible to dispose of one thousand, that is, of one day's work in the year” (Smith 1999, 122).
This meaning of work as the result of productive activity also appears in chapter VI, Of the Component Parts of
the Price of Commodities: “As soon as stock has accumulated in the hands of particular persons, some of them
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the division of labour, the whole of every man's attention comes naturally to be directed to-
wards some one very simple object. It is naturally to be expected, therefore, that some one
or other of those who are employed in each particular branch of labour should soon find out
easier and readier methods of performing their own particular work, wherever the nature of it
admits of such improvement” (Smith 1999, 114), labour and work are almost synonymous,
since division of labour consists in parcelling work.

In chapter VII, “Of the Natural and Market Price of Commodities”, labour is defined as
“work to be done”, whereas commodities are “work done”®. In chapter VIII, “Of the Wages of
Labour”, work means production, and labour means the use of labour power: “Let us sup-
pose, for example, that in the greater part of employments the productive powers of labour
had been improved to tenfold, or that a day's labour could produce ten times the quantity of
work which it had done originally” (Smith, 1999, 167). But in the same chapter, the wages of
“labour” are equated with the price of “work™: “The former [wage workers] are disposed to
combine in order to raise, the latter [employers] in order to lower the wages of labour. [...]
We have no acts of parliament against combining to lower the price of work; but many
against combining to raise it” (Smith 1999, 169). And, still in the same chapter, work means
waged employment: “A man must always live by his work, and his wages must at least be
sufficient to maintain him” (Smith 1999, 170).

The distinction between work and labour becomes sharp when Smith’s focus is on labour
as the measure of (exchange) value, as in chapter V, “Of the Real and Nominal Price of
Commodities, or their Price in Labour, and their Price in Money”:

The real price of everything, what everything really costs to the man who wants to acquire
it, is the toil and trouble of acquiring it. What everything is really worth to the man who
has acquired it, and who wants to dispose of it or exchange it for something else, is the
toil and trouble which it can save to himself, and which it can impose upon other people.
What is bought with money or with goods is purchased by labour as much as what we
acquire by the toil of our own body. That money or those goods indeed save us this toil.
They contain the value of a certain quantity of labour which we exchange for what is sup-
posed at the time to contain the value of an equal quantity. Labour was the first price, the
original purchase-money that was paid for all things. It was not by gold or by silver, but by
labour, that all the wealth of the world was originally purchased; and its value, to those
who possess it, and who want to exchange it for some new productions, is precisely
equal to the quantity of labour which it can enable them to purchase or command. It is dif-
ficult to ascertain the proportion between two different quantities of labour. The time spent
in two different sorts of work will not always alone determine this proportion. The different
degrees of hardship endured, and of ingenuity exercised, must likewise be taken into ac-
count. There may be more labour in an hour's hard work than in two hours' easy busi-
ness; or in an hour's application to a trade which it cost ten years' labour to learn, than in
a month's industry at an ordinary and obvious employment. But it is not easy to find any
accurate measure either of hardship or ingenuity. In exchanging, indeed, the different
productions of different sorts of labour for one another, some allowance is commonly
made for both. It is adjusted, however, not by any accurate measure, but by the haggling
and bargaining of the market, according to that sort of rough equality which, though not
exact, is sufficient for carrying on the business of common life” (Smith 1999, 134).

What we can see here is that, while the lexical fuzziness persists (mark the presence, in this

” I NTH

paragraph, of synonyms like “business”, “employment”, “industry”), a conceptual distinction is

will naturally employ it in setting to work industrious people, whom they will supply with materials and subsistence,
in order to make a profit by the sale of their work, or by what their labour adds to the value of the materials” (Smith
1999, 151).

8 “Such fluctuations affect both the value and the rate either of wages or of profit, according as the market hap-
pens to be either overstocked or understocked with commodities or with labour; with work done, or with work to
be done” (Smith 1999, 162).

° This could be related to the practice of paying craftsmen, as opposed to journeymen, by the piece and not by the
day.
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made between (what Marx would call concrete) work producing real things as use values and
involving a concrete experience (“hardship”) and (what Marx would call abstract) labour gen-
erating exchange values, which can be measured (“proportion of quantities”), thanks to the
“higgling and bargaining of the market”. Here work and labour cannot be used interchangea-
bly. Once labour has thus been opposed to work, Smith is able define capital as “a certain
quantity of labour stocked and stored up to be employed”, a definition taken up by Marx in
the 1844 manuscript. After Smith, English political economists such as Malthus (1814) and
Ricardo (1821) used exclusively the word labour in relation to exchange value, whether they
disagreed (Malthus) or agreed (Ricardo) with Smith. It is this conceptual distinction that En-
gels seemed to apprehend as a lexical distinction in English. By forcing these exclusive con-
ceptual meanings into the lexically polysemic English words labour and work for the purpose
of clarity, he himself created a subtext for Marxists that separated them from non-Marxists,
unwillingly creating an obstacle to discussion. Attempts at distinguishing between labour and
work by looking at etymology, identifying labour with something painful and linked with both
exploitation and alienation while work would be related to man’s quintessence and related to
freedom and happy self-expression, cannot adequately account for the original conceptual
distinction that we find to be born with Adam Smith: in the above mentioned conceptually
decisive passage, it is “work” that is linked with hardship and pain, not “labour”. Hardship and
pain can only exist in the actual experience of working. While exploitation (extracting surplus
from actual work to maximize and appropriate the resulting labour value) does increase the
level of hardship involved, while alienation does simultaneously increase (by dehumanizing)
and lessen (through ideology) the feeling of hardship, there is an irreducible aspect of pain
involved in actual work, which is also associated with a feeling of pleasure, but that is anoth-
er story. When labour is “purchased” and “commanded”, then the “toil and trouble” of work is
shifted from employer to employee.

Thus, the study of Marx’s subtext helps us clarify the work/labour controversy, by ascer-
taining its character, i.e. a conceptual distinction between two aspects of work/labour. In the
course of that enquiry, we have seen the variety of words used to refer to work/labour in the
English language, the richness of their connotations in various contexts, and the polysemic
character of the word work itself. Both the number of work/labour related words and the very
polysemic of the word work itself invite us to pursue the enquiry in the direction of linguistics.
What can we learn from a study of the various words that are used to express work/labour, in
English but also in other languages? What does this polysemy tell us about the important
dimensions of work/labour for human beings, an importance that is reflected in their nomina-
tion of work/labour? To answer these questions, we must turn to cognitive linguistics.

3. The Contribution of Cognitive Linguistics

The founding hypothesis of cognitive linguistics, born with Ronald Wayne Langacker (1973),
is that “our ordinary conceptual system, in terms of which we both think and act, is funda-
mentally metaphorical in nature” (Lakoff and Johnson 1980, 3])"°. In a metaphor, the rela-
tionships between elements of a source domain are viewed as similar to those prevailing in
the target domain, which enables the speaker to use words from the source domain to de-
scribe relationships in the target domain. Lakoff and Johnson’s classical example is the met-
aphor “love is a journey”, where “journey” is the source domain and “love” is the “target do-
main”. There are several characteristics of a journey that are similar to those of an amorous
relationship (beginning, duration, end, purpose, ups and downs, twists and turns, etc.). This
analogy between love and a journey enables people to say, for example, that their relation-
ship is at a crossroads. Jacques Lacan (1957), developing Freud, has related the metaphor

'% This method has fruitfully been applied to contemporary debates on issues directly related to the relationship
between digitalized work and property by Steve Larsson in his article on “The Conceptions of Copyright in a Digi-
tal Context: A Comparison between French and American File-sharers” (Larsson 2014).
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to the unconscious process of condensation (Verdichtung), where two signifiers are superim-
posed.

When Shakespeare writes of Love’s Labour’s Lost, or when | say that I'm working on a
steak, the realm of work/labour is the source domain of the metaphors and love, or eating,
are the target domains. The omnipresence of work/labour in our lives, its centrality, make this
particular source domain available for a myriad of metaphors in a host of target domains. The
ever-growing commodification of everything makes it necessary for workers to sell their la-
bour power to obtain access to nature’s untransformed bounties, such as a fresh breeze of
clean air or a drop of pure water, silence or an unspoilt landscape. The appropriation by capi-
talists of the exchange value generated by activities not designed for the purpose of creating
exchange values, as we can see in data mining, give these activities the character of unpaid
labour, as prosumers and social network users realize that their activity is profitable to others
and start demanding compensation for something they were doing for free, thereby accepting
the commoditization of whole aspects of their private lives, which now look like work/labour to
them. The exaltation of a hard-working ethos, whether it is salaried work (viz. the stigma at-
tached to unemployment) or working out in a gym point to the internalization of the demand
made by capital that every human being maximizes his or her productive effort, whatever the
circumstances, and the word work ends up encompassing all human activities that can di-
rectly or indirectly be turned into a profit.

All the words denoting labour or work are abstractions, since they put together various ac-
tivities, which, viewed concretely, bear another name: to dig a hole, cut a piece of metal, fish,
hunt, clean, put things in their proper place, write, etc. The question is thus: what do these
activities have in common that they should be called work or labour, and from which angle is
the similarity perceived? For we know very well that fishing, writing, driving, building a table,
etc. can be called either work/labour or play under different circumstances. Harry Cleaver
(2002) has suggested that since the work/labour concept was born with modernity and the
rise of capitalism as a “capitalist category”, we should not use it for previous periods. He cer-
tainly has a point, whether we are discussing labour as the all-encompassing word for sur-
plus value generating activities, or work as the all-encompassing word for purposeful human
activities in the wake of the Reformation, as Max Weber (2010) has shown. But historiciza-
tion should be carried further back, since the words work, labour, and their equivalents in all
languages did exist before their extended and often metaphorical meanings in modern times.

A genealogical, etymological investigation is certainly in order, with the caveat that some
etymologies can be deceptive. For instance, in Russian, the word frud (Tpya), based on the
Indo-European root treudo (v. Sanskrit tard, Latin trudo), meaning painful effort, applies both
to hard labour, ascetic pursuits of monks and [...] academic publications (well, not that de-
ceptive in the end!). In the course of that etymological investigation, one question has
emerged: what is the cognitive linguistic process that has resulted in the invention of the
words that denote work/labour? And the answer is that all the words denoting work/labour
are metonymies, often coupled with metaphors.

A metonymy, according to the Oxford English Dictionary, is “a figure of speech which con-
sists in substituting for the name of a thing the name of an attribute of it or of something
closely related” (OED Online, 2013). In traditional rhetoric, three types of metonymies are
distinguished: whole for part, part for whole, and part for part. In cognitive linguistics, there is
an ongoing debate on whether metonymy is a sub-category of the metaphor, or whether it is
the opposite pole of the metaphor, but this debate will not be dealt with here. Cognitive lin-
guistics distinguishes between two types of metonymy, source-in-target metonymy, and tar-
get-in-source metonymy. Source-in-target metonymy consists in using a word that is a part
(“source subdomain”) of what one wants to represent (“target domain”): in the phrase “all
hands on deck”, hands (“source subdomain”) are a part of sailors (“target domain”) that
“stands for” sailors. It involves “domain extension”, in the sense that they provide access,
from the subdomain, to the full concept or “matrix domain” (Ruiz de Mendoza 2000, 109-
132). Target-in-source metonymy consist in using the wider domain as source to refer to the
subdomain, as in “I’'m tying my shoes”, while what | am actually tying is a part of my shoes,
the laces. In this case, cognitive linguists speak of domain reduction, drawing attention to the
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“salient” feature of what one wants to represent in the context. | tie my laces because | want
to use my shoes, so | can use the metonymy, because the focus is on the shoes, not on the
laces, which are a means to an end. If my laces are broken, the focus will be on the laces,
and | will not be able to use a metonymy by saying “| need new shoes”. Lacan (1957) relates
the metonymy process with the other fundamental unconscious process that is displacement
(Verschiebung), in which the emotional charge of the original signifier is transferred to anoth-
er signifier, which is made possible by their contiguity.

The French word travail, like the Spanish frabajo comes from Latin trepalium, an instru-
ment of torture. It was formed by metonymy first: the part of the work experience that is the
repetition of the pain inflicted on the worker by the work process is the “salient” part (the sub-
domain that stands for the whole domain); then a metaphorical process occurs, involving
analogy: it is an experience similar to torture, and then the metaphor of a torture instrument
can be used to name it. In the same way, when going to work to, say, an office job, some
French speakers, notably of working class origins,"" will jokingly use the phrase “je pars & la
mine” (“I'm going to the mine”) as the salient part of their prospective workday is hardship
(metonymy) and miner’s work is the archetype of hardship at work (metaphor). The same
French speaker would also say at the same point in the morning “je vais a la boite chercher
de la galette”: I'm going to the (slang for) company worksite to get (slang for) money, here
stressing the necessity to be employed that is related with proletarian status.

While metaphors such as trepalium are interesting, it is way too late to understand the
precise circumstances that led to their use in the first place, and the reasons for the success
they met. On the other hand, one can easily reconstruct the original metonymy, which sheds
light on the “salient” characteristic of work/labour that was perceived as salient by the speak-
ers. More difficult to find out is in what class of society the metonymy originated with, an ave-
nue of research that is promising, and could be explored by looking at the lexicon of selected
subcultures. No Frenchman without connections with the working class would use the mine
metaphor. In the end anyway, the whole of society adopts a common stock of metonymies
and metaphors to build a national language.

What we propose to do here is to explore and classify the types of metonymies that have
made up the lexical field of work/labour in several languages, with the hope of discovering
useful conceptual distinctions. Only a small part of the languages spoken by human beings
on the planet across the ages are under study, and none is given a complete treatment. In
particular, | could not access the languages of so-called “primitive” (i.e. non-literate) socie-
ties, which must be of particular interest. There is a lot of work to be done to verify the gen-
eralizations | arrived at in this research. Restricted as it was, my field of investigation extend-
ed far beyond my linguistic competences, and | am very grateful for the help received from
friends and colleagues.

4. Founding Metonymies and Related Metaphors

| have found six types of metonymies at the origin of the words denoting work/labour in the
languages under study'?:

" The example comes from personal experience with my first father-in-law, who graduated from Lumpenproletar-
iat origins to metallurgy worker to office worker and was a prominent labour activist but still used the lexicon of his
original subculture.

"2 There might be a seventh one, based on the performance of discrete tasks to which one is compelled by ne-
cessity, linked with the precariousness of employment and/or of subsistence. In English, the word job meaning “a
piece of work; esp. a small definite piece of work done in the way of one's special occupation or profession” is
said by the Oxford English Dictionary to be “of obscure origin: prob. in colloquial use some time before it ap-
peared in literature. Possibly connected with prec., sense 2" [i.e. A cart-load, or what a horse and cart can bring at
one time], itself obviously connected to the first sense: “a small compact portion of some substance; a piece,
lump; a stump, block; a tassel”, possibly originating in Old French gobe, goube a mouthful, lump, etc., possibly
from Gaul gob. A similar word is gig, an engagement for a musician. The Chinese i huo, to live, living, life, also
means work, job, in colloquial Chinese, what “keeps body and soul together” as in the French “gagne-pain” (what
serves to earn one’s bread), that is what provides the means of life. Associated with ‘& nong, farm, &35 nonghuo
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* 4.1. Denoting activity

* 4.2. Denoting effort, difficulty, pain

* 4.3. Denoting the result or product of activity
* 4.4, Denoting torture

* 4.5. Denoting status of workers

* 4.6. Based on one particular activity

4.1. Denoting Activity

This is the original metonymy for the origin of the English word “work”, a case of target-in-
source metonymy involving domain reduction, from activity in general to a particular type of
activity, work. One of the oldest available occurrences of the word work in Old English, Beo-
wulf 287 B9, circa A.D. 1000, is clearly referring to action, deeds, as opposed to words (prax-
is or poiesis as opposed to lexis): “gescad witan, worda ond worca, se pe wel penced..” ("A
keen-witted shield-bearer who thinks things out carefully must know the distinction between
words and deeds, keep the difference clear”) (Chickering, 2006, 64—65).
The root is the proto-Indo-European word Wergom, hence the Indo-Eupanobue]

ug -, denoting activity. It resulted in ergon (€pyov), organon (6pyavov) in Greek, weorc or
worc in Old English, Werk in German, gwreith in Middle Cymric, etc.' Analyzing this passage
of Beowulf, Peter Clemoes (2006, 158—161) refers this language to the Germanic legal tradi-
tion, detailing the obligations of a person to his lord, not only words, but also acts, deeds.
Thus even the most abstract form of the concept (action as opposed to inaction, movement
as opposed to inertia—as in the definition of (mechanical) work in physics introduced by the
French physicist Coriolis in 1826 under the name fravail, translated as work in English and
Arbeit in German—or activity opposed to repose) was entangled in the web of social rela-
tionships when it appeared in English. The original notion of work in English could therefore

means farmwork. Pending further research in other languages, and considering that no verbs are associated, this
notion is best left in a footnote for the time being.

13 Podkorny’s entry, p. 988, adapted, with the abbreviations developed and translated into English:

ug -2,e§ -

English meaning: to do, work

German meaning: wirken, tun

Deitve;egrmek

Material: Avestan (Av.) varez- (verazyeiti = got. waurkeip; s. also Greek (gr.) péfw) “wirken, tun, machen', Partiz.
varsta-, varaza- m. "Wirken, Verrichten von, Tatigkeit' (npers. varz, barz “Feldarbeit, Ackerbau'), varsti- f. "Han-
deln, Tun', var$tva- Adj. ‘'was zu tun ist’; Armeinian (arm.) gorc "Werk' (mit sekundarem o); Greek (gr). €pyov,
Fépyov “Werk, Arbeit' (= dt. Werk), épydlopai “arbeite’, danach épydrng “Arbeiter' (fir *¢pydtng), €pdw (vereinzelt
£€pOw) “tue, opfere' (*repzOw, *ugddtn ah Fépyov wie in as.wirkian), Fut. €pw, Aor. €pEa, Perf. €opya),
pélw “tue' (aus pPé€al neugebildet, hom. GpekTog “ungetan' umgestellt aus *@[flepkTog); dpyavov “Werkzeug',
Opyia “(geheimer) Gottesdienst', dpyidlw ‘feiere Mysterien', opyewv "Mitglied einer religiosen Briiderschaft';
opyadw, ion. dpydw, opyilw knete, rithre durch, gerbe' (wie nhd. Teig wirken mit Bed.-Verengerung in der
Berufssprache), wozu ¢6pyn "Quirl' (wohl redupl. fe-pdpyd); alb. rregj ‘reinigen', Mediopassiv rregjem “miihen,
streben' (St. E. Mann Lg. 26, 382 f.); Old Breton (abret.) guerg ‘efficax', Gallic (gall.) vergo-bretus "oberste
Behorde der Aeduer’, auch verco-breto (Pokorny, Vox Romanica 10, 266 f.); Middle Cymric (mcymr.) gwreith “Tat'
(tr§ -tu-), 1. Pl Imper. acymr. guragun, jinger gwnawn usw. (n statt r durch EinfluR von *gni- ‘machen’, S. 373),
Cornish (corn.) gruen, mbr. gr-(hep( tir § - ‘'machen’), Lewis-Pedersen S. 336 f.; as. wirkian (Neubildung nach
werk), warhta, High old German (ahd.) Frankish (frank.) wirkan, wirchen, war(a)hta “arbeiten, tatig sein, wirken'’;
got. waurkjan (= av. varazyeiti), aisl. yrkja, orta, ags. wyrcan, worhte, ahd. (obdt.) wurchen, wor(a)hta “wirken, tun,
machen, bewirken', ahd. gawurht f. "Tat, Handlung', got. frawaurhts ‘siindig’, f. *Siinde' usw., got. waurstw n.
‘Werk' (*waurh-stwa-; ahnlich av. vars$tva-); High old German (ahd.) werc, werah, Anglo-Saxon (as) werk, aisl.
werk n. (= €pyov) “Werk, Tatigkeit, Arbeit' Anglo-Saxon (as.) weorc auch "Mihsal, Qual', weshalb auch Old Ice-
landic (aisl.) verkr, Genitive verkjar (m. i-St.) "Schmerz, Leid' hierhergehéren kann; High old German (ahd.) wirken
‘nahend, stickend, webend verfertigen' = as. wirkian, ags. wircan, und das davon nicht trennbare High old Ger-
man (ahd.) werih in der Bed. "Werg, stuppa’, awirihhi, awurihhi "Werg' zeigen Anwendung unserer Wz. auf die

Whee;sagabadel F223 3f. (B/¥gndia dshd/* ug - “drehen, winden'
zuteilen méchte); an nhd. Werg erinnert Cymric (cymr.) cy-warch "Hanf, Flachs' = Breton (bret.) koarc'h, OIf Bre-
to( b ) catiivy. cebna;ldt edrd, 82abtdr et g*ue -k- “drehen'.
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be related with obligation by a third party: there is no reason why the words that are the
equivalents of "work/labour" in other languages would not have appeared at the same mo-
ment as servitude: fishing, hunting, gathering, cooking, etc., were activities with names of
their own, and there was no reason to lump them together under the heading "work” before
work was imposed on people by their masters. More on this anon. In Wolof, the word ligeey,
to be active, is the same as to be at work, and also employed, and its opposite, fok, which
means to sit, is the word used for the status of unemployed.

The notion of activity also predominates in the Russian zanimat'sja (3axmas 8 ), to busy
oneself (when studying, doing sports, etc.). In sign language, as a source-in-target metony-
my, “activity” is signed in the same way as work (see infra), with only the mouthing differing.
In Lingala, mosala, to work, is the same as to do. In standard Arabic, one of the two words
meaning “work” similarly carries primarily the notion of activity, “to do”: fa3ala/yaf3alu (Jg— /
)Je<a)™. Interestingly, this word exists only in standard Arabic, the language developed from
classical Arabic in the early 19" century, and appears in the various dialects only as varia-
tions borrowed from the standard Arabic. As early as the 8" century, the Arab grammarians
chose to use it as the root (in its graphic aspect, as opposed to the phonetic aspect) to rep-
resent the morphologic schemes of the Arabic language. Thus, the word katib («xldd!), writ-
er, is viewed by the grammarians as following the fa3il scheme. One is reminded of Hannah
Arendt’s remarks on the birth of rhetoric as the substitution of persuasion for violence at the
birth of the polis, with the separation of words from deeds (which were coupled in heroic
times) (Arendt 1998, 25-26), except that written words are the words involved here. A keen-
witted shield-bearer who thinks things out carefully must indeed know the distinction between
written and spoken words on the one hand and deeds on the other hand, keep the difference
clear, and also see the social relationships that connect them.

4.2. Denoting Effort, Difficulty, Pain

In many languages, the notions of effort, difficulty and pain are present in the lexicon of work,
and most of the time these salient characteristics are present together in the same words,
with only the context pointing to one separate characteristic. Only in Wolof (but there must be
other examples) could | find two words for “to work”, one of which does imply effort, but not
necessarily painful effort. Should this distinction be found to exist in other languages, the
present section would need to be divided in two and the typology extended.

In Hesiodos’s "Epya kai Huépai (The Works and the Days), work, ergon (£€pyov), which
does imply effort, but not necessarily painful effort, is first introduced as a valued activity mo-
tivated by envy of another man’s wealth. It is part of human nature, and, even in the Golden
Age (before Zeus punished Prometheus for stealing the gods’ fire by sending them Pandora
and her box) men satisfied their needs through work, the difference with the later ages being
that men, being frugal, could satisfy one year’s needs with one day of easy work (“kev kai émr’
AuaT €pyacoalo, WOTE O€ KEig EviauTov ExeIv Kai depyov €6vta”). The human condition after
the Golden Age is characterized by the addition of ponos (Tmévog) painful and difficult work
(“xaAetToio 1TéVO0I0”), since men have lost the secret of a frugal life. One can easily read into
the fable the Marxist concept of surplus work/labour demanded by masters and refer the
causes of the existence of surplus work/labour to domination rather than Pandora’s myth.

Among the meanings of ponos (T16vog), we find hard work, toil, as in toil of battle, trouble,
bodily exertion, exercise, stress, trouble, distress, suffering, pain, especially physical—
distinguished from lipi (AOTTN), pain in general—but also implements for labour, stock in trade,
task, business, enterprise, undertaking. While the original metonymy was a target-in-source
metonymy involving domain reduction (from the painful aspect of work to hard work in gen-
eral), it gave rise to the opposite, source-in-target metonymy involving domain extension
(from the work experience, seen as painful, to the notion of enterprise, and even anything

' fa3ala / yaf3alu: he did, he does (there is no infinitive form in Arabic). The scheme is fa3il.
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produced by work, a work, as in 1pnT10g peAdicodv ovog, the perforated work of bees, i.e. the
honeycomb in the poetic language of Pindarus.)

The Indo-European root of the Greek word ponos (T1évog) is (s)pend,'® which seems to re-
late to the pulling motion that comes with spinning and weaving (from the same the root “-
spend”). The painful experience of women spinning and weaving seems to have been at the
origin of the word. Another painful experience, that of carrying heavy loads, has been at the
origin of the Latin word labor (labor, lapsi, lapsus sum) which has given the French labeur
and /abour (ploughing), the English labour, the Italian /avoro, etc. The meaning of the Latin
labor is to slip (as in lapsus, a slip of the tongue), under a heavy burden. The same reference
to a heavy burden can be found in the Russian language, which has two words for work: trud
(Tpya), and rabota (pabota), close to rabotsva (pabctBa), meaning slavery (see infra 3.5).
Trud (Tpyn) belongs to the group of words denoting pain, together with the Latin trddo (to
thrust, push, shove; to crowd or shove forward; to press on, drive, impel), both rooted in In-
do-European tr-eu-d-, to press, to squeeze, like under a heavy burden." It is the word used

10 Podkorny’s entry, p. 988, adapted, with the abbreviations developed and translated into English: (s)pen(d): to
pull; to spin, “ziehen, spannen’ und “spinnen’, indem die zu webenden Faden zuerst ausgespannt wurden.

General comments: (s)pen- : spé(i)- ‘ziehen' = pen- “fiittern": pa- "Vieh weiden, fittern' {to graze cattle, to feed} =
bha-: bhen- "peta' { opdd dadesddseqraethr valain} pn® webe'{fabric},
oben { see above} S {p}. 788.

Material: 1. Formen ohne -s-

Armenian (Arm.) hanum, aorist (Aor.) hanay und henum, aorist (Aor.) heni ‘'weben, zusammennahen'; s. darlber
Meillet Esquisse2 55, 105, 111 f.; Greek (gr.) évopai ‘strenge mich an, mihe mich ab, habe Mangel', TTévog
‘mihsame Arbeit, Miihsal, Kummer', rovéw ‘mihe mich ab, usw.', TTovnpdg “in schlechtem Zustande, schadhaft,
lasterhaft', mévng "arm, durftig', Tevia "Mangel, Armut', eivijv "hungern', woraus wohl retrograd eivn "Hunger'
und Tdrog - évdupa Tig Hpag Hebd te) fis pn -tos; diese oder eine ahnliche t-Bildung liegt auch dem Old
Irish (air.) ét- “kleiden' zugrunde; Lituanian (lit.) pinu, pinti “flechten', pantis m. f., Old Prussish (apr.) panto f.
‘Fessel', Latvian (lett.) pinu, pit ‘flechten’, pinekls "Fessel'; Old Church Slavic (aksl.) ppng, peti “spannen’, (ab-
laut.) opona f. "Vorhang', ponjava "Umhang, Kleid', poto "Fessel'(serb. plto), wozu Old Russian (a.russ.) prepjatb
‘hindern', raspjatb “kreuzigen', pjatb, pnutb "mit dem FuRestoRen' und Old Church Slavic (aksl.) peta "Ferse' Ser-
bian (serb.) petasati ‘'mit den FuRen ausschlagen'), Russian (russ.) pjata, Serbian (serb.) péta, Lituanian (lit.)
péntis m. ‘ds.; Riicken der Axt, der Sense', Old Prussish (apr.) pentis "Ferse'; vielleicht Albanian (alb.) pendé,
péndé ‘Paar Ochsen; Joch (Ackermal)' aus einem *penta “*Gespann'; auch penk “Koppel';

2. Formen mit anlaut. s-: Latin (lat.) sponte "aus eigenem Antrieb, aus freiem Willen', Gothic (got.) Old High German
(ahd.) Anglo-Saxonég) sprgabk.pha’ galf b, ¥ spreS. Rassp -nuplaH
German (ahd.) spinna "Spinne'; mit einfachem n: OId Icelandic (aisl.) spuni m. *Gespinst', Anglo-Saxon (ags.)
spinel, Old High German (ahd.) spinala (und spinnila) "Spindel'.

3. Erweiterung (s)pen-d-:

Liena( It ) péjmsi ehaFblt tkegnpny , Ol tinan &lt) gdl -yti “spannen’,
Ltena( It ) pesagiiket, pasa Bl b,lin( &t ) pis dikn wingen', lterativ spaidit,
spudsts "Fallstrick, Falle', Latvian (lett.) spendele "Feder an einem Schlosse', spanda Strickwerk am Pflug', wie
auch pam. spundr "Pflug', Greek (gr.) omvdeipa - dpotpov Hes. (d. i. omvdipa); Old Church Slavic (aksl.) pendb
‘Spanne’, poditi “drangen, treiben' (urspriingl. etwa “ein Vieh an gespanntem Strick vorwartsziehen'); vermutlich
auch als ‘gespannt hangen', Latin (lat.) pended, -ére "hangen, herabhangen', pendd, -ére “wagen, schatzen,
zahlen' (zum Wagen aufhadngen), Umbrian (umbr.) ampentu ‘impenditd’; ob auch Anglo-Saxon (ags.) finta m.
‘Schwanz, Folge'?

16 Podkorny’s entry, p. 1095, adapted, with the abbreviations developed and translated into English:

tr-eu-d-

English meaning: to press, push

German meaning: ‘quetschen, stoRen, driicken'

General comments: wohl Erw. zu ter-3, tereu- ‘reiben'

Material: Alb. treth “verschneide' ("*zerstoRe, zerquetsche die Hoden') = lat. tr0dd, -ere “stoRRen, fortstolRen, drang-
en' (tridis ‘eisenbeschlagene Stange zum FortstoRen'); mcymr. cythrud ‘quélen’, godrud ‘wild', gorthrud
‘Bedriickung' (*-treudo-); mir. trotaid “streitet' (*truzd- aus *trud-d-), cymr. trythill, drythill "wolllstig' (daraus mir.
treitell "Liebling'); air. tromm, cymr. trwm “schwer' (*trudsmo- “driickend'); got. uspriutan “beschwerlich fallen', aisl.
pridta “'mangeln’, ags. (&-)dréotan unpers. ‘ermiden, (berdrissig werden', ahd. (ar-, bi-)driozan ‘bedrangen,
belastigen', nhd. verdrieRen; aisl. prjotr “widerspenstiger Mensch', ahd. urdrioz "Verdruf3';aisl. praut f. *Kraftprobe,
Bedrangnis', ags. dréat m. ‘Gedrange, Gewalttatigkeit, Drohung', mhd. drdz “Verdrul3, Last, Beschwerde' (= slav.
trudb); ags. dréat(n)ian "drangen, qualen, schelten, drohen'; ags. drietan ‘ermiden (ir.), drangen’, aisl. preyta
‘Kraft aufwenden, aushalten, ermiiden (tr. und intr.)’; aisl. prysta, ahd. dristit, ags. gedryscan "bedriicken', drys-
man ‘erdricken, ersticken', mnd. drussemen ‘erdrosseln, erdriicken'; aksl. trudb ‘Mihe', truzdg, truditi
‘beschweren, quélen'.
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by Orthodox monks to translate into Old Slavic the Greek word ponos (TTévog), and also the
words kopos (k6110G), pain, here a self-inflicted blow to the chest (in the context of asceti-
cism; from koptd [k6TTTW]) to deliver a blow), kamatos (kauatog), hard work, and hydros
(iopog), sweat. In Old Slavic, it thus means painful work, effort, exhaustion, sickness, and
also difficulty. The reference to sweat is also to be found in the original curse, “by the sweat
of thy brow”, but also in Wolof, where painful work is called niax jarifiu, niax meaning sweat,
and jarifiu meaning useful. Another Wolof word for “to work”, daan dole, meaning to use
one’s strength (dole) puts more stress on the notion of effort than on the related pain. This
brings to mind the notion of energy, its physiology, and what Freudians call the psychological
economy of the libido.

The adjective formed on trud is used to denote the particularly difficult characteristic of
one type of work, as in trudnaja rabota (TpygHas pa6bota), hard and painful work. But the
word becomes dignified when used by monks, extolling their own ascetic and associated
intellectual pursuits and later communists, when frudjaschiesja (Tpygawmwmecs) became the
official word for the supposedly dominant working class. There is even an organization' in
Russia entitled “Workers against slavery”, Trudjaschiesja protiv rabotsva (Tpygdawwuecs -
npotmeB pabcTtea), under a banner inspired from the French Socialist Party logo. While the
original metonymy was a target-in-source metonymy involving domain reduction (from the
painful aspect of work to hard work in general), it gave rise to the opposite, source-in-target
metonymy involving domain extension (from the work experience, seen as painful, to the
notions of cultural production, dignified group).

The painful connotation is present in the standard Arabic ‘amal (J= )), which resulted in
the Swahili amali, pointing to colonization and slave production in the area.

The sinogram 77 lao denotes painful work. According to the etymological dictionary
Shudoweén Jiézi (5 3Cfii+), made available in 121 AD, and reflecting the specular turn of mind
prevailing under the Hans, the original sinogram, in the xiaozhuan (Small Seal Script (/M%%,
221-207 BC) is the superposition of K X the night light (fire) at the top, * the roof in the mid-
dle, signifying the hose, and J; force, in the bottom. Rooted in lao, we find 57 A laoren (lao +
ren [man]) hard worker, 351 (lao + li [strength]) to perform manual work, & laoshen (lao +
shen [mind]) to think hard, intellectual fatigue. Associated with z dong, denoting movement,
we find A% 30 naolilaodong (nao [brain[ + i [strength] + lao + dong), intellectual work,
& H55 5 tillilaodong (ti = body), manual work, but also 55353% laodong+fa (law), labour law,
and %314 [ laodong + hetong (contract), work contract.

The painful characteristic of work has resulted in labour referring to birth giving (travail in
French), which is in fact a combination of two source-in target metonymies, one stressing the
painful character of both processes, the other one emphasizing, in both cases too, the result
of activity (something is produced, see infra 3.3) therefore inviting comparison and leading to
the creation of the metaphor, long before it became part of the Marxist feminist notion of re-
productive labour as reproducing labour power. It was obviously sourced in the Christian
tradition, since there is no such use of the word labour or its equivalent in Hebrew to denote
childbearing, although the original curse in Hebrew refers to pain (itstsabon, j12zy) both for
the woman’s experience of childbirth and the man’s experience of tilling the ground). The
English language has appropriated the French word travail, to designate all sorts of painful
experiences, including travel before the days of package tours.

Some degree of pain is unavoidable when “grappling with reality”, the working subject is
engaged in a struggle against the object that is worked on, hence the metaphor of battle, in
the English word toil, which originally meant argument, strife, battle.

4.3. Denoting the Result or Product of Activity

7 http://sd-inform.org/biblioteka/antitotalitarizm/trudjaschiesja-protiv-rabstva, accessed January 10, 2014.
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In the Latin family of Indo-European languages, the concrete product of work receives names
based on the Indo-European root Op'®: Latin opus, French oceuvre, Spanish obra, ltalian
opera, etc. The process that leads to the creation of these works, concrete work, is called
operare (Latin, Italian) ceuvrer (French, also ouvrage, both the result of work and the work
process), obrar (Spanish), etc. And the individuals involved in the process of producing such
objects, the workers, are called ouvriers (French), operai (Italian), obreros (Spanish), etc., a
particular class of waged workers that produce material goods outside agriculture (but the
concept can be extended to agricultural waged work as in the French ouvrier agricole, with a
modifier).

A first metonymy projects the result of work onto the work process, another one projects
the work process onto the worker, a third one can project it on the end result. The French
labourer (to plough), originating in Latin labor (see supra) gives labour, as the activity (“faire
les labours” = labourer, to plough) of the laboureur (ploughman) and the result of the activity
(“marcher dans les labours”, to walk through ploughed fields).

An opposite process can be observed in English, in which the activity gives its name to
the result of activity, especially for intellectual work (works of art, good works in the language
of religion) or in German (Werk). In Russian, the word frud (Tpya), denoting painful and diffi-
cult work, gives its name to the resulting work of the mind, as in Tpyasl MatemaTtudeckoro
WHctutyTa nmenn B. A. Cteknosa, Trudy Matematicheskogo Instituta imeni V. A. Steklova,
for a mathematical journal, and in Hebrew, where, most interestingly melda'kah (nox'm), free
labour (see infra 3.5) also means the result of work, property, thereby anticipating by a few
centuSes or millennia the Lockean theory of property founded on labour (Locke 2000, 298-
299).

4.4, Denoting Torture
In the Latin family of Indo-European languages, French (travail), Spanish (trabajo) Provencal

(trebalh), Portuguese (trabalho), Italian (travaglio) originate in trepalium (Latin), a torture in-
strument. The connection points to pain that does not stop, as a consequence of a minute

18 Podkorny’s entry, p. 780, adapted, with the abbreviations developed and translated into English.
op-1
English meaning: to work, perform
German meaning; arbeiten, zustande bringen; Ertrag der Arbeit, Reichtum
Derivatives: op-os- "Werk 'Material: Old Hindic (ai.) apas- n. "Werk' (= lat. opus), Avestan (av.) hv-apah- ‘gutes
Werk (verrihey dpa - n. "Werk, religiése Handlung'; apnas- n. "Ertrag, Habe, Besitz', av. afnah-vant- ‘reich
an Besitz'; Greek (gr.) éumvn f. "Nahrung, Brotfrucht', dutmviog ‘ndhrend'’; Latin (lat.) opus, -eris "Arbeit, Bes-
chaftigung, Handlung, Werk', opus est “es ist nétig' (**ist MuRarbeit'), wovon operd, -are “arbeiten’, Oscan (osk.)
upsannam ‘operandam’, upsatuh sent (‘factt sunt'), Perf. upsed ‘fecit', uupsens ‘fécérunt', (dehnstufiges Perf.
wie in lat. 6d1), Umbrian (umbr.) osatu “facitd', palign. upsaseter “fieret’; lat. ops, opis "Vermdgen, Reichtum,
Macht; Hilfe, Beistand', bei Ennius auch ‘Bemiihung, Dienst', officium "Pflicht' < *opi-ficium *Arbeitsverrichtung’,
Ops "Géttin des Erntesegens’, inops, copia (*co-opia), opulentus ‘reich an Vermdgen, machtig', wohl auch opti-
mus ‘der Beste' (eig. "der Wohlhabendste') ; vielleicht der Name der Osci, Opsci, '‘OTikoi als “die Verehrer der
Ops' und lat. omnis all, ganz, jeder' (*op-ni-s); vielleicht air. somme ‘reich', domme “arm’ (su-, dus-op-smo -);
Anglo-Saxon (ags.) efnan, Old Icelandic (aisl.) efna “wirken, tun'; dehnstufig Old High German (ahd.) uobo "Land-
bauer', uoben ‘“ins Werk setzen, ausuben, verehren', nhd. iben, ahd. uoba m. PI. “Feier', Middle High German
(mhd.) uop “das Uben, Landbau’, Anglo-Saxon (as.) obian “feiern’, aié @dip & gat gt fBic e-
landic (aisl.) efna “ausfuhren', efni "Stoff, Zeug fiir etwas'; Uber aisl. afl ‘Kraft' usw. s. oben S. 52; Hittite (hitt.)
happinahh- ‘reich machen'.
As expressed in chapter V of the Second Treatise on Civil Government. “44. From all which it is evident, that
though the
things of Nature are given in common, man (by being master of himself, and proprietor of his own person, and
the actions or Labour of it) had still in himself the great Foundation of Property; and that which made up the
great part of what he applied to the support or comfort of his being, when invention and arts had improved the
conveniences of life, was perfectly his own, and did not belong in common to others.” The bourgeoisie was the
only class in the history of Europe that both possessed means of production and performed manual work/labour,
hence its special relationship to the notion of work/labour and property. But similar groups of self-employed
“free” workers existed before, and could link work and the result of work sub specie of property.
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division of labour that reduces work to a repetition of the same motions for an extended peri-
od.

Marx’s ideal workday, when | am able “to hunt in the morning, fish in the afternoon, rear
cattle in the evening, criticise after dinner, just as | have a mind, without ever becoming
hunter, fisherman, shepherd or critic’ (Marx and Engels 1845/46, 53), points to a crucial
characteristic of work from a eudemonistic perspective: if a change of work is a holiday, then
what makes work an especially painful activity is its continuation through an over-extended
period of time, the ensuing boredom, and the transformation of pain, which is an unavoidable
part of life, into suffering, which is an avoidable part of life. Here, the connection with extra
work demanded by masters is also present.

The repetition of the same, even innocuous per se, becomes a torment, as in the “Chi-
nese water torture” where the pain comes from a steady dripping of water droplets on the
same part of the body. And the classical image of the Fordist worker, chained to the assem-
bly line so that he/she must repeat the same motion relentlessly, resembles that of the galley
slave who does nothing but work the oars. Relentless repetition of the same is what Thana-
tos (the death impulse identified by Freud) is about. Relentlessness and endlessness are the
two things that make hell hellish. Hell is everlasting death, as Paradise is everlasting life.

Another dimension of torture, which applies to the “Chinese water torture” concept too, is
excessive focusing on one thing, the concentration involved, which is painful in itself. “In con-
sequence of the division of labour, the whole of every man's attention comes naturally to be
directed towards some one very simple object” (Smith 1999, 114).

All'in all, man is living through and craving for variety, alternation and diversity. Just as we
alternate inhaling and exhaling, chewing and swallowing, sleeping and waking, we need to
alternate our activities. Post-Fordist human resources specialists of Internet work, who have
understood this, would allow private Internet surfing (cyberloafing) to employees while at
their workstation to increase productivity by lowering stress Chen and Lim 2011). This raises
the issue of rhythm. Autonomous work (when | choose to work) is set to individual bio-
rhythms, heteronomous work (when | have work imposed on me from outside, whether by
necessity or violence) is set to extraneous rhythms: slaves on a galley pulling on the oars to
the drum’s rhythm, marching soldiers, workers on the assembly-line, Internet slaves desper-
ately trying to catch up with incoming emails are all subject to a form of torture. In moderate
doses, the extraneous rhythm energizes, as when dancing to a tune, while it becomes painful
and even lethal in excessive doses, as any stimulus.

4.5. Denoting Status of Workers: Subordination

Heteronomous work suggests the existence of domination relationships. But, even in the
absence of an actual master, the very nature of work involves a certain form of subordina-
tion. As a matter of fact, both the goal of the freely chosen work activity, and the specificities
of the chosen work material themselves, impose their irreducible strangeness on the worker.
When “I'm committed to my work”, the goal, the end in view becomes my master, imposes a
discipline, and, when | carve wood, | have to obey the dictates of the wood grain at the very
moment when | transform nature. “Nature to be commanded must be obeyed” wrote Francis
Bacon (Bacon 1960, 39).

In Indo-European languages, the root orbho,? signifying orphan, bereft, servant, slave,
weak child, work, has given Arbeit in German and rabota (pabota) in Russian. Here, the

0 Podkorny’s entry, p. 780, adapted, with the abbreviations developed and translated into English.
orbho-

English meaning: orphan; servant; work

German meaning: ‘verwaist, Waise'; daraus Armenian (arm.) and Greek (gr.) mit -ano-, Celtic (kelt.) German
(germ.) mit jo-Ableitung) "Waisengut = Erbe', wovon “der Erbe'; "Waise' = “kleines Kind, klein, schwach, hilflos'
(ai., slav.); “verwaistes, schutzloses Kind, das fiirs Gnadenbrot alle niedrige Arbeit zu verrichten hat, Knecht,
Sklave' (slav., arm.), wovon “Knechtesarbeit'.
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salient aspect of work is domination, subordination. A feeling of pity for the orphan, the
weakling, resonates. Too bad human beings are subjected to this condition. Aristotle in his
Politics (Ross 1957, 1253b; Davis & Jowett 2008, 31) dreamt that one day slaves would be
replaced by machines?'; so did Marxist Paul Lafargue, who quoted him in his Droit & la
Paresse (1883, 38). And Czech Karel Capek invented the word robot (from Czech rob, slave)
in his science-fiction play R.U.R. (Rossum's Universal Robots) first staged in Prague in 1921.

The Russian sluzhaschie (cnyxawwe), from the verb to serve (cnyxuTtb) is used for em-
ployees: hence sluzhba (cnyx6a), white-collar work. In the days of Czarist Russia, civil and
military servants in the huge bureaucracy would “serve”, sluzhit’ (cnyxuTs) rather than work
(pabotatb), and today’s office workers, when at their workstations, are still “in service” na
skuzhbe (Ha cnyxb6e) rather than “at work” na rabote (Ha pa6oTe). The “noble” meaning of
service, in a bureaucracy engaged primarily in intellectual and direction activities is related to
feudal relations. It is comparable to the French employé, a placeholder (emploi meaning po-
sition). When a large class of waged workers appeared in the United States, the word em-
ployé was originally used, borrowed from the French, then it was anglicized into employee. In
dialectal Arabic, in the Maghreb and Egypt, khedma (32>¢) work, is the same as service, root-
ed in the experience of the Arab conquest.

One of the three words denoting work / labour in Hebrew, avoda (72v) is similarly rooted
in slavery. In Rabbinic Hebrew, it means divine worship, service (of God, originally performed
by the priests in the Temple). It is a metaphor of slavery / service, since the relationship of
man to god is similar to the relationship of the slave / servant (eved, 72v) to the master. In
modern Hebrew, it is the most commonly used word to mean work, with the verb la'avod
(mav?), meaning to work, the same verb used by Genesis 2.2 to describe god’s work of crea-
tion (when he made himself a servant to creation [...] ), [...] and gives its name to the Labour
Party (Mifleget HaAvoda HaYisraelit xw°in"?). Investigating the notion of calling (Beruf) in his
Protestant Ethic and the Spirit of Capitalism, Max Weber goes at great length to make the
point that the notion of calling (Beruf in German), as a service to god in worldly work, is re-
cent, linked with the Reformation??, and that there is no equivalent in languages not affected
by the Reformation. He tackles the issue of ancient languages in a footnote, where, identify-
ing Hebrew as the only ancient language in which there is a connexion between divine ser-
vice and work with the word avoda, he remarks: “Admittedly, as Professor Merx informs me,
even in ancient times the Hebrew word %x had completely lost any link with the original con-
cept [...]". “Even in ancient times”, avoda must have first referred to work/labour as subordi-
nated work, and the technical religious word must have been borrowed from the common
language, not the other way round. The other Hebrew word for work / labour, meld'kah

Material: Ai. arbha- “klein, schwach; Kind'; arm. orb, -oy "Waise'; arbaneak Diener, Gehilfe'?; gr. opgpo-Bétal -
émitpotrol dpeaviv Hes., Wpowoev - wpeaviaev Hes., 0ppavdg “verwaist' (vgl. arm.arbaneak), lat. orbus “einer
Sache beraubt, verwaist'; Old irish (air.) orb(b)e, orpe m. n. “der, das Erbe' (o4 o -), comarbe "Miterbe', Gallic
(gall.) Orbius MN (dazu das Verbum air. no-m-erpimm “committo me', ro-eirpset “sie Ubergaben' usw., vielleicht
aus*air-orb-), Gothic (got.) arbi n. "das Erbe', Old high German (ahd.) arbi, erbi n. ds., Anglo-Saxon (ags.) ierfe,
yrfe n. ds. Old Icelandic (aisl.) arfr m. "das Erbe' ist zu arfi, arfa *der Erbe, die Erbin' neugebildet), Old Icelandic
(aisl.) erfi (run. arbija) n. "Leichenmahl'; Gothic (got.) arbja, Old Icelandic (aisl.) arfi (f. arfa), Old high German
(ahd.) arpeo, erbo “der Erbe', ags. ierfe n. "das Erbe'; die germ. Worter stammen wegen des Folgenden kaum
aus dem Keltischen; aus ein intr. Verbum *arbé-j6 "bin verwaistes, zur harten Arbeit verdingtes Kind?' fihrt man
zurlick Gothic (got.) arbaips f. "Muhsal, Arbeit', Old Icelandic (aisl.) erfidi n. ds., as. arabéd f., arbédi n., Anglo-
Saxon (ags.) earfop f., earfepe n. "Muhe, Arbeit', ahd. arabeit "Arbeit' (aisl. erfidr, ags. earfepe "beschwerlich'),
Grundf. *aB Bz ; sehr fraglich ist Entstehung aus *arb-ma- fir got. arms “elend', Old Icelandic (aisl.) armr
‘elend, ungliicklich', Old high German (ahd.) as. ar(a)m, Anglo-Saxon (ags.) earm “arm, durftig'; Grundbed.
ware etwa “armes Waisenkind'; abg. rabb ‘Knecht', rabota “servitus', Cezch (€ech.) rob *Sklave', robe “kleines
Kind', Russian (russ.) rebjata “Kinder', rebénok "Kind'; die russ. Formen gehen auf rob-, Old Slavic (urslav.)
*orb- zuriick (Vasmer brieflich); vielleicht Hititte (hitt.) arpa- "Ungunst, MiRerfolg'.

2 «For if every instrument could accomplish its own work, obeying or anticipating the will of others, like the statues
of Daedalus, or the tripods of Hephaestus, which, says the poet, of their own accord entered the assembly of
the gods; if, in like manner, the shuttle would weave and the plectrum touch the lyre without a hand to guide
them, chief workmen would not want servants, nor masters slaves.”

As a matter of fact, in English, the word starts referring to “a trade” only in 1551, while the word calling to trans-
late the Latin vocation appears with Wycliffe in 1382, according to the Oxford English Dictionary.
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(nox'7n), linked with artisans, handicrafts, is similarly based on the status of the worker, this
time not servile: in the Old Testament, it refers to angels, ministers, i.e. employees above the
rank of slaves. In Chinese, the word ye 2 (in traditional Chinese), M. (in simplified Chinese),
meaning line of business, industry, occupation, job, employment, school studies, enterprise,
also means property, and, in the context of Buddhism, karma, a person’s station in life
viewed as the result of his/her actions. The Semitic root a.b/v.d., present in avoda, is
matched by the Arabic abd (ss2s5—¢) which means servant, slave, and, by extension, wor-
shipper as in Abdullah, servant of god.

The relationship between work / labour and slavery is sweetly expressed in the Spanish
word for retirement, jubilacién, which refers to the Jubilee, the biblical period, every 50 years,
when slaves would be free, lands restored to their original owners and debts extinguished.

3.6. Metonymy Based on the Gestures Involved in One Particular Type of Work

The Chinese have three words for work/labour. One of them is gong (I"). The sinogram
(Chinese character) 1. is a stylised image of a hand-held rammer, an implement used to
flatten, compact and stabilize the soil in order to build a house without foundations. Associat-
ed with other sinograms, it has given the noun T.{£ (gongzuo) meaning work in general, also
the verb to work, T./£# gongzhe (gongzuo + zhe [man]) worker, T.{fH gongri (gongzuo +
ri [day]) workday, T.1E/lk (gongzuo + fu [clothes]) work clothes, T {Fif (gongzuo + zheng
[document]) working permit, . A gongren (gongzuo + ren [male]) worker, 1.2 gonghui,
(gongzuo + hui [meeting]) labour union, etc., and, interestingly, I.%t gongzi (gongzuo + zI |
resources, capital, to provide, to supply, to support, money, expense]), wages.

The same process (source-in-target metonymy, domain extension) has been used by the
inventors of sign language for the deaf: in French Sign Language®, and in American Sign
Language, which is derived from the French Sign Language, “the sign for ‘work’ is made by
shaping both hands into ‘fist shapes’ [...]. With your palms facing downward, use your domi-
nant fist to tap the wrist or the side of your non-dominant fist a few times (Memory Aid: Think

of working with a hammer)”:**

Figure 1: “work” in American Sign Language

This mimics the action of hammering, the repetition shows that there is a purpose to the ac-
tivity, and the number of repetitions is left to the speaker. There is also a connotation of pain
in the mutual shocks that flesh is heir to. The opposed poles of active / passive, “dominant” /
subservient, subject / object are at work. The French Sign Language for unemployment®
starts very much like “work” with crossed wrists, but the hands move apart and come to rest
on the hips.

In British Sign Language,® the sign for work is made with “hands held with open palms,
prime hand chops down on secondary hand”, as in cutting wood or meat, the upper hand
functioning as an axe or chopper. “Unemployed” is signed by “Secondary hand held open

= http://www.Isfdico-injsmetz.fr/recherche-alphabetique.php?mot=563&lettre=t

2 http://lifeprint.com/asl101/pages-signs/w/work.htm

% http://www.Isfdico-injsmetz.fr/recherche-alphabetique.php?mot=920&lettre=c&valeur=100
% http://www.britishsignlanguage.com/words/index.php?id=37
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with thumb upward. Prime hand brushes top of secondary hand”, moving away from where
the chopping action can be performed, showing the impossibility of chopping.?’

If, like German philologists of the 19" century, we were looking for the word work/labour in
the “original language”, the Ursprache, at the anthropological level, the sign languages might
well point us in the right direction for “work” as a specifically human activity: the signs mimic
the movement of the flint stone chopper for shaping other flint stones (Leroy-Gourhan 1964,
133-134): it is the original machine tool, the tool to make tools that makes humans human,
whereas animals use tools found in nature and do not make them. Whether we agree or not
in totality with the theory of The Gestural Origin of Language (Armstrong and Wilcox 2007), it
seems that the Tower of Babel was built with cut stones.

5. Conclusion

The reasons why we use metonymies are both functional and contextual. Every object that
we consider is related in our minds to a particular context and/or a particular structure, which
assigns a function to the various elements which can be considered, in the last analysis, as
the referents (what is signified) of any given situation. Each referent is seen as part of a
whole that transcends it (irrespective of whether we have source-in-target or target-in-source
metonymy) and assigns to it a function, a raison d’étre (the reason why it is mentioned in the
first place) within the larger situation where the referent appears. In the example “I'm tying
my shoes”, laces only have a function within the structural and functional scenario of a cer-
tain kind of shoe. In the case of work/labour metonymies, as in all metonymies, each meton-
ymy is a “fractal compression” (de Oliveira e Paiva and Menezes 2010) of the web of histori-
cal and social relationships in which the referents themselves have been entangled.

It is now for us to explore in more detail the way metonymies and metaphors born along
the ages from the actual experience of work/labour by our ancestors have been recycled in
the Age of the Internet, as an avenue to identify the web of social relationships in which to-
day’s work situations that contribute to the existence of the Web, or connect to it in their daily
course, are entangled, taking into account the salient dimensions of work/labour that linguis-
tic inquiry has provided for further research.

Unsurprisingly, the nascent vocabulary of Internet work / labour has relied on metaphors,
using existing off-line realities as a source domain to name activities in the target domain of
“virtual work”, which is understandable since it is a new activity which in some respects
"looks like" previous activities. The “web”, the “net”, the “cloud” are metaphors.

But when it comes to work and labour, metonymies are back. Interestingly, writers trying
to describe work on the Internet have used metonymies that were not sourced in the domain
of work and labour, but in the domain of technology, specifically computer technology. Take
“elancer”, coined by Helen Wilkinson in 1999 (Barbrook 2006, 96), “cybertariat” (Huws 2001),
or “digital labour”. The prefixes “e-” and “cyber”, or the modifier “digital” are used to stress
one salient aspect of Internet work, which is that it depends on computers. Then one particu-
lar aspect of computers is used to refer to the world of computers in general, and by exten-
sion to the Internet: computers rely on electronics (“-e”), are a complex information system
(“cyber”), based on digits (“digital”’), etc. Once one of these particular aspects of computer
technology has found its way into the current language as a proxy for Internet-related activity,
it can be associated with a word referring to work and labour: e + freelancer = elancer, cyber
+ proletariat: cybertariat, digital + labour. The choice of the work-related element is of course
linked with the political stance of the author. Those metonymies point to the dependence of
the worker on the technology. Amazon’s Mechanical Turk refers to the Turk, a chess-playing
automaton that was ultimately discovered to provide a hiding place for an actual chess ex-
pert, and provides “artificial artificial intelligence”. A metonymy derived from one particular
aspect of work on the Internet (and thus analogous to 3.6) would be clickworker.

Most striking is the fact that no new word has emerged from the wealth of “new names” that
clog the literature about the Internet to replace “to work” as a verb. This would be further

# hitp://lwww.britishsignlanguage.com/words/index.php?id=75
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proof that work on the Internet is definitely not virtual, since virtual is defined by the OED as
“not physically existing as such but made by software to appear to do so from the point of
view of the program or the user”.
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Abstract: The overall task of this paper is to elaborate a typology of the forms of labour that are
needed for the production, circulation, and use of digital media. First, we engage with the question
what labour is, how it differs from work, which basic dimensions it has and how these dimensions can
be used for defining digital labour. Second, we introduce the theoretical notion of the mode of produc-
tion as analytical tool for conceptualizing digital labour. Modes of production are dialectical units of
relations of production and productive forces. Relations of production are the basic social relations that
shape the economy. Productive forces are a combination of labour power, objects and instruments of
work in a work process, in which new products are created. Third, we have a deeper look at dimen-
sions of the work process and the conditions under which it takes place. We present a typology that
identifies dimensions of working conditions. It is a general typology that can be used for the analysis of
any production process. Fourth, we apply the typology of working conditions to the realm of digital
labour and identify different forms of digital labour and the basic conditions, under which they take
place. Finally, we discuss political implications of our analysis and what can be done to overcome bad
working conditions that digital workers are facing today.

Keywords: critical theory, critical political economy of communication and the media, social theory,
digital labour, digital work, digital media, philosophy

Muhanga is an enslaved miner in Kivu (Democratic Republic of Congo). He extracts cas-
siterite, a mineral that is needed for the manufacturing of laptops and mobile phones: “As you
crawl through the tiny hole, using your arms and fingers to scratch, there’s not enough space
to dig properly and you get badly grazed all over. And then, when you do finally come back
out with the cassiterite, the soldiers are waiting to grab it at gunpoint. Which means you have
nothing to buy food with. So we’re always hungry” (Finnwatch 2007, 20).

The Chinese engineer Lu assembles mobile phones at Foxconn Shenzhen. He reports
about overwork and exhaustion: “We produced the first generation iPad. We were busy
throughout a 6-month period and had to work on Sundays. We only had a rest day every 13
days. And there was no overtime premium for weekends. Working for 12 hours a day really
made me exhausted” (SACOM 2010, 7; for an analysis of Foxconn see also Sandoval 2013).

In Silicon Valley, the Cambodian ICT (information and communications technology) as-
sembler Bopha has been exposed to toxic substances. He highlights: “I talked to my co-
workers who felt the same way [that | did] but they never brought it up, out of fear of losing
their job” (Pellow and Park 2002, 139).

Mohan, a project manager in the Indian software industry who is in his mid-30s, explains,
“Work takes a priority. [...] The area occupied by family and others keeps reducing” (D’Mello
and Sahay 2007, 179). Bob, a software engineer at Google explains that, “because of the
large amounts of benefits (such as free foods) there seems to be an unsaid rule that employ-
ees are expected to work longer hours. Many people work more than 8 hours a day and then
will be on email or work for a couple hours at home, at night as well (or on the weekends). It
may be hard to perform extremely well with a good work/life balance. Advice to Senior Man-
agement—Give engineers more freedom to use 20% time to work on cool projects without
the stress of having to do 120% work” (data source: www.glassdoor.com).
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Ann, a web designer, writer, and illustrator, offers her services on the freelance market
platform People Per Hour that mediates the creation and purchase of products and services
that are not remunerated by worked hours, but by a fixed product price. She describes her
work:

My design styles are as broad as my client base, from typical hard hitting, sound, clear,
and concise business branding, to more stylised and fluid hand drawn or illustrated work.
| relish working to a deadline, and although | often work to very specific criteria, some cli-
ents are looking for a moment of inspiration, and that's where | excel. I'm always ready for
a challenge, and providing the brief is concise and well conceived. | can produce work to
a very tight schedule. If you are online, you will see amendments almost immediately!
(data source: peopleperhour.com).

The working lives of Muhanga, Lu, Bopha, Mohan, Bob, and Ann seem completely different.
Muhanga extracts minerals from nature. Lu and Bopha are industrial workers. Mohan, Bob
and Ann are information workers creating either software or designs. They work under differ-
ent conditions, such as slavery, wage labour, or freelancing. Yet they have in common that
their labour is in different ways related to the production and use of digital technologies and
that ICT companies profit from it. In this paper we discuss the commonalities and differences
of the working lives of workers like these by identifying different dimensions of digital labour.

Section 1 introduces a cultural-materialist perspective on theorising digital labour. Section
2 discusses the relevance of Marx’s concept of the mode of production for the analysis of
digital labour. Section 3 introduces a typology of the dimensions of working conditions. Sec-
tion 4 based on the preceding sections presents a digital labour analysis toolbox. Finally, we
draw some conclusions in section 5.

1. (Digital) Work and Labour: A Cultural-Materialist Perspective

The digital labour debate has in a first phase focused mainly on understanding the value cre-
ation mechanisms on corporate social media such as Facebook, YouTube, and Twitter. Au-
thors have for example discussed the usefulness of Karl Marx’s labour theory of value
(Fuchs 2010, Arvidsson and Colleoni 2012, Fuchs 2012b, Scholz 2013), how the notion of
alienation shall be used in the context of digital labour (Andrejevic 2012, Fisher 2012), or if
and how Dallas Smythe’s concept of audience labour can be used for understanding digital
labour (for an overview discussion see Fuchs 2012a). The book Social Media: A Critical In-
troduction (Fuchs 2014b) provides a general introduction to many of these issues. The gen-
eral task has been to understand and conceptualise a situation in which users under real-
time and far-reaching conditions of commercial surveillance create a data commodity that is
sold to advertising clients. This involved a discussion of the question of who exactly creates
the value that manifests itself in social media corporations’ profits. But going beyond these
initial debates, studying digital labour requires paying attention to digital labour in all its
forms.

In approaching a definition of digital labour one can learn from debates on how to define
cultural and communication labour.

1.1. Defining Cultural Labour

There exists a latent debate between Vincent Mosco and David Hesmondhalgh about how to
define cultural and communication work and where to draw the boundaries. According to
Hesmondhalgh cultural industries “deal primarily with the industrial production and circulation
of texts” (Hesmondhalgh 2013, 16). Thus cultural industries include broadcasting, film, mu-
sic, print and electronic publishing, video and computer games, advertising, marketing and
public relations, and web design. Cultural labour is therefore according to this understanding
all labour conducted in these industries. Cultural labour deals “primarily with the industrial
production and circulation of texts” (Hesmondhalgh 2013, 17). Following this definition
Hesmondhalgh describes cultural work as “the work of symbol creators” (Hesmondhalgh
2013, 20).
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Vincent Mosco and Catherine McKercher argue for a much broader definition of commu-
nication work, including “anyone in the chain of producing and distributing knowledge prod-
ucts” (Mosco and McKercher 2009, 25). In the case of the book industry, this definition in-
cludes not only writers but, equally, librarians and also printers.

Hesmondhalgh’s definition of cultural industries and cultural work focuses on content pro-
duction. Such a definition tends to exclude digital media, ICT hardware, software, and Inter-
net phenomena such as social media and search engines. It thereby makes the judgment
that content industries are more important than digital media industries. It is idealistic in that it
focuses on the production of ideas and excludes the fact that these ideas can only be com-
municated based on the use of physical devices, computers, software, and the Internet. For
Hesmondhalgh (2013, 19) software engineers for example are no cultural workers because
he considers their work activity as “functional” and its outcomes not as text with social mean-
ing. Software engineering is highly creative: it is not just about creating a piece of code that
serves specific purposes, but also about writing the code by devising algorithms, which pos-
es logical challenges for the engineers. Robert L. Glass (2006) argues that software engi-
neering is a complex form of problem solving that requires a high level of creativity that he
terms software creativity. Software is semantic in multiple ways: a) when its code is execut-
ed, each line of the code is interpreted by the computer which results in specific operations;
b) when using a software application online or offline our brains constantly interpret the pre-
sented information; c) software not only supports cognition, but also communication and col-
laboration and therefore helps humans create and reproduce social meaning. Software engi-
neers are not just digital workers. They are also cultural workers.

Hesmondhalgh opposes Mosco’s and McKercher's broad definition of cultural work be-
cause “such a broad conception risks eliminating the specific importance of culture, of medi-
ated communication, and of the content of communication products” (Hesmondhalgh and
Baker 2011, 60). Our view is that there are many advantages of a broad definition as:

1. it avoids “cultural idealism” (Williams 1977, 19) that ignores the materiality of culture,

2. it can take into account the connectedness of technology and content, and

3. it recognizes the importance of the global division of labour, the exploitation of labour in
developing countries, slavery and other bloody forms of labour and thereby avoids the
Western-centric parochialism of cultural idealism.

Probably most importantly, a broad conception of cultural work can inform political solidarity:
“A more heterogeneous vision of the knowledge-work category points to another type of poli-
tics, one predicated on questions about whether knowledge workers can unite across occu-
pational or national boundaries, whether they can maintain their new-found solidarity, and
what they should do with it” (Mosco and McKercher 2009, 26).

Likewise, Eli Noam opposes the separation of hardware and content producers and ar-
gues for a broad definition of the information industry: “Are the physical components of media
part of the information sector? Yes. Without transmitters and receivers a radio station is an
abstraction. Without PCs, routers, and servers there is no Internet” (Noam 2009, 46). Noam
argues for a materialist unity of content and hardware producers in the category of the infor-
mation industry.

While some definitions of creative work and creative industries are input- and occupation-
focused (Caves 2000, Cunningham 2005, Hartley 2005), the broad notion of cultural work we
are proposing focuses on industry and output. Input- and output-oriented definitions of cul-
tural work/industries reflect a distinction that already Fritz Machlup (1962) and Daniel Bell
(1974) used in their classical studies of the information economy: the one between occupa-
tional and industry definitions of knowledge work. Our approach differs both from input-
oriented definitions and narrow output-oriented definitions.

We argue that cultural workers should be seen as what Marx termed Gesamtarbeiter.
Marx describes this figure of the collective worker (Gesamtarbeiter) in the Grundrisse where
he discusses labour as communal or combined labour (Marx 1857/1858, 470). This idea was
also taken up in Capital, Volume 1, where he defines the collective worker as “a collective
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labourer, i.e. a combination of workers” (Marx 1867, 644), and argues that labour is produc-
tive if it is part of the combined labour force: “In order to work productively, it is no longer
necessary for the individual himself to put his hand to the object; it is sufficient for him to be
an organ of the collective labourer, and to perform any one of its subordinate functions”
(ibid.). The collective worker is an “aggregate worker” whose “combined activity results mate-
rially in an aggregate product” (ibid., 1040). The “activity of this aggregate labour-power” is
“the immediate production of surplus-value, the immediate conversion of this latter into capi-
tal” (ibid.).

The question of how to define cultural and eventually also digital labour has to do with the
more general question of how to understand culture. It therefore makes sense to pay some
attention to the works of one of the most profound cultural theorists: Raymond Williams.

1.2. Cultural Materialism

In his early works, Raymond Williams was trying to understand working-class culture in con-
trast to bourgeois culture, which illustrates his genuinely socialist position and interest in cul-
ture. But although Williams stresses the focus on totality, i.e. culture as “the way of life as a
whole” (Williams 1958, 281) and “a general social process” (Williams 1958, 282), he in his
early works tended to categorically separate culture and the economy: “even if the economic
element is determining, it determines a whole way of life” (Williams 1958, 281). This notion of
determination implies that the two realms of the economy and culture are connected, but that
in the first instance they are also separate.

Later, in Marxism and Literature, Raymond Williams questioned Marxism’s historical ten-
dency to see culture as “dependent, secondary, ‘superstructural’: a realm of ‘mere’ ideas,
beliefs, arts, customs, determined by the basic material history” (Williams 1977, 19). He dis-
cusses various concepts that Marxist theories have used for conceptualising the relationship
of the economy and culture: determination, reflection, reproduction, mediation, homology. He
argues that these concepts all assume a relationship between the economy and culture that
to a varying degree is shaped by causal determination or mutual causality. But all of them
would share the assumption of “the separation of ‘culture’ from material social life” (Williams
1977, 19) that Williams (1977, 59) considers to be “idealist”. In Williams view the problem
with these approaches is not that they are too economistic and materialist but quite on the
contrary that they are not “materialist enough” (Williams 1977, 92).

Williams (1977, 78) argues that Marx opposed the “separation of ‘areas’ of thought and
activity”. Production would be distinct from “consumption, distribution, and exchange” as well
as from social relations (Williams 1977, 91). Productive forces would be “all and any of the
means of the production and reproduction of real life”, including the production of social
knowledge and co-operation (Williams 1977, 91). Politics and culture would be realms of
material production: ruling classes would produce castles, palaces, churches, prisons, work-
houses, schools, weapons, a controlled press, etc. (Williams 1977, 93). Therefore Williams
highlights the “material character of the production of a social and political order” and de-
scribes the concept of the superstructure an evasion (Williams 1977, 93). Here, Williams
reflects Gramsci’s insight that “popular beliefs” and “similar ideas are themselves material
forces” (Gramsci 1988, 215).

Raymond Williams (1977, 111) formulates as an important postulate of Cultural Material-
ism that “[c]ultural work and activity are not [...] a superstructure” because people would use
physical resources for leisure, entertainment, and art. Combining Williams’ assumptions that
cultural work is material and economic and that the physical and ideational activities underly-
ing the existence of culture are interconnected means that culture is a totality that connects
all physical and ideational production processes that are connected and required for the ex-
istence of culture. Put in simpler terms this means that for Williams the piano maker, the
composer, and the piano player all are cultural workers.

Williams (1977, 139) concludes that Cultural Materialism needs to see “the complex unity
of the elements” required for the existence of culture: ideas, institutions, formations, distribu-
tion, technology, audiences, forms of communication and interpretation, worldviews (138f). A
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sign system would involve the social relations that produce it, the institutions in which it is
formed and its role as a cultural technology (Williams 1977, 140). In order to avoid the “real
danger of separating human thought, imagination and concepts from ‘men’s material life-
process’™ (Williams 1989, 203), one needs to focus on the “totality of human activity” (Wil-
liams 1989, 203) when discussing culture: We “have to emphasise cultural practice as from
the beginning social and material” (Williams 1989, 206). The “productive forces of ‘mental
labour’ have, in themselves, an inescapable material and thus social history” (William 1989,
211). Marx expressed the basic assumption of Cultural Materialism well by stressing that the
“production of ideas, of conceptions, of consciousness, is at first directly interwoven with the
material activity and the material intercourse of men” (Marx and Engels 1845/46, 42). The
production of ideas is therefore the “language of real life” (Marx and Engels 1845/46, 42).
“Men are the producers of their conceptions, ideas, etc., that is, real, active men, as they are
conditioned by a definite development of their productive forces and of the intercourse corre-
sponding to these, up to its furthest forms” (Marx and Engels 1845/46, 42). Thinking and
communicating for Marx are processes of production that are embedded into humans’ every-
day life and work. Human beings produce their own capacities and realities of thinking and
communication in work and social relations.

In his later works, Williams stressed that it is particularly the emergence of an information
economy in which information, communication, and audiences are sold as commodities that
requires rethinking the separation of the economy and culture and to see culture as material.
“[lInformation processes [...] have become a qualitative part of economic organization” (Wil-
liams 1981, 231). “Thus a major part of the whole modern labour process must be defined in
terms which are not easily theoretically separable from the traditional ‘cultural’ activities. [...]
so many more workers are involved in the direct operations and activations of these systems
that there are quite new social and social-class complexities” (Williams 1981, 232).

As information is an important aspect of economic production in information societies, the
culture concept cannot be confined to popular culture, entertainment, works of arts, and the
production of meaning through the consumption of goods, but needs to be extended to the
realm of economic production and value creation. Cultural labour is a crucial concept in this
context.

1.3. A Materialist Notion of Cultural Labour

Inspired by Raymond Williams’ cultural materialism, it is feasible to argue for a broad under-
standing of cultural and digital labour that transcends the cultural idealism of the early digital
labour debate and some positions within the cultural industries school. On the one hand Wil-
liams refutes the separation of culture and the economy as well as base and superstructure.
On the other hand he maintains that culture, as a signifying system, is a distinct system of
society. How can we make sense of these claims that at first sight seem to be mutually ex-
clusive? If one thinks dialectically, then a concept of culture as material and necessarily eco-
nomic and at the same time distinct from the economy is feasible: culture and politics are
dialectical sublations (Aufhebung) of the economy. In Hegelian philosophy sublation means
that a system or phenomenon is preserved, eliminated, and lifted up. Culture is not the same
as the economy, it is more than the sum of various acts of labour, it has emergent qualities—
it communicates meanings in society—that cannot be found in the economy alone. But at the
same time, the economy is preserved in culture: culture is not independent from labour, pro-
duction and physicality, but requires and incorporates all of them.

Wolfgang Hofkirchner has introduced stage models as a way for philosophically concep-
tualizing the logic connections between different levels of organization. In a stage model,
“one step taken by a system in question—that produces a layer—depends on the stage tak-
en prior to that but cannot be reversed! [...] layers—that are produced by steps—nbuild upon
layers below them but cannot be reduced to them!” (Hofkirchner 2013, 123f). Emergence is
the foundational principle of a stage model (Hofkirchner 2013, 115): a specific level of organ-
ization of matter has emergent qualities so that the systems organized on this level are more
than the sum of their parts, to which they cannot be reduced. An organization level has new
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qualities that are grounded in the underlying systems and levels that are preserved on the
upper level and through synergies produce new qualities of the upper level. In the language
of dialectical philosophy this means that the emergent quality of an organization level is a
sublation (Aufhebung) of the underlying level.

INFORMATION
WORK

CULTURAL WORK

PHYSICAL WORK

PHYSICAL
CULTURAL WORK

Figure 1: A stage model of cultural work

Using a stage model allows us to identify and relate different levels of cultural and digital
work (see figure 1). Cultural work is a term that encompasses organisational levels of work
that are at the same time distinct and dialectically connected: cultural work has an emergent
quality, namely information work that creates content, that is based on and grounded in phys-
ical cultural work, which creates information technologies through agricultural and industrial
work processes. Physical work takes place inside and outside of culture: it creates infor-
mation technologies and its components (cultural physical work) as well as other products
(non-cultural physical work) that do not primarily have symbolic functions in society (such as
cars, tooth brushes or cups). Cars, toothbrushes, or cups do not primarily have the role of
informing others or communicating with others, but rather help humans achieve the tasks of
transport, cleanliness and nutrition. Culture and information work however feedback on these
products and create symbolic meanings used by companies for marketing them. Cultural
work is a unity of physical cultural work and information work that interact with each other,
are connected and at the same time distinct.

The production of meaning, social norms, morals, and the communication of meanings,
norms, and morals are work processes: they create cultural use-values. Culture requires on
the one hand human creativity for creating cultural content and on the other hand specific
forms and media for storage and communication. Work that creates information and commu-
nication through language is specific for work conducted in the cultural system: informational
and communication work. For having social effects in society, information, and communica-
tion are organized (stored, processed, transported, analysed, transformed, created) with the
help of information and communication technologies, such as computers, TV, radio, newspa-
pers, books, recorded films, recorded music, language, etc. These technologies are pro-
duced by physical cultural work. Culture encompasses a) physical and informational work
that create cultural technologies (information and communication technologies) and b) infor-
mation work that creates information and communication.

These two types of work act together in order to produce and reproduce culture. Mean-
ings and judgements are emergent qualities of culture that are created by informational work,
they take on relative autonomy that has effects inside but also outside the economic system.
This means that specific forms of work create culture, but culture cannot be reduced to the
economy—it has emergent qualities.
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Following Williams, communication is the “passing of ideas, information, and attitudes
from person to person”, whereas communications means the “institutions and forms in which
ideas, information, and attitudes are transmitted and received” (Williams 1962, 9). Infor-
mation and communication are meaning-making activities created by informational work.
Physical cultural work creates communications as institutions and forms that organize the
creation and passing of information in social processes.

Marx identified two forms of information work: The first results in cultural goods that “exist
separately from the producer, i.e. they can circulate in the interval between production and
consumption as commodities, e.g. books, paintings and all products of art as distinct from the
artistic achievement of the practising artist”. In the second, “the product is not separable from
the act of producing” (Marx 1867, 1047f). The first requires a form, institution or technology
that stores and transports information, as in the case of computer-mediated communication,
the second uses language as main medium (e.g. theatre). The first requires physical cultural
work for organizing storage, organization, and transport of information; the second is possi-
ble based only on information work.

Given the notion of cultural labour and a cultural-materialist framework inspired by Ray-
mond Williams, we can next ask the question what is specific about the digital mode of cul-
tural labour.

1.4. Digital Work and Digital Labour

The realm of digital media is a specific subsystem of the cultural industries and of cultural
labour. Digital labour is a specific form of cultural labour that has to do with the production
and productive consumption of digital media. There are other forms of cultural labour that are
non-digital. Think for example of a classical music or rock concert. But these forms of live
entertainment that are specific types of cultural labour also do not exist independently from
the digital realm: Artists publish their recordings in digital format on iTunes, Spotify, and simi-
lar online platforms. Fans bring their mobile phones for taking pictures and recording concert
excerpts that they share on social media platforms. There is little cultural labour that is fully
independent from the digital realm today. The notion of digital work and digital labour wants
to signify those forms of cultural labour that contribute to the existence of digital technologies
and digital content. It is a specific form of cultural labour. Figure 2 applies the stage model of
cultural work (see figure 1 above) to digital work.

DIGITAL
INFORMATION
WORK

DIGITAL WORK

PHYSICAL WORK

PHYSICAL DIGITAL
WORK

Figure 2: A stage model of digital work

If culture were merely symbolic, mind, spirit, “immaterial”, superstructural, informational, a
world of ideas, then digital labour as expression of culture clearly would exclude the concrete
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works of mining and hardware assemblage that are required for producing digital media. Wil-
liams’ Cultural Materialism, contrary to the position of Cultural Idealism, makes it possible to
argue that digital labour includes both the creation of physical products and information that
are required for the production and usage of digital technologies. Some digital workers create
hardware, others hardware components, minerals, software or content that are all objectified
in or the outcome of the application of digital technologies. Some workers, e.g. miners, not
just contribute to the emergence of digital media, but to different products. If one knows the
mines’ sales, then it is possible to determine to which extent the performed labour is digital or
other labour.

In order to illustrate this point that culture is material, we now want return in greater detail
to a passage where Marx reflects about the work of making and playing the piano. Marx
wrote:

Productive labour is only that which produces capital. Is it not crazy, asks e.g. (or at least
something similar) Mr Senior, that the piano maker is a productive worker, but not the pi-
ano player, although obviously the piano would be absurd without the piano player? But
this is exactly the case. The piano maker reproduces capital; the pianist only exchanges
his labour for revenue. But doesn't the pianist produce music and satisfy our musical ear,
does he not even to a certain extent produce the latter? He does indeed: his labour pro-
duces something; but that does not make it productive labour in the economic sense; no
more than the labour of the madman who produces delusions is productive. Labour be-
comes productive only by producing its own opposite (Marx 1857/58, 305).

Williams remarks that today, other than in Marx’s time, “the production of music (and not just
its instruments) is an important branch of capitalist production” (Williams 1977, 93).

If the economy and culture are two separate realms, then building the piano is work and
part of the economy and playing it is not work, but culture. Marx leaves however no doubt
that playing the piano produces a use-value that satisfies human ears and is therefore a form
of work. As a consequence, the production of music must just like the production of the piano
be an economic activity. Williams (1977, 94) stresses that cultural materialism means to see
the material character of art, ideas, aesthetics and ideology and that when considering piano
making and piano playing it is important to discover and describe “relations between all these
practices” and to not assume “that only some of them are material”.

Apart from the piano maker and the piano player there is also the composer of music. All
three forms of work are needed and necessarily related in order to guarantee the existence
of piano music. Fixing one of these three productive activities categorically as culture and
excluding the others from it limits the concept of culture and does not see that one cannot
exist without the other. Along with this separation come political assessments of the separat-
ed entities. A frequent procedure is to include the work of the composer and player and to
exclude the work of the piano maker. Cultural elitists then argue that only the composer and
player are truly creative, whereas vulgar materialists hold that only the piano maker can be a
productive worker because he works with his hands and produces an artefact. Both judg-
ments are isolationist and politically problematic.

Taking the example of piano music and transferring it to digital media, we find corre-
spondences: Just like we find piano makers, music composers and piano players in the mu-
sic industry, we find labour involved in hardware production (makers), content and software
production (composers) and productive users (prosumers, players, play labour) in the world
of digital labour. In the realm of digital labour, we have to emphasize that practices are “from
the beginning social and material” (Williams 1989, 206).

There is a difference if piano makers, players and music composers do so just as a hobby
or for creating commodities that are sold on the market. This distinction can be explored
based on Marx’s distinction between work (Werktatigkeit) and labour (Arbeit): Brigitte
Weingart (1997) describes the origins of the terms work in English and Arbeit and Werk in
German: In German, the word Arbeit comes from the Germanic term arba, which meant
slave. The English term work comes from the Middle English term weorc. It was a fusion of
the Old English terms wyrcan (creating) and wircan (to affect something). So to work means
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to create something that brings about some changes in society. Weorc is related to the Ger-
man terms Werk and werken. Both work in English and Werk in German were derived from
the Indo-European term uerg (doing, acting). Werken in German is a term still used today for
creating something. Its origins are quite opposed to the origins of the term Arbeit. The result
of the process of werken is called Werk. Both werken and Werk have the connotative mean-
ing of being creative. Both terms have an inherent connotation of artistic creation. Arendt
(1958, 80f) confirms the etymological distinction between ergazesthai (Greek)/facere, fabri-
cari (Latin)/work (English)/werken (German)/ouvrer (French) and ponein (Greek)/laborare
(Latin)/labour (English)/arbeiten (German)/travailler (French).

Raymond Williams (1983, 176—179) argues that the word “labour” comes from the French
word labor and the Latin term laborem and appeared in the English language first around
1300. It was associated with hard work, pain and trouble. In the 18th century, it would have
attained the meaning of work under capitalist conditions that stands in a class relationship
with capital. The term “work” comes from the Old English word weorc and is the “most gen-
eral word for doing something” (ibid., 334). In capitalism the term on the one hand has, ac-
cording to Williams (ibid., 334—-337), acquired the same meaning as labour—a paid job—but
would have in contrast also kept its original broader meaning. In order to be able to differen-
tiate the dual historical and essential character of work, it is feasible to make a semantic dif-
ferentiation between labour and work.

German Eng“Sh labour ENGLISH

Arbeit work MODERN ENGLISH l
labor OLD FRENCH

weorc MIDDLE ENGLISH l
arba (slave) laborem LATIN

(toil, hardship, pain)
wyrcan (creating),

wircan (to affect something) OLD
Werk, werken ENGLISH

wirken

\ uerg (doing, acting, being effective)

INDO-EUROPEAN

Figure 3: The etymology of the terms work, labour and Arbeit

The meaning and usage of words develops historically and may reflect the structures and
changes of society, culture and the economy. Given that we find an etymological distinction
between the general aspects of productive human activities and the specific characteristics
that reflect the realities of class societies, it makes sense to categorically distinguish between
the anthropological dimension of human creative and productive activities that result in use-
values that satisfy human needs and the historical dimension that describes how these activi-
ties are embedded into class relations (Fuchs 2014a). A model of the general work process
is visualized in figure 4.
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Marx‘s dialectic of subject and object in the economy

(Economic) subject-object: Product of labour

Productive
forces

)
A 4

Labour power (subject: Means of p?ductlon (Object)

mental and physical
work capacity) Object of labour Instruments of labour

Subject

Relations of
production

Figure 4: The general work process

Human subjects have labour power. Their labour in the work process interacts with the
means of production (object). The means of production consist of the object of labour (re-
sources, raw materials) and the instruments of labour (technology). In the work process, hu-
mans transform an object (nature, culture) by making use of their labour power with the help
of instruments of labour. The result is a product that unites the objectified labour of the sub-
ject with the objective materials s/he works on. Work becomes objectified in a product and
the object is as a result transformed into a use value that serves human needs. The produc-
tive forces are a system, in which subjective productive forces (human labour power) make
use of technical productive forces (part of the objective productive forces) in order to trans-
form parts of the nature/culture so that a product emerges.

The general work process is an anthropological model of work under all historical condi-
tions. The connection of the human subject to other subjects in figure 4 indicates that work is
normally not conducted individually, but in relations with others. A society could hardly exist
based on isolated people trying to sustain themselves independently. It requires economic
relations in the form of co-operation and a social organization of production, distribution and
consumption. This means that work takes place under specific historical social relations of
production. There are different possibilities for the organization of the relations of production.
In general the term labour points towards the organization of labour under class relations, i.e.
power relationships that determine that any or some of the elements in the work process are
not controlled by the workers themselves, but by a group of economic controllers. Labour
designates specific organization forms of work, in which the human subject does not control
his/her labour power (she is compelled to work for others) and/or there is a lack of control of
the objects of labour and/or the instruments of labour and/or the products of labour.

Karl Marx pinpoints this lack of control by the term alienation and understands the unity of
these forms of alienation as exploitation of labour: “The material on which it [labour] works is
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alien material; the instrument is likewise an alien instrument; its labour appears as a mere
accessory to their substance and hence objectifies itself in things not belonging to it. Indeed,
living labour itself appears as alien vis-a-vis living labour capacity, whose labour it is, whose
own life’s expression it is, for it has been surrendered to capital in exchange for objectified
labour, for the product of labour itself. [...] labour capacity’s own labour is as alien to it — and
it really is, as regards its direction etc.—as are material and instrument. Which is why the
product then appears to it as a combination of alien material, alien instrument and alien la-
bour—as alien property” (Marx 1857/58, 462). Figure 5 visualizes potential dimensions of the
labour process as alienated work process.

(Economic) subject-object:
Alienation from the product of labour

Alienation of labour Alienation from the means of production

power (subject) (object)
Object of labour ° Instruments of labour

Figure 5: Labour as alienated work process

Given these preliminary assumptions about the work-labour distinction and cultural
materialism, one can provide a definition of digital work and digital labour:

Digital work is a specific form of work that makes use of the body, mind or machines or a
combination of all or some of these elements as an instrument of work in order to organ-
ize nature, resources extracted from nature, or culture and human experiences, in such a
way that digital media are produced and used. The products of digital work are depending
on the type of work: minerals, components, digital media tools or digitally mediated sym-
bolic representations, social relations, artefacts, social systems and communities. Digital
work includes all activities that create use-values that are objectified in digital media
technologies, contents and products generated by applying digital media” (Fuchs 2014a,
352).

Digital labour is alienated digital work: it is alienated from itself, from the instruments and
objects of labour and from the products of labour. Alienation is alienation of the subject
from itself (labour-power is put to use for and is controlled by capital), alienation from the
object (the objects of labour and the instruments of labour) and the subject-object (the
products of labour). Digital work and digital labour are broad categories that involve all
activities in the production of digital media technologies and contents. This means that in
the capitalist media industry, different forms of alienation and exploitation can be encoun-
tered. Examples are slave workers in mineral extraction, Taylorist hardware assemblers,
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software engineers, professional online content creators (e.g. online journalists), call cen-
tre agents and social media prosumers” (Fuchs 2014a, 351f).

Work and labour are not isolated individual activities, but take place as part of social relations
and larger modes of how the economy is organised. The concepts of digital work and digital
labour need therefore to be related to a concept that can describe the organisational struc-
ture of the economy. One such concept is Marx’s notion of the mode of production.

2. Digital Labour and Modes of Production

Michael Porter (1985) introduced the notion of the value chain that he defined as “a collection
of activities that are performed to design, produce, market, deliver and support its product”
(Porter 1985: 36). The term value chain has become a popular category for analysing the
organisation of capital, which is indicated by the circumstance that 11 682 articles indexed in
the academic database Business Source Premier use the term in their abstract (accessed on
May 21, 2013). The term has also been used in mainstream media economics for analysing
the value chains of traditional media and ICTs (see Zerdick et al. 2000: 126-135). The prob-
lem of the mainstream use of the concept of the value chain is that it focuses on the stages
in commodity production and tends to neglect aspects of working conditions and class rela-
tions. Also critical scholars have used the notion of the global value chain (see for example:
Huws 2008, Huws and Dahlmann 2010).

An alternative concept that was introduced by critical studies is the notion of the new in-
ternational division of labour (NIDL):

The development of the world economy has increasingly created conditions (forcing the
development of the new international division of labour) in which the survival of more and
more companies can only be assured through the relocation of production to new indus-
trial sites, where labour-power is cheap to buy, abundant and well-disciplined; in short,
through the transnational reorganization of production (Frébel, Heinrichs and Kreye 1981,
15).

A further development is that “commodity production is being increasingly subdivided into
fragments which can be assigned to whichever part of the world can provide the most profit-
able combination of capital and labour” (Frébel, Heinrichs and Kreye 1981, 14). In critical
media and cultural studies, Miller et al. (2004) have used this concept for explaining the in-
ternational division of cultural labour (NICL). The concept of the NIDL has the advantage that
it stresses the class relationship between capital and labour and how in processes of class
struggle capital tries to increase profits by decreasing its overall wage costs via the global
diffusion of the production process. It is also a concept that encompasses workers’ struggles
against the negative effects of capitalist restructuring.

The approach taken in this paper stands in the Marxist tradition that stresses class con-
tradictions in the analysis of globalisation. It explores how the notion of the mode of produc-
tion can be connected to the concept of the new international division of labour. The notion of
the mode of production stresses a dialectical interconnection of on the one hand class rela-
tionships (relations of production) and on the other hand the forms of organisation of capital,
labour and technology (productive forces). The class relationship is a social relationship that
determines who owns private property and has the power to make others produce surplus-
value that they do not own and that is appropriated by private property owners. Class rela-
tionships involve an owning class and a non-owing class: the non-owning class is compelled
to produce surplus value that is appropriated by the owning class.

The relations of production determine the property relations (who owns which share (full,
some, none) of labour power, the means of production, products of labour), the mode of allo-
cation and distribution of goods, the mode of coercion used for defending property relations
and the division of labour. Class relationships are forms of organization of the relations of
production, in which a dominant class controls the modes of ownership, distribution and co-
ercion for exploiting a subordinated class. In a classless society human control ownership
and distribution in common.
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Every economy produces a certain amount of goods per year. Specific resources are in-
vested and there is a specific output. If there is no contraction of the economy due to a crisis,
then a surplus product is created, i.e. an excess over the initial resources. The property rela-
tions determine who owns the economy’s initial resources and surplus. Table 2 (see further
below) distinguishes modes of production (patriarchy, slavery, feudalism, capitalism, com-
munism) based on various modes of ownership, i.e. property relations.

The mode of allocation and distribution defines how products are distributed and allocat-
ed: In a communist society, each person gets whatever s/he requires to survive and satisfy
human needs. In class societies, distribution is organized in the form of exchange: exchange
means that one product is exchanged for another. If you have nothing to exchange because
you own nothing, then you cannot get hold of other goods and services, except those that
are not exchanged, but provided for free. There are different forms how exchange can be
organized: general exchange, exchange for exchange-value (x commodity A = y commodity
B), exchange for maximum exchange-value, exchange for capital accumulation.

The mode of coercion takes on the form of physical violence (overseers, security forces,
military), structural violence (markets, institutionalised wage labour contracts, legal protection
of private property, etc) and cultural violence (ideologies that present the existing order as
the best possible or only possible order and try to defer the causes of societal problems by
scapegoating). In a free society no mode of coercion is needed.

The division of labour defines who conducts which activities in the household, the econo-
my, politics and culture. Historically there has been a gender division of labour, a division
between mental and physical work, a division into many different functions conducted by
specialists and an international division of labour that is due to the globalization of produc-
tion. Marx in contrast imagined a society of generalists that overcomes the divisions of labour
so that society is based on well-rounded universally active humans (Marx 1867, 334-335).
Marx (1857/58, 238) says that in class society “labour will create alien property and property
will command alien labour”. The historical alternative is a communist society and mode of
production, in which class relationships are dissolved and the surplus product and private
property are owned and controlled in common.

The relations of production are dialectically connected to the system of the productive
forces (see figure 3 in section 1 of this paper): human subjects have labour power that in the
labour process interacts with the means of production (object). The means of production
consist of the object of labour (natural resources, raw materials) and the instruments of la-
bour (technology). In the labour process, humans transform the object of labour (nature, cul-
ture) by making use of their labour power with the help of instruments of labour. The result is
a product of labour, which is a Hegelian subject-object, or, as Marx says, a product, in which
labour has become bound up in its object: labour is objectified in the product and the object
is as a result transformed into a use value that serves human needs. The productive forces
are a system, in which subjective productive forces (human labour power) make use of tech-
nical productive forces (part of the objective productive forces) in order to transform parts of
the natural productive forces (which are also part of the objective productive forces) so that a
labour product emerges. One goal of the development of the system of productive forces is
to increase the productivity of labour, i.e. the output (amount of products) that labour gener-
ates per unit of time. Marx (1867, 431) spoke in this context of the development of the pro-
ductive forces. Another goal of the development of the productive forces can be the en-
hancement of human self-development by reducing necessary labour time and hard work
(toil).

In Capital, Marx (1867) makes a threefold distinction between labour-power, the object of
labour and the instruments of labour: “The simple elements of the labour process are (1)
purposeful activity, (2) the object on which that work is performed, and (3) the instruments of
that work” (284). Marx’s discussion of the production process can be presented in a system-
atic way by using Hegel’s concept of the dialectic of subject and object. Hegel (1991) has
spoken of a dialectical relation of subject and object: the existence of a producing subject is
based on an external objective environment that enables and constrains (i.e. conditions) hu-
man existence. Human activities can transform the external (social, cultural, economic, politi-
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cal, natural) environment. As a result of the interaction of subject and object, new reality is
created—Hegel terms the result of this interaction “subject-object”. Figure 5 shows that He-
gel’s notion of subject, object, and subject-object form a dialectical triangle.

Hegel (1991) characterizes the “subjective concept” as formal notion (§162), a finite de-
termination of understanding a general notion (§162), “altogether concrete” (§164). He de-
fines “the subject’” as “the posited unseparatedness of the moments in their distinction”
(§164). Hegel characterizes objectivity as totality (§193),“external objectivity”(§208),“external
to an other” (§193),“the objective world in general” that “falls apart inwardly into [an] unde-
termined manifoldness” (§193), “immediate being” (§194), “indifference vis-a-vis the distinc-
tion” (§194), “realisation of purpose” (§194), “purposive activity” (§206) and “the means”
(§206).The Idea is “the Subject-Object” (§162), absolute Truth (§162), the unity of the subjec-
tive and the objective (§212), “the absolute unity of Concept and objectivity” (§213), “the Sub-
ject-Object” understood as “the unity of the ideal and the real, of the finite and the infinite, of
the soul and the body” (§214). Hegel also says that the “Idea is essentially process” (§215).
Marx applied Hegel’s dialectic of subject and object on a more concrete level to the economy
in order to explain how the process of economic production works as an interconnection of a
subject (labour power) and an object (objects and instruments) so that a subject-object
(product) emerges (see figure 6).

Subject-Object

Subject Object

Figure 6: Hegel’s dialectic of subject and object

The instruments of work can be the human brain and body, mechanical tools and complex
machine systems. They also include specific organizations of space-time, i.e. locations of
production that are operated at specific time periods. The most important aspect of time is
the necessary work time that depends on the level of productivity. It is the work time that is
needed per year for guaranteeing the survival of a society. The objects and products of work
can be natural, industrial or informational resources or a combination thereof.

The productive forces are a system of production that creates use-values. There are different
modes of organization of the productive forces, such as agricultural productive forces, indus-
trial productive forces and informational productive forces. Table 1 gives an overview.
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Mode

Instruments of work

Objects of work

Products of
work

Agricultural productive

Body, brain, tools,

Nature

Basic products

forces machines

Industrial productive Body, brain, tools, Basic products, in- Industrial prod-
forces machines dustrial products ucts
Informational produc- | Body, brain, tools, Experiences, ideas Informational
tive forces machines products

Table 1. Three Modes of Organization of the Productive Forces

Figure 7 shows dimensions of the relations of production and the productive forces.

Productive forces &

Subject, labour power:
Means of subsistence/reproduction:
individual, social, institutional

Object, means of production
Instruments of work:

body, brain, tools, machines, space-time
Objects of work:
natural, industrial, informational resources

Subject/object, products of work:

Relations of production

Mode of ownership:

Labour power,

means of production,

products of work

Mode of coercion
None

Physical violence
Structural violence
Ideological violence

Mode of allocation/
distribution

To each according to
his/her needs,
exchange

Natural products
Industrial products

Informational products

exchange for exchange-

value,

exchange for maximum

exchange-value,
Exchange for capital
accumulation

Division of labour:
Household,
physical/mental,

generalists/specialists

politics

Figure 7: Dimensions of the Productive Forces and the Relations of Production
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Classical slavery, serfdom and wage labour are three important historical forms of class rela-
tions that are at the heart of specific modes of production (Engels 1884). Marx and Engels
argue that private property and slavery have their origin in the family: The first historical form
of private property can be found in the patriarchal family (Marx and Engels 1845/46, 52). The
family is a mode of production, in which labour power is no commaodity, but organised by per-
sonal and emotional relationships that result in commitment that includes family work that is
unremunerated and produces affects, social relations and the reproduction of the human
mind and body. It can therefore also be called reproductive work.

A wage worker’s labour power has a price, its wage, whereas a slave’s labour power does
not have a price—it is not a commodity. However, the slave him-/herself has a price, which
means that its entire human body and mind can be sold as a commodity from one slave
owner to another, who then commands the entire life time of the slave (Marx, 1857/58: 288—
289). The slave in both ancient slavery and feudalism is treated like a thing and has the sta-
tus of a thing (Marx 1857/58, 464—465).

In the Grundrisse’s section “Forms which precede capitalist production® (Marx 1857/58,
471-514) as well as in the German Ideology’s section “Feuerbach: Opposition of the materi-
alist and idealist outlooks” (Marx and Engels 1845/46), Marx discusses the following modes
of production:

1. The tribal community based on the patriarchal family;
2. Ancient communal property in cities (Rome, Greece);
3. Feudal production in the countryside;

4. Capitalism.

Table 2 provides a classification of modes of production based on the dominant forms of
ownership (self-control, partly self-control and partly alien control, full alien control)

Owner of labour Owner of the means | Owner of the prod-
power of production ucts of work
Patriarchy Patriarch Patriarch Family
Slavery Slavemaster Slavemaster Slavemaster
Feudalism Partly self-control, Partly self-control, Partly self-control,
partly lord partly lord partly lord
Capitalism Worker Capitalist Capitalist
Communism Self All Partly all, partly indi-
vidual

Table 2: The main forms of ownership in various modes of production

But how are modes of production related to each other? In a historical way, where they su-
persede each other, or in a historical-logical way within a specific social formation that sub-
lates older formations but encompasses older modes of production into itself? Jairus Banaji
(2011) argues that Stalinism and vulgar Marxism have conceptualised the notion of the mode
of production based on the assumption that a specific mode contains only one specific histor-
ical form of labour and surplus-value appropriation and eliminates previous modes so that
history develops in the form of a linear evolution: slavery - feudalism - capitalism > com-
munism. So for example Althusser and Balibar (1970) argue that the historical development
of society is non-dialectical and does not involve sublations, but rather transitions “from one
mode of production to another” (Althusser and Balibar 1970, 307) so that one mode suc-
ceeds the other. This concept of history is one of the reasons why E.P. Thompson (1978,
131) has characterized Althusser’s approach as “Stalinism at the level of theory”. The Stalin-
ist “metaphysical-scholastic formalism” (Banaji 2011, 61) has been reproduced in liberal the-
ory’s assumption that there is an evolutionary historical development from the agricultural
society to the industrial society to the information society so that each stage eliminates the
previous one (as argued by: Bell 1974; Toffler 1980), which shows that in the realm of theory
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some liberals of today share in their theory elements of Stalinism. According to Banaiji, capi-
talism often intensified feudal or semi feudal production relations. In parts of Europe and out-
side, feudalism would have only developed as a “commodity-producing enterprise” (Banaji
2011, 88). In the Islamic world capitalism would have developed without slavery and feudal-
ism (Banaiji 2011, 6).

Banaji advances in contrast to formalist interpretations a complex reading of Marx’s theo-
ry, in which a mode of production is “capable of subsuming often much earlier forms” (Banaji
2011, 1), “similar forms of labour-use can be found in very different modes of production” (6),
capitalism is “working through a multiplicity of forms of exploitation” (145) and is a combined
form of development (358) that integrates “diverse forms of exploitation and ways of organis-
ing labour in its drive to produce surplus value” (359).

A mode of production is a unity of productive forces and relations of production (Marx and
Engels 1845/46, 91). If these modes are based on classes as their relations of production,
then they have specific contradictions that can via class struggles result in the sublation
(Aufhebung) of one mode of production and the emergence of a new one. The emergence of
a new mode of production does not necessarily abolish, but rather sublate (aufheben) older
modes of production. This means that history is for Marx a dialectical process precisely in
Hegel’'s threefold meaning of the term Aufhebung (sublation): 1) uplifting, 2) elimination, 3)
preservation: 1) There are new qualities of the economy, 2) the dominance of an older mode
of production vanishes, 3) but this older mode continues to exist in the new mode in a specif-
ic form and relation to the new mode. The rise of e.g. capitalism however did not bring an
end to patriarchy, but the latter continued to exist in such a way that a specific household
economy emerged that fulfils the role of the reproduction of modern labour power. A subla-
tion can be more or less fundamental. A transition from capitalism to communism requires a
fundamental elimination of capitalism, the question is however if this is immediately possible.
Elimination and preservation can take place to differing degrees. A sublation is also no linear
progression. It is always possible that relations that resemble earlier modes of organization
are created.

Capitalism is at the level of the relations of production organised around relations between
capital owners on the one side and paid/unpaid labour and the unemployed on the other
side. On the level of the productive forces, it has developed from industrial to informational
productive forces. The informational productive forces do not eliminate, but sublate (auf-
heben) other productive forces (Adorno 1968/2003, Fuchs 2014a, chapter 5): in order for
informational products to exist a lot of physical production is needed, which includes agricul-
tural production, mining and industrial production. The emergence of informational capitalism
has not virtualised production or made it weightless or immaterial, but is grounded in physical
production (Huws 1999, Maxwell and Miller 2012). Whereas capitalism is a mode of produc-
tion, the terms agricultural society, industrial society and information society characterise
specific forms of the organisation of the productive forces (Adorno 1968/2003; Fuchs 201443,
chapter 5).

The new international division of labour (NIDL) organises the labour process in space and
time in such a way that specific components of the overall commodity are produced in specif-
ic spaces in the global economy and are reassembled in order to form a coherent whole that
is sold as a commodity. It thereby can command labour on the whole globe and during the
whole day. The approach taken by the authors of this paper advocates a broad understand-
ing of digital labour based on an industry rather than an occupation definition in order to
stress the commonality of exploitation, capital as the common enemy of a broad range of
workers and the need to globalize and network struggles in order to overcome the rule of
capitalism. Some of the workers described in this article are not just exploited by digital me-
dia capital, but also and sometimes simultaneously by other forms of capital. It is then a mat-
ter of degree to which extent these forms of labour are digital labour and simultaneously oth-
er forms of labour. If we imagine a company with job rotation so that each worker on average
assembles laptops for 50% of his/her work time and cars for the other half of the time, a
worker in this factory is a digital worker for 50%. S/he is however an industrial worker for
100% because the content of both manufacturing activities is the industrial assemblage of
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components into commodities. The different forms of digital labour are connected in an inter-
national division of digital labour (IDDL), in which all labour necessary for the existence, us-
age and application of digital media is “disconnected, isolated [...], carried on side by side”
and ossified “into a systematic division” (Marx 1867, 456).

Given a model of the mode of production, the question arises how one can best analyze
the working conditions in a specific company, industry or sector of the economy when con-
ducting a labour process and class analysis. Which dimensions of labour have to be taken
into account in such an analysis? The next section will address this question.

3. A Typology of the Dimensions of Working Conditions

A suitable starting point for a systematic model of different dimensions of working conditions
is the circuit of capital accumulation as Karl Marx described it (1867, 248-253; 1885, 109).
According to Marx, capital accumulation in a first stage requires the investment of capital in
order to buy what is necessary for producing commaodities, the productive forces: labour time
of workers (L or variable capital) on the one hand, and working equipment like machines and
raw materials (MoP or constant capital) on the other hand (Marx 1885/1992, 110). Thus,
money (M) is used in order to buy labour power as well as machines and resources as com-
modities (C) that then in a second stage enter the labour process and produce (P) a new
commodity (C’) (Marx 1885, 118). This new commodity (C’) contains more value than the
sum of its parts, i.e. surplus value. This surplus value needs to be realized and turned into
more money (M’) by selling the commodity in the market (Marx 1885/1992, 125). The circuit
of capital accumulation can thus be described with the following formula:

M->C..P..C > M (Marx 1885, 110).

According to Marx, surplus value can only be generated due to the specific qualities of la-
bour-power as a commodity. Marx argued that labour power is the only commodity “whose
use-value possesses the peculiar property of being a source of value, whose actual con-
sumption is therefore itself an objectification of labour, hence a creation of value” (Marx
1867, 270).

Labour is thus essential to the process of capital accumulation. The model in figure 7
takes the labour process as its point of departure for identifying different dimensions that
shape working conditions (Sandoval 2013). The purpose of this model is to provide compre-
hensive guidelines that can be applied for systematically studying working conditions in dif-
ferent sectors (for a systematic study of corporate irresponsibility of working and production
conditions in 8 companies in the media industries see Sandoval 2014).
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Figure 8: Dimensions of working conditions
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The model pictured in figure 8 identifies five areas that shape working conditions throughout
the capital accumulation process: means of production, labour, relations of production, the
production process and the outcome of production. Furthermore this model includes the
state’s impact on working conditions through labour legislation:

* Productive Forces—Means of Production: Means of production include machines and

equipment on the one hand and resources that are needed for production on the other
hand. The question whether workers operate big machines, work at the assembly line, use
mobile devices such as laptops, handle potentially hazardous substances, use high-tech
equipment, traditional tools or no technology at all etc. shapes the experience of work and
has a strong impact on work processes and working conditions.

Productive Forces—Labour: The subjects of the labour process are workers themselves.
One dimension that impacts work in a certain sector is the question how the workforce is
composed in terms of gender, ethnic background, age, education levels etc. Another ques-
tion concerns worker health and safety and how it is affected by the means of production,
the relations of production, the labour process, and labour law. Apart from outside impacts
on the worker, an important factor is how workers themselves experience their working
conditions.

Relations of Production: Within capitalist relations of production, capitalists buy labour
power as a commodity. Thereby a relation between capital and labour is established. The
purchase of labour power is expressed through wages. Wages are the primary means of
subsistence for workers and the reason why they enter a wage labour relation. The level of
wages thus is a central element of working conditions. Labour contracts specify the condi-
tions under which capital and labour enter this relation, including working hours, wages,
work roles and responsibilities etc. The content of this contract is subject to negotiations
and often struggles between capital and labour. The relation between capital and labour is
thus established through a wage relation and formally enacted by a labour contract that is
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subject to negotiations and struggles. These three dimensions of the relation between cap-
ital and labour set the framework for the capitalist labour process.

Production process: Assessing working conditions, furthermore, requires looking at the
specifics of the actual production process. A first factor in this context is its spatial location.
Whether it is attached to a certain place or is location independent, whether it takes place
in a factory, an office building, or outdoors etc. are important questions. A second factor re-
lates to the temporal dimension of work. Relevant questions concern the amount of regular
working hours and overtime, work rhythms, the flexibility or rigidness of working hours, the
relation between work time and free time etc. Finally working conditions are essentially
shaped by how the production process is executed. This includes on the one hand the
question which types of work activity are performed. The activities can range from intellec-
tual work, to physical work, to service work, from skilled to unskilled work, from creative
work to monotonous and standardized work tasks, etc. On the other hand another aspect
of the production process is how it is controlled and managed. Different management
styles can range from strict control of worker behaviour and the labour process to high de-
grees of autonomy, self-management or participatory management etc. Space, time, activi-
ty and control are essential qualities of the production process and therefore need to be
considered when studying working conditions.

Product: Throughout the production process workers put their time, effort and energy into
producing a certain product. This actual outcome of production and how it relates back to
the worker thus needs to be considered for understanding work in a certain sector.

The state: Finally the state has an impact on working conditions through enacting labour
laws that regulate minimum wages, maximum working hours, social security, safety stand-
ards etc.

Table 3 summarizes the dimensions of working conditions that we described above.

Productive forces - Means of | Machines and equipment Which technology is being

production used during the production

process?

Resources What resources are used
during the production pro-
cess?

Productive forces - Labour Workforce characteristics What are important charac-

teristics of the workforce for
example in terms of age,
gender, ethnic background
etc?

Mental and physical health How do the employed means
of production and the labour
process impact mental and
physical health of workers?
Work experiences How do workers experience
their working conditions?

Relations of production Labour contracts Which type of contracts do

workers receive, what do
they regulate?

Wages and benefits How high/low are wage lev-
els and what are other mate-
rial benefits for workers?
Labour struggles How do workers organize
and engage in negotiations
with capital and what is the
role of worker protests?
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Production process Labour spaces Where does the production
process take place?
Labour times How many working hours are

common within a certain
sector, how are they en-
forced and how is the rela-
tionship between work and

free time?

Work activity Which type of mental and/or
physical activity are workers
performing?

Control mechanism Which type of mechanisms

are in place that control the
behaviour of workers?

Results of production Labour product Which kinds of products or
services are being pro-
duced?

The state Labour law Which regulations regarding

minimum wages, maximum
working hours, safety, social
security etc are in place and
how are they enforced?

Table 3: Dimensions of working conditions

Given an identification of dimensions of working conditions, we can next bring this typology
together with aspects of digital labour.

4. The Conditions of Digital Labour

In section 1, we introduced a cultural-materialist model of cultural work (figure 1) that distin-
guishes between physical cultural work and information work. Figure 8 is an application of
this model to the realm of digital labour: digital labour is a special form of cultural work that
results in the production and use of digital media. It distinguishes three forms of digital labour
that represent different modes of the organisation of the productive forces: agricultural digital
labour, industrial digital labour, informational digital labour. They are articulations of the three
organisation forms of the productive forces that we identified in table 1: agricultural, industrial
and informational productive forces. Agricultural and industrial digital work/labour are forms
of physical cultural work/labour in the context of digital media. Informational digital
work/labour is an expression of information work in the realm of digital media production.

Figure 9 shows a model of the major production processes that are involved in digital la-
bour. Each production step/labour process involves human subjects (S) using technolo-
gies/instruments of labour (T) on objects of labour (O) so that a product emerges. The very
foundation of digital labour is an agricultural labour cycle in which miners extract minerals.
These minerals enter the next production process as objects so that processors based on
them in physical labour processes create ICT components. These components enter the next
labour cycle as objects: assemblage workers build digital media technologies and take ICT
components as inputs. Processors and assemblers are industrial workers involved in digital
production. The outcome of such labour are digital media technologies that enter various
forms of information work as tools for the production, distribution, circulation, prosumption,
and consumption of diverse types of information.
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Figure 9: The complex network of cycles of digital labour

“Digital labour” is not a term that only describes the production of digital content. We rather
use the term in a more general sense for the whole mode of digital production that contains a
network of agricultural, industrial and informational forms of work that enables the existence
and usage of digital media. The subjects involved in the digital mode of production (S)—
miners, processors, assemblers, information workers and related workers—stand in specific
relations of production that are either class relations or non-class relations. So what we des-
ignate as S in figure 8 is actually a relationship S1—S, between different subjects or subject
groups. In contemporary capitalist society, most of these digital relations of production tend
to be shaped by wage labour, slave labour, unpaid labour, precarious labour, and freelance
labour.

In section 2, we introduced a model of the work process in general (figures 4, 6, 7; tables
1, 2). Section 3 presented a model for the analysis of capitalist working conditions in capital-
ism (table 3, figure 8). How are these two models connected? The first one is more general
and presents typologies for all modes of production (patriarchy, slavery, feudalism, capital-
ism, communism) and productive forces (agricultural, industrial, informational). The second
model shown in figure 8 and table 3 shows dimension of labour within the capitalist mode of
production. Table 4 shows how elements in model 1 (figure 4) correspond to elements in
model 2 (figure 8, table 3).

CC: Creative Commons License, 2014.



tripleC 12(2): 486-563, 2014

508

MODEL 2 (figure 8, table 3)

MODEL 1 (figure 4)

Productive forces - Means
of production

Machines and equipment

Object: Instruments of labour

Resources

Object: Object of labour

Productive forces - Labour

Workforce characteristics

Subject

Mental and physical health

Subject

Work experiences

Subject

Relations of production

Labour contracts

Subject-subject relation-
ships: Relations of produc-
tion

Wages and benefits

Subject-subject relation-
ships: Relations of produc-
tion

Labour struggles

Subject-subject relation-
ships: Relations of produc-
tion

Production process

Labour spaces

Object: Instruments of labour

Labour times

Subject-subject relation-
ships: Relations of produc-
tion

Work activity

Subject

Control mechanism

Subject-subject relation-
ships: Relations of produc-
tion

Results of production

Labour product

Subject-object: Products of
labour

The state

Labour law

Subject-subject relation-
ships: Relations of produc-
tion

Table 4: Dimensions of working conditions

We have developed a systematic digital labour analysis toolkit that helps asking systematic
questions about the involved labour processes. It can be applied to agricultural, industrial
and informational digital labour and combinations of these forms of work. Table 5 presents
the digital labour analysis toolkit that is based on the more general model introduced in table

3.
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Productive Machines and | What technologies or a) non-digital machines
forces - equipment combinations thereof are b) digital machines
Means of being used during the ag- | ¢) human brain
production ricultural, industrial and d) human hands
informational production
process that create digital
media and contents?
Resources What resources or combi- | a) physical resources: natural
nations thereof are used resources
during the agricultural, b) digital and mediated da-
industrial and information- | ta/information
al production processes of | ¢) human ideas
digital media and content? | d) physical resources: indus-
trial resource
Productive Workforce What are important char- a) class
forces - La- | characteristics | acteristics of the workforce | b) gender
bour in agricultural, industrial b) age
and informational digital c) ethnicity
labour (for example in d) abilities
terms of age, gender, eth- | e) education,
nic background etc)? etc.
Mental and How do the employed a) mental health
physical health | means of production and b) physical health
the labour process impact
mental and physical health
of agricultural, industrial
and informational digital
workers?
Work experi- How do agricultural, indus-
ences trial and informational digi-
tal workers experience
their working conditions?
Relations of | Labour con- Are there labour contracts | a) no contract,
production tracts or not? In the case, where | b) written/oral contract,
there are labour contracts: | c) part-time or full-time em-
Which type of contracts do | ployment contract,
digital workers receive, d) permanent or temporary
what do they regulate? employment contract,
e) employment or service
contract,
f) freelancer or employee,
etc.
Wages and Are there wages and spe- | a) wage level
benefits cific benefits digital work- | b) included/excluded health

ers enjoy or not? In case,
where there are wages
and benefits: How
high/low are wage levels
and what are other mate-
rial benefits for digital

benefits

c) included/excluded retire-
ment insurance
(state/private/company/mixed
insurance)

d) included/excluded unem-
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workers?

ployment insurance

e) included/excluded mone-
tary and non-monetary perks,
etc.

Labour strug-
gles

Is there the possibility that
digital workers form asso-
ciations (freedom of asso-
ciation)? If so, do such
associations exist and
what do they do? If so,
how do digital workers
organise and engage in
negotiations with capital
and what is the role of
worker protests?

a) yellow unions,

b) no worker associations,
c) informal social networks,
d) state-recognised trade
unions,

e) autonomous trade unions
and social movements,

f) self-managed companies
level,

etc.

Production
process

Labour spaces

In which space or combi-
nation of spaces does the
production process take
place?

a) natural (e.g. mines, parks,
etc) or human-built spaces
(offices, factories, coffee-
house, homes etc) spaces,
b) private, public or semi-
public spaces,

c) digital or non-digital spac-
es

d) clear, fluid or non-existing
boundaries between working
spaces and other spaces of
human life,

etc.

Labour times

How many working hours
are common within a cer-
tain sector, how are they
enforced and how is the
relationship between work
and free time?

a) legally unregulated or reg-
ulated working times,

b) contractually unregulated
or regulated working times,
c) average amount of hours
worked per week/month/year
d) average amount of d1)
paid and d2) unpaid overtime
worked per
week/month/year,

e) clear, fluid or non-existing
boundaries between work
time and free time,

etc.

Work activity

Which type of mental
and/or physical activity or
combinations thereof are
digital workers perform-
ing?

a) physical work: agricultural
work

b) physical work: industrial
work

c¢) information work

Control mech-
anism

Are there forms of control
that benefit others at the
expense of workers?
Which type of mecha-
nisms are in place that
control the behaviour of
workers?

Are there forms of control

a) no control mechanism,

b) self-control and/or control
by others,

c) social and/or technological
control

d) social control by peers
(peer control),

e) social control by supervi-
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that control the control-
lers?

sors and mangers,

f) digital or non-digital tech-
nological control,

g) surveillance of applicants,
workplace, workforce, output,
activities, property, consum-
ers, prosumers, competitors,
h) controls that are inherent
to production technologies,
controls that are external (i.e.
separate control technolo-
gies),

g) forms of counter-control
(corporate watchdogs, work-
place inspectors,

Results of Labour product | Which kinds of products or | a) digital or non-digital prod-
production services does digital la- ucts,
bour produce? b) online or offline products,

c) physical (agricultural, in-
dustrial) and/or informational
and/or social (-service) prod-
uct, etc.

The state Labour legisla- | Are there state laws that a) Regulation and enforce-

tion

regulate work? Which reg-
ulations regarding mini-
mum wages, maximum
working hours, safety, so-
cial security etc are in
place and how are they
enforced?

ment of work and service
contracts, legal dispute reso-
lution

b) Wage legislation:

wage protections, minimum
wage regulation, etc,

c) Work time legislation:
standard working times, max-
imum working hours, over-
time regulations,

annual leave, sabbatical
leave, on-the-job-training
times and further education,
flexible working, termination
of employment (protection
from unfair dismissal, redun-
dancy payments,

etc), etc.

d) Health and safety legisla-
tion:

work space regulations, work
equipment and resources
regulations, dangerous sub-
stances, protective gear, etc.
e) Social security benefit
legislation:

parental leave, unemploy-
ment, pension, health care,
etc.

f) Employee representation
and freedom of association,
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g) Taxation:

corporation tax, income and
wage tax, etc;

etc.

Table 5: Digital labour analysis toolkit

Case studies and the analysis of digital labour shows that digital labour is a global network of
various forms of labour that represent various interlinked modes of production and various
levels of organization of the productive forces (Fuchs 2014a). Examples are African slave
workers who mine minerals that are used for the production of digital media components,
Tayloristic ICT hardware assemblers working under Taylorist and hazardous conditions in
toxic workplaces, highly paid and highly stressed software engineers and knowledge profes-
sionals, precarious digital media freelancers, Taylorised call centre workers, unpaid social
media prosumers creating personal data commodities for social media corporations etc
(Fuchs 2014a). These working conditions reflect various modes of production such as slav-
ery, patriarchy and capitalism, various forms of the organization of the capitalist mode of pro-
duction (Fordist/Taylorist labour, post-Fordist labour, etc) different organization forms of the
productive forces and the labour conducted in it (agricultural labour, industrial labour, infor-
mational labour).

Jairus Banaji's (2011) stresses that Marx’s theory of the mode of production shows that
“capitalist relations of production are compatible with a wide variety of forms of labour, from
chattel-slavery, sharecropping, or the domination of casual labour-markets, top the coerced
wage-labour peculiar to colonial regimes and, of course, ‘free’ wage-labour” (Banaji 2011,
359). Banaji’s concept of the mode of production matters for understanding the digital media
economy because in this economy a variety of modes of production and organisations of the
productive forces (=variations within a specific mode of production) are articulated, including
slavery in mineral extraction, military forms of Taylorist industrialism in hardware assem-
blage, an informational organisation of the productive forces of capitalism that articulates a
highly paid knowledge labour aristocracy, precarious service workers as well as imperialisti-
cally exploited knowledge workers in developing countries; industrial recycling and manage-
ment of e-waste as well as highly hazardous informal physical e-waste labour (Fuchs 2014a).

Digital media are information technologies. So although they are created by physical, ag-
ricultural and scientific development work, they are used and applied as tools of cognition,
communication and collaboration and therefore have a crucial cultural dimension of usage,
work and labour (Fuchs 2014b).

The upper level of information work in figure 8 is an important dimension of digital labour.
It contains those digital workers who create digital content. They are digital con-
tent/information workers. Table 6 presents a typology for classifying digital information work.
The table identifies 8 specific dimensions of digital information work. These eight dimensions
are elements of the capital accumulation process in the digital content industry: There is 1) a
human subject engaging in work, 2) a capitalist looking for making profits, 3) a contractual
economic relationship, 4) technologies as instruments/means of production, 5) resources as
means/objects of production, 6) the output of production (the product), 7) the distribution of
products, 8) the consumption of products.

CC: Creative Commons License, 2014.



513 Christian Fuchs and Marisol Sandoval

Infor- Employ- | Relations | Technolo- | Objects | Prod- Distri- Con-
mation er, con- of pro- ay ucts bution sump-
worker’s | tractor duction tion
job-
seeking
strategy
1 online 1 online 1 online 1 brain 1 digital | 1 digital | 1 online | 1 digital
2 offline 2 offline 2 offline 2 brain + 2 non- 2 non- 2 offline | 2 non-
digital digital digital digital
technolo-
gies

3 blended | 3 brain + 3 blend- | 3 blend-
non-digital | ed ed
technolo-
gies

4 brain +
digital
technolo-
gies + non-
digital
technolo-
gies

Table 6: A typology of the digitalisation of information labour

Digital information labour can take on different forms. A first important dimension is how in-
formation workers find jobs, projects or employment. The information worker can have an
online profile/website/blog etc or not in order to find work. Also the employer/contractor can
have an online profile/website/blog etc or not. It is of course likely that those workers and
employers who present themselves online and look for economic relations online do so also
offline. They then fall into the category “1 online”. The distinction here wants to draw a sepa-
ration line between those who use the Internet for establishing economic relations and those
who do not. The relationship between the two can be established and maintained primarily
online (e.g. via platforms such as Amazon Mechanical Turk, oDesk or PeoplePerHour), of-
fline or in a blended way. The technologies used for production always involve the brain be-
cause we talk about information work. But in addition also digital tools and/or non-digital tools
can be used as means of production. The objects on which the labour is conducted can ei-
ther be entirely digital, non-digital or both digital and non-digital. The created products can be
digital, non-digital or a mix of both. Their distribution and consumption can take place online
or offline. This means that there are 8 dimensions of digital information labour that can have
various characteristics. The number of logical forms of digital information labour can be cal-
culated by multiplying various binominal coefficients:
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So from a purely logical point of view, there are 1728 different possible forms of digital infor-
mation labour. Which of them occur in actual reality or are in a logically feasible manner in-
cluded into the category of digital information labour is an empirical and theoretical question.
These 1728 possibilities represent the productive forces of digital information work that are
embedded into and interact with specific relations of production. Annex A presents a full list
of all 1728 logically possible forms of digital information labour.

It is a theoretical question if all of these forms of labour are digital labour or if only those
that satisfy a minimum number of characteristics that are digital should be considered as
digital labour. Or should all activities characterised by the typology that contain at least one
dimension that is digital be considered as forms of digital labour? The typology shows in any
case that it is possible to observe and with this typology characterise the digitalisation or in-
formatisation of various dimensions of work, such as the way people look for jobs and em-
ployment, employers’ search for labour power, the relations of production, the technological
means of production, the used resources, the created products, forms of distribution, and
forms of consumption. Rudi Schmiede (1996) uses the term informatisation of work for de-
scribing how information technologies shape the work process. He does not limit the term to
the computerisation of work, but mentions other information technologies, such as the postal
service, the telegraph, double bookkeeping, books of accounts, or file card systems
(Schmiede 1996, 122). The computerisation or digitalisation of work is one specific form of
the informatisation of work: digital media technologies shape various aspects of different
forms of work. Schmiede says the fact that computer technologies enable the networking of
information has resulted in a form of abstract societalisation (Vergesellschaftung) in capital-
ism: all forms of work could in principle be shaped and influenced by the networked computer
so that “the informatisation of societal work opens access for the measure of value and valor-
isation to each individual work that is integrated into an in principle global information con-
text” (Schmiede 1996, 125, translation from German'). The typology in table 6 describes var-
ious dimensions of the digitalisation or networked computerisation of labour. It is a theoretical
question which of these forms of labour should be termed digital information labour and
which ones should not.

Let us consider an example: a blogger who generates postings for a newspaper’s website
and works from home. She conducts her work primarily online, i.e. she blogs on the Internet,
and her employer’s presence for her is its newspaper website. The communication between
the blogger and the newspaper’s online editor takes place primarily online, but from time to
time there are real life meetings in order to discuss the newspaper’s online strategy. So the
production relationship has a blended character. The blogger uses her brain and digital tech-

! LAllgemein gesagt, erdffnet die Informatisierung der gesellschaftlichen Arbeit dem Wert- und Verwertungsmald-
stab den Zugriff auf jede einzelne Arbeit, die in einen prinzipiell globalen Inforamtionszusammenhang eingeglie-
dert ist".
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nologies such as a laptop connected to the Internet and a blogging platform, so the used
technologies are a human brain and digital technologies. The objects of work are the blog-
ger's experiences, opinions and thoughts (non-digital information) and other online docu-
ments to which she links (digital), so the objects of work are blended. The product is a digital
text that is distributed and consumed online in digital format. Using the typology in table 4,
we can characterize the blogger's work as an example of digital information work version
number 11323111. This characterisation of digital information work makes use of eight sym-
bolic positions: each describes one dimension of digital information work according to table
6. Each dimension’s expression is defined according to the codes in table 6. The typology in
table 6 describes various dimensions of the digitalisation or networked computerisation of
labour. It is a theoretical question which of these forms of labour should be termed digital
information labour and which ones should not.

5. Conclusion

In this paper, we have introduced a cultural-materialist approach for theorising digital labour.
Many approaches are idealist in that they define concepts such as digital labour, virtual work,
online work, cyberwork, immaterial labour, knowledge labour, creative work, cultural labour,
communicative labour, information(al) work, digital craft, service work, prosumption, con-
sumption work, audience labour, playbour, etc., only as an externalisation of human ideas
that are objectified in contents and thereby neglect that this labour is based on and only pos-
sible because there is a global division of labour, in which many different forms of labour are
conducted under specific modes of production. We have used Raymond Williams’ framework
of cultural materialism for arguing that we should overcome digital idealism and analyse digi-
tal labour based the framework of digital materialism.

We have introduced specific concepts for a digital materialist theory of digital labour: cul-
tural work, physical cultural work, information work, modes of production, productive forces,
relations of production, digital work, digital labour, physical digital work/labour (agricultural
digital work/labour, industrial digital work/labour), informational digital work/labour. Further-
more we have suggested a digital labour analysis toolbox that distinguishes elements of digi-
tal labour processes and can be used as framework for the concrete empirical analysis of
specific forms of digital work/labour. Conducting such analyses often faces the problem of
what the elements of analysis are. We argue for avoiding particularistic analyses that focus
only on single elements of single production processes and for conducting holistic analyses
that focus on the totality of elements and networks that determine and shape digital labour.
The toolkit allows analysing the totality of elements of elements of digital labour processes.
Digital labour analysis should also look at how one specific form of digital labour that is ana-
lysed is connected to and articulated with other forms of digital labour that express certain
organisational forms of the productive forces and the relations of production.

The world of digital media is shaped by a complex global articulation of various modes of
production that together constitute the capitalist mode of creating and using digital media.
The digital tools that we use for writing, reading, communicating, uploading, browsing, col-
laborating, chatting, befriending, or liking are embedded into a world of exploitation. Yet most
of us cannot and do not want to imagine a world without digital media. So the alternative is
not digital Luddism, but political praxis.

Digital labour analysis can only interpret the digital media world; the point is to change it.
Change can only be good change if it is informed change. Critical theory can inform potential
and actual struggles for a better world. Everyday working realities of different people and in
different parts of the world look so heterogeneous, different and unconnected that it is often
difficult to see what they have in common. Digital labour theory and digital labour analysis
can help to identify and make visible the common and different experiences of suffering and
enjoyment, pleasure and pain, security and insecurity, alienation and appropriation, exploita-
tion and resistance, creativity and toil. It is in this respect a digital sociology of critique. But it
is at the same time also a political philosophy, a critical digital sociology that helps identifying
and clarifying foundations and germ forms of a better future and grounding judgements about
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what is good and bad in the context of digital media. Digital labour theory and analysis there-
fore takes on the role of a critical sociology of critique that is both at once a critical sociology
and a sociology of critique (Boltanski and Honneth 2009). It analyses the reality of life under
digital capitalism, contributes intellectually to questioning this mode of human existence in
order to show that there is and to help realise life beyond capitalism.
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Annex A: 1728 Logically Possible Forms of Digital Information Labour

# Information | Employer, Relationship | Technology Objects | Products Distri- | Con-

worker contractor | of production bution | sumption
1 Online Online Online Brain + digital Digital Digital Online | Online
2 Online Online Online Brain + digital Digital Digital Online | Offline
3 Online Online Online Brain + digital Digital Digital Offline | Online
4 Online Online Online Brain + digital Digital Digital Offline | Offline
5 Online Online Online Brain + digital Digital Non-digital | Online | Online
6 Online Online Online Brain + digital Digital Non-digital | Online | Offline
7 Online Online Online Brain + digital Digital Non-digital | Offline | Online
8 Online Online Online Brain + digital Digital Non-digital | Offline | Offline
9 Online Online Online Brain + digital Digital Blended Online | Online
10 Online Online Online Brain + digital Digital Blended Online | Offline
11 Online Online Online Brain + digital Digital Blended Offline | Online
12 Online Online Online Brain + digital Digital Blended Offline | Offline

Online Online Online Brain + digital Non- Digital Online | Online
13 digital

Online Online Online Brain + digital Non- Digital Online | Offline
14 digital

Online Online Online Brain + digital Non- Digital Offline | Online
15 digital

Online Online Online Brain + digital Non- Digital Offline | Offline
16 digital

Online Online Online Brain + digital Non- Non-digital | Online | Online
17 digital

Online Online Online Brain + digital Non- Non-digital | Online | Offline
18 digital

Online Online Online Brain + digital Non- Non-digital | Offline | Online
19 digital

Online Online Online Brain + digital Non- Non-digital | Offline | Offline
20 digital

Online Online Online Brain + digital Non- Blended Online | Online
21 digital

Online Online Online Brain + digital Non- Blended Online | Offline
22 digital

Online Online Online Brain + digital Non- Blended Offline | Online
23 digital

Online Online Online Brain + digital Non- Blended Offline | Offline
24 digital

Online Online Online Brain + digital Blend- Digital Online | Online
25 ed

Online Online Online Brain + digital Blend- Digital Online | Offline
26 ed

Online Online Online Brain + digital Blend- Digital Offline | Online
27 ed

Online Online Online Brain + digital Blend- Digital Offline | Offline
28 ed

Online Online Online Brain + digital Blend- Non-digital | Online | Online
29 ed

Online Online Online Brain + digital Blend- Non-digital | Online | Offline
30 ed

Online Online Online Brain + digital Blend- Non-digital | Offline | Online
31 ed

Online Online Online Brain + digital Blend- Non-digital | Offline | Offline
32 ed

Online Online Online Brain + digital Blend- Blended Online | Online
33 ed

Online Online Online Brain + digital Blend- Blended Online | Offline
34 ed

Online Online Online Brain + digital Blend- Blended Offline | Online
35 ed

Online Online Online Brain + digital Blend- Blended Offline | Offline
36 ed
37 Online Online Online Brain Digital Digital Online | Online

CC: Creative Commons License, 2014.




tripleC 12(2): 486-563, 2014 520
38 Online Online Online Brain Digital Digital Online | Offline
39 Online Online Online Brain Digital Digital Offline | Online
40 Online Online Online Brain Digital Digital Offline | Offline
41 Online Online Online Brain Digital Non-digital | Online | Online
42 Online Online Online Brain Digital Non-digital | Online | Offline
43 Online Online Online Brain Digital Non-digital | Offline | Online
44 Online Online Online Brain Digital Non-digital | Offline | Offline
45 Online Online Online Brain Digital Blended Online | Online
46 Online Online Online Brain Digital Blended Online | Offline
47 Online Online Online Brain Digital Blended Offline | Online
48 Online Online Online Brain Digital Blended Offline | Offline

Online Online Online Brain Non- Digital Online | Online
49 digital

Online Online Online Brain Non- Digital Online | Offline
50 digital

Online Online Online Brain Non- Digital Offline | Online
51 digital

Online Online Online Brain Non- Digital Offline | Offline
52 digital

Online Online Online Brain Non- Non-digital | Online | Online
53 digital

Online Online Online Brain Non- Non-digital | Online | Offline
54 digital

Online Online Online Brain Non- Non-digital | Offline | Online
55 digital

Online Online Online Brain Non- Non-digital | Offline | Offline
56 digital

Online Online Online Brain Non- Blended Online | Online
57 digital

Online Online Online Brain Non- Blended Online | Offline
58 digital

Online Online Online Brain Non- Blended Offline | Online
59 digital

Online Online Online Brain Non- Blended Offline | Offline
60 digital

Online Online Online Brain Blend- Digital Online | Online
61 ed

Online Online Online Brain Blend- Digital Online | Offline
62 ed

Online Online Online Brain Blend- Digital Offline | Online
63 ed

Online Online Online Brain Blend- Digital Offline | Offline
64 ed

Online Online Online Brain Blend- Non-digital | Online | Online
65 ed

Online Online Online Brain Blend- Non-digital | Online | Offline
66 ed

Online Online Online Brain Blend- Non-digital | Offline | Online
67 ed

Online Online Online Brain Blend- Non-digital | Offline | Offline
68 ed

Online Online Online Brain Blend- Blended Online | Online
69 ed

Online Online Online Brain Blend- Blended Online | Offline
70 ed

Online Online Online Brain Blend- Blended Offline | Online
71 ed

Online Online Online Brain Blend- Blended Offline | Offline
72 ed
73 Online Online Online Brain + d + n-d | Digital Digital Online | Online
74 Online Online Online Brain + d + n-d | Digital Digital Online | Offline
75 Online Online Online Brain + d + n-d | Digital Digital Offline | Online
76 Online Online Online Brain + d + n-d | Digital Digital Offline | Offline
77 Online Online Online Brain + d + n-d | Digital Non-digital | Online | Online
78 Online Online Online Brain + d + n-d | Digital Non-digital | Online | Offline
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79 Online Online Online Brain + d + n-d | Digital Non-digital | Offline | Online
80 Online Online Online Brain + d + n-d | Digital Non-digital | Offline | Offline
81 Online Online Online Brain + d + n-d | Digital Blended Online | Online
82 Online Online Online Brain + d + n-d | Digital Blended Online | Offline
83 Online Online Online Brain + d + n-d | Digital Blended Offline | Online
84 Online Online Online Brain + d + n-d | Digital Blended Offline | Offline

Online Online Online Brain +d + n-d | Non- Digital Online | Online
85 digital

Online Online Online Brain +d + n-d | Non- Digital Online | Offline
86 digital

Online Online Online Brain +d + n-d | Non- Digital Offline | Online
87 digital

Online Online Online Brain +d + n-d | Non- Digital Offline | Offline
88 digital

Online Online Online Brain +d + n-d | Non- Non-digital | Online | Online
89 digital

Online Online Online Brain +d + n-d | Non- Non-digital | Online | Offline
90 digital

Online Online Online Brain +d + n-d | Non- Non-digital | Offline | Online
91 digital

Online Online Online Brain +d + n-d | Non- Non-digital | Offline | Offline
92 digital

Online Online Online Brain +d + n-d | Non- Blended Online | Online
93 digital

Online Online Online Brain +d + n-d | Non- Blended Online | Offline
94 digital

Online Online Online Brain +d + n-d | Non- Blended Offline | Online
95 digital

Online Online Online Brain +d + n-d | Non- Blended Offline | Offline
96 digital

Online Online Online Brain +d + n-d | Blend- Digital Online | Online
97 ed

Online Online Online Brain +d + n-d | Blend- Digital Online | Offline
98 ed

Online Online Online Brain +d + n-d | Blend- Digital Offline | Online
99 ed

Online Online Online Brain +d + n-d | Blend- Digital Offline | Offline
100 ed

Online Online Online Brain +d + n-d | Blend- Non-digital | Online | Online
101 ed

Online Online Online Brain +d + n-d | Blend- Non-digital | Online | Offline
102 ed

Online Online Online Brain +d + n-d | Blend- Non-digital | Offline | Online
103 ed

Online Online Online Brain +d + n-d | Blend- Non-digital | Offline | Offline
104 ed

Online Online Online Brain + d + n-d | Blend- Blended Online | Online
105 ed

Online Online Online Brain + d + n-d | Blend- Blended Online | Offline
106 ed

Online Online Online Brain + d + n-d | Blend- Blended Offline | Online
107 ed

Online Online Online Brain + d + n-d | Blend- Blended Offline | Offline
108 ed
109 Online Online Online Brain + n-d Digital Digital Online | Online
110 Online Online Online Brain + n-d Digital Digital Online | Offline
111 Online Online Online Brain + n-d Digital Digital Offline | Online
112 Online Online Online Brain + n-d Digital Digital Offline | Offline
113 Online Online Online Brain + n-d Digital Non-digital | Online | Online
114 Online Online Online Brain + n-d Digital Non-digital | Online | Offline
115 Online Online Online Brain + n-d Digital Non-digital | Offline | Online
116 Online Online Online Brain + n-d Digital Non-digital | Offline | Offline
117 Online Online Online Brain + n-d Digital Blended Online | Online
118 Online Online Online Brain + n-d Digital Blended Online | Offline
119 Online Online Online Brain + n-d Digital Blended Offline | Online
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120 Online Online Online Brain + n-d Digital Blended Offline | Offline
Online Online Online Brain + n-d Non- Digital Online | Online
121 digital
Online Online Online Brain + n-d Non- Digital Online | Offline
122 digital
Online Online Online Brain + n-d Non- Digital Offline | Online
123 digital
Online Online Online Brain + n-d Non- Digital Offline | Offline
124 digital
Online Online Online Brain + n-d Non- Non-digital | Online | Online
125 digital
Online Online Online Brain + n-d Non- Non-digital | Online | Offline
126 digital
Online Online Online Brain + n-d Non- Non-digital | Offline | Online
127 digital
Online Online Online Brain + n-d Non- Non-digital | Offline | Offline
128 digital
Online Online Online Brain + n-d Non- Blended Online | Online
129 digital
Online Online Online Brain + n-d Non- Blended Online | Offline
130 digital
Online Online Online Brain + n-d Non- Blended Offline | Online
131 digital
Online Online Online Brain + n-d Non- Blended Offline | Offline
132 digital
Online Online Online Brain + n-d Blend- Digital Online | Online
133 ed
Online Online Online Brain + n-d Blend- Digital Online | Offline
134 ed
Online Online Online Brain + n-d Blend- Digital Offline | Online
135 ed
Online Online Online Brain + n-d Blend- Digital Offline | Offline
136 ed
Online Online Online Brain + n-d Blend- Non-digital | Online | Online
137 ed
Online Online Online Brain + n-d Blend- Non-digital | Online | Offline
138 ed
Online Online Online Brain + n-d Blend- Non-digital | Offline | Online
139 ed
Online Online Online Brain + n-d Blend- Non-digital | Offline | Offline
140 ed
Online Online Online Brain + n-d Blend- Blended Online | Online
141 ed
Online Online Online Brain + n-d Blend- Blended Online | Offline
142 ed
Online Online Online Brain + n-d Blend- Blended Offline | Online
143 ed
Online Online Online Brain + n-d Blend- Blended Offline | Offline
144 ed
145 Online Online Offline Brain + digital Digital Digital Online | Online
146 Online Online Offline Brain + digital Digital Digital Online | Offline
147 Online Online Offline Brain + digital Digital Digital Offline | Online
148 Online Online Offline Brain + digital Digital Digital Offline | Offline
149 Online Online Offline Brain + digital Digital Non-digital | Online | Online
150 Online Online Offline Brain + digital Digital Non-digital | Online | Offline
151 Online Online Offline Brain + digital Digital Non-digital | Offline | Online
152 Online Online Offline Brain + digital Digital Non-digital | Offline | Offline
153 Online Online Offline Brain + digital Digital Blended Online | Online
154 Online Online Offline Brain + digital Digital Blended Online | Offline
155 Online Online Offline Brain + digital Digital Blended Offline | Online
156 Online Online Offline Brain + digital Digital Blended Offline | Offline
Online Online Offline Brain + digital Non- Digital Online | Online
157 digital
Online Online Offline Brain + digital Non- Digital Online | Offline
158 digital
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Online Online Offline Brain + digital Non- Digital Offline | Online
159 digital

Online Online Offline Brain + digital Non- Digital Offline | Offline
160 digital

Online Online Offline Brain + digital Non- Non-digital | Online | Online
161 digital

Online Online Offline Brain + digital Non- Non-digital | Online | Offline
162 digital

Online Online Offline Brain + digital Non- Non-digital | Offline | Online
163 digital

Online Online Offline Brain + digital Non- Non-digital | Offline | Offline
164 digital

Online Online Offline Brain + digital Non- Blended Online | Online
165 digital

Online Online Offline Brain + digital Non- Blended Online | Offline
166 digital

Online Online Offline Brain + digital Non- Blended Offline | Online
167 digital

Online Online Offline Brain + digital Non- Blended Offline | Offline
168 digital

Online Online Offline Brain + digital Blend- Digital Online | Online
169 ed

Online Online Offline Brain + digital Blend- Digital Online | Offline
170 ed

Online Online Offline Brain + digital Blend- Digital Offline | Online
171 ed

Online Online Offline Brain + digital Blend- Digital Offline | Offline
172 ed

Online Online Offline Brain + digital Blend- Non-digital | Online | Online
173 ed

Online Online Offline Brain + digital Blend- Non-digital | Online | Offline
174 ed

Online Online Offline Brain + digital Blend- Non-digital | Offline | Online
175 ed

Online Online Offline Brain + digital Blend- Non-digital | Offline | Offline
176 ed

Online Online Offline Brain + digital Blend- Blended Online | Online
177 ed

Online Online Offline Brain + digital Blend- Blended Online | Offline
178 ed

Online Online Offline Brain + digital Blend- Blended Offline | Online
179 ed

Online Online Offline Brain + digital Blend- Blended Offline | Offline
180 ed
181 Online Online Offline Brain Digital Digital Online | Online
182 Online Online Offline Brain Digital Digital Online | Offline
183 Online Online Offline Brain Digital Digital Offline | Online
184 Online Online Offline Brain Digital Digital Offline | Offline
185 Online Online Offline Brain Digital Non-digital | Online | Online
186 Online Online Offline Brain Digital Non-digital | Online | Offline
187 Online Online Offline Brain Digital Non-digital | Offline | Online
188 Online Online Offline Brain Digital Non-digital | Offline | Offline
189 Online Online Offline Brain Digital Blended Online | Online
190 Online Online Offline Brain Digital Blended Online | Offline
191 Online Online Offline Brain Digital Blended Offline | Online
192 Online Online Offline Brain Digital Blended Offline | Offline

Online Online Offline Brain Non- Digital Online | Online
193 digital

Online Online Offline Brain Non- Digital Online | Offline
194 digital

Online Online Offline Brain Non- Digital Offline | Online
195 digital

Online Online Offline Brain Non- Digital Offline | Offline
196 digital
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Online Online Offline Brain Non- Non-digital | Online | Online
197 digital
Online Online Offline Brain Non- Non-digital | Online | Offline
198 digital
Online Online Offline Brain Non- Non-digital | Offline | Online
199 digital
Online Online Offline Brain Non- Non-digital | Offline | Offline
200 digital
Online Online Offline Brain Non- Blended Online | Online
201 digital
Online Online Offline Brain Non- Blended Online | Offline
202 digital
Online Online Offline Brain Non- Blended Offline | Online
203 digital
Online Online Offline Brain Non- Blended Offline | Offline
204 digital
Online Online Offline Brain Blend- Digital Online | Online
205 ed
Online Online Offline Brain Blend- Digital Online | Offline
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Abstract: This paper questions the binary of material and immaterial labour in the information era.
Instead, we propose a “circuits of labour” model, a holistic framework that helps connect various con-
cepts and traditions in the study of labour and ICT (information and communication technology). In-
spired by du Gay et al’s “circuit of culture”, we argue conventional frameworks need to be synthesized
and updated to reflect fundamental changes and persisting issues of labor in our contemporary era, of
which the iPhone is emblematic. On the one hand, our model consists of formal circuits, in which hier-
archical domination is imposed by capital over the body of labour. On the other hand, it consists of
informal circuits where relationships are defined communally between embodied practices and social
and communicative capital. The informal and formal circuits of labour are “short-circuited” by survival
labour and ‘playbour’, meaning either circuit may absorb productive energy from the other. This article
then uses the case of Foxconn, the world’s largest electronic manufacturer that also produces iPhones,
to illustrate the usefulness of the “circuits of labour” model. We finally discuss the broader implications
and questions for future research.

Keywords: labour, iPhone, circuit of culture, Foxconn.
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1. Introduction

The last fifteen years have seen an expansion of studies on the relationship between labour
and the information and communication technologies (ICTs). While there has been a distinct
“turn to labour” in ICT research (Fortunati 2007; Huws 2003; Wajcman 2008), the scholarship
remains disconnected and fragmented across disciplines, methodological approaches and
national particularities. New conceptual frameworks have been applied to the forms of labour
in ICTs, from “free labour” and “playbour” (Terranova 2000; Kiicklich 2005) to a focus on
“networked” and “creative” labour (Brouillette 2009; Fuchs 2010; Xiang 2007). However, such
terms have tended to focus on forms of paid and unpaid information work. Less attention has
been paid to blue collar, “gray collar” (Qiu 2010), and “survival circuit” workers (Sassen 2004)
also known as “generic labour” (Castells 1998).

In this project, we seek to bring together these threads of research into a single holistic
framework which we call “circuits of labour”. We take inspiration from a defining moment in
the field of cultural studies, which took the arrival of the Sony Walkman as an iconic and rup-
turing event in the study of contemporary media and society (Du Gay et al. 1997). Doing Cul-
tural Studies: The Story of the Sony Walkman introduced a “circuit of culture” model to illus-
trate the mutually linked considerations necessary to produce rich, veritable and convincing
empirical and theoretical data. Following in this tradition, we propose to engage the iPhone
as both a historic signifier and a rich empirical source for theory building, in order for us to
better grasp persisting issues of labor, as well as their characteristics and adaptations, within
the interconnected “circuits of labour”.
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The iPhone is not just a smartphone. Rather, it “represents a distinctive moment, both in
the very short history of mobile media and in the much longer history of cultural technologies”
(Hjorth et al. 2012, 1). We take it as symbolic of a set of practices, both personal and indus-
trial, in the contemporary era. This is not to aggrandize the iPhone’s commercial success as
“the most popular Apple product by far” (Beech and Jiang 2012, 32), or to champion “digital
capitalism” (Schiller 2000). Nor do we intend to reject the device as simply a means of exploi-
tation (Chan and Pun 2010), a “cult” (Belk and Tumblat 2005), or another techno-cultural
“‘myth” (Mosco 2004; Turner 2004). Instead, we begin by taking the iPhone as representative
of “a key moment of metastasis, when an already intimate, popularized technology expanded
to encompass a host of media forms” (Crawford 2012, 219). We analyze the iPhone as a
device that is used for various forms of communication, care-work, and micro-organization as
well as a product that draws on multiple forms of labour in order to function and thrive.

While du Gay et al. used the term “circuit” to refer to a set of connected ideas, another
common meaning of a circuit is “[tjhe course traversed by an electric current between the two
poles of a battery; the path of a voltaic current” (Oxford English Dictionary 1989, 229). Taking
these notions together, our account of the circuits involved in the assembly, distribution and
consumption of the iPhone will address some notable limitations in current theories of labor
in media and communication studies today. Our “circuits of labour” theory reads the iPhone
as (a) a vertical circuit of capital accumulation, (b) a horizontal circuit of social networking
and body politics, and (c) the links, or short-circuits, between (a) and (b). Metaphorically
speaking, the iPhone is our “battery”, whose two poles are capital and the body, respectively.
But this is more than a simple circuit. Instead, the “circuits of labour” is conceptualized as an
“integrated circuit”, a circuit comprised of many separate components.

This article elucidates this “circuits of labour” mode of understanding, why we need it, how
to use it. In order to do so, we conduct a review of the significant literature on labour and
ICTs, and outline how our approach can be used to reflect on and draw connections among
the research currents. To illustrate our thinking, and critique it, we draw on data and fieldwork
observations from the world’s largest electronics manufacturer that produces most Apple
products—including the iPhone—Foxconn (Chan and Pun 2010; Qiu 2012; Sandoval 2013).
For more than two years, participatory action research has been conducted in China follow-
ing a startling spate of employee suicides at Foxconn in 2010. Finally, we discuss the re-
search results and their broader implications, given the global campaign against labour
abuse at Foxconn (SACOM 2010; 2011).

In sum, the iPhone acts as a symbol for the amalgam of labor issues we tackle. This sym-
bol is tangible yet powerful: it comes from far away, but becomes something intimate in our
daily work and life (Gregg 2011). It expands conventional modes of exploitation, but also
stands for alternative developments of the future. It draws on mythic imaginaries of constant
connection and individual control, while silently extracting data about the user: sometimes
with their knowledge and consent, sometimes without (Crawford 2012). For good or for bad,
its enormous centrality in our era makes it an appropriate metaphor for the “circuits of labour”
that surround us, subsume us, and substantiate us.

2. Labour and ICT: An Overview

An important change in recent years is the outpouring of labour studies conducted in the con-
text of, or in relation to, ICTs. This should be fairly clear to readers of this tripleC special is-
sue. The trend has become particularly notable since the global financial crisis of 2008—2009,
probably because, for too long, “labor remains a blind spot of western communication stud-
ies” (McKercher and Mosco 2006, 493). In cultural studies and sociology we have also ob-
served a similar “turn to labor” among leading ICT scholars (Fortunati 2007; Huws 2003;
Wajcman 2008).

What, then, is labour? What are the kinds of labour issues being examined in this growing
body of literature? What questions can now emerge, after labour meets ICTs?

First, there are studies of new media workers or “digital labour”, whose delineation is
above all technological. This is essentially about wage labour in ICT-based “new economy”
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environments, either in the particular sectors of so-called new media, Internet or digital indus-
tries (Heeks 2008; Neff et al. 2005; Xiang 2007), or in contexts where ICTs have disseminat-
ed in the larger labour market, at work and beyond (DiMaggio and Bonikowski 2008; Free-
man 2002; Gregg 2011). The diffusion of ICTs for work and the importance of the IT industry
for contemporary economy make it imperative to study labor relations in Internet companies
(eg, Mayer-Ahuja and Wolf 2007), media organizations (eg, Deuze 2007), as well as other
emerging sectors of work, including Indian software programmers (Xiang, 2007), Chinese
“gold farmers (producers of virtual goods and services for online gamers)” (Heeks 2008), and
Amazon Mechanical Turk workers (Irani 2013).

Despite sectoral and national difference, these studies all examine wage labour, how their
work affects and is affected by ICTs, with increasing flexibility, and what are subsequent
changes in their income and bargaining power. But which sector is completely untouched by
ICTs today? Are there real differences between employees who work directly with computers
and those who do not? While many studies find ICTs do contribute to improving welfare and
upward mobility (eg, DiMaggio and Bonikowski 2008), others show that the rise of digital
“piece work” is part of a broader shift toward outsourcing and casualization, hence weaken-
ing the labor market positioning of employees overall (eg, Deuze 2007; Xiang 2007).

A second thread of research goes from the celebratory “creative class” (Florida 2002) to
the more critical “knowledge workers” (McKercher and Mosco 2006; Mosco and McKercher
2009) and “immaterial labour” (Lazzarato 1996; Fortunati 2007). Here, labour is defined, not
by technologies or wages, but by its immateriality, meaning the symbolic, informational, or
affective products and services generated through a wide range of work processes. While
Florida and his followers argue the new “creative class” represents a higher level of moderni-
ty at work, others see “immaterial labor” as the deepening of capitalist domination from work-
place to everyday life, from the corporeal to the cerebral (Brouillette 2009).

Does it really make sense to separate material labour from the immaterial, and to assume
the former belongs to the Industrial Era, the latter the Information Era? Are the “creative” or
“knowledge” workers a new labor aristocracy? How does this type of labour relate to capital?
These are some of the gaps that exist in the current literature.

One tradition of theorizing “immaterial labour” began with Lazarrato (1996) and was fur-
ther developed by Hardt and Negri (2000; 2004), as well as Terranova in her essay ‘Free
Labor: Producing Culture for the Digital Economy’ (2000). This notion has been very influen-
tial among critical studies of user-generated content (UGC) in recent years (Fuchs 2010;
Paasonen 2010; Suhr 2009). In studies of online games, Kicklich (2005) introduces the idea
of “precarious playbour”, or the forms of unpaid labour (such as computer game modification
or “modding”), which are done by players and are cost-free from the perspective of online
game companies. Kucklich points to how certain activities are veiled by the perception that
they are just “leisure activities” while they are simultaneously part of a wider economy of in-
dustrial innovation and value-generation.

This tradition is, however, criticized by post-Marxian scholars such as Arvidsson and Col-
leoni (2012), who argue against applying Marxist “labour theory of value” to online production
practices because doing so would underestimate the importance of affect-based labor and
financialization. For Hardt and Negri, “affective labour” and “caring labour” constitute a sub-
set of “immaterial labour” (2000, 8). But feminist scholars contend this conceptualization is
too limiting in that “the domestic sphere and more extensively the sphere of social reproduc-
tion” are more important bases for the growth of “immaterial labour”, from the very beginning
of its conceptual roots in Italian academia and activism (Fortunati 2007, 139).

Yet another line of research is about volunteer labour, now also adopting digital tools in
social enterprises (Fish and Srinivasan 2012), online activist campaigns (Tatarchevskiy,
2011), nonprofit organizations (Mook et al. 2007), and “commons-based peer production”
(Benkler and Nissenbaum 2006). Here, the labour at stake is not defined by its subordination
to capital or power in the domestic sphere. Rather, individuals and communities expand ex-
isting gift economies, and create new ones online and off, with the hope of forming alterna-
tive power structures in global and local civil societies. One step further into the more radical
leftist direction, we get to the much older ideals of digital anarcho-communism (Barbrook
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1997) and “cyber-Marx” (Dyer-Witheford 1999) that perceive the struggle over ICTs as the
ultimate battle through which labor will be emancipated.

Finally, one can define labor by its relationship to the network society, whether workers
are included as “self-programmable labor” or excluded and “downgraded” into “generic la-
bour” (Castells 1998). This is a dichotomous model. On one side, there are bankers, realtors,
famous artists, those well-paid, including self-employed, workers who do projects by them-
selves, although they face high risk and insecurity typical of “work in the new capitalism”
(Sennett 1999). On the other side, there are nannies, janitors, sex-workers, and those dis-
possessed and underemployed struggling to make ends meet in the “survival circuits” (Sas-
sen 2004) of this same era. If those in the former category exercise and enjoy more social
and cultural capital relative to the latter, in each case workers “program”, train and coax bod-
ies, minds and performances to match the affective bearing of physically and emotionally
demanding work.

The binary conception of networked labor has been complicated in recent years by stud-
ies such as Mayer (2011), which spans Brazil and the US. In the context of China, Zhao and
Duffy echo Langman’s notion of “internetworked social movements” (2005) and maintain that
the institutional constraints over China’s labor, from migrant workers and laid-off workers to
low-level media workers, have been increasingly “short-circuited” (2007). Members of the
“generic labour” category, although still in “survival circuits”, have started to inter-connect,
with each other and with other concerned citizens in China and beyond, through public intel-
lectuals, NGOs, and transnational networking. This trend has accelerated since the global
economic crisis (Hong 2010). Meanwhile, Qiu demonstrates that the phenomenal diffusion of
“‘working-class ICTs” in Chinese cities has led to the rise of the “information have-less”, a
new lower-middle stratum in the country’s network society, generating a new class of “net-
work labor” (2009; 2012), ie, “a materializing pillar of the network society, parallel to the
emergence of the network enterprise and the network state, globally and regionally” (2010,
81).

3. The Need to Connect

The above review shows that the overall picture of ICT-related labor studies consists of scat-
tered pieces of knowledge, strung together by quite different approaches, dominated by
loose fragments at national and local levels, disconnected from each other and from global
contexts. There are many dividing cleavages: material or immaterial labour, affective or
mechanized labour, networked or isolated labour, wage labour or “free” “volunteer” labour,
creative or not-so-creative labour, suppressed/suppressing labour or liberated/liberating la-
bour. It is a growing body of research, some with more classic Marxian lineage than others,
often conducted by graduate students and emerging scholars. How shall we make sense of
all these concepts and arguments, not only individually, but also in a way that enriches ICT
research as well as labour studies as a whole? Indeed, if all the studies above are taken as
products of “intellectual labour”, one may well lament its lack of labour solidarity.

The “circuits of labour” model we propose is designed to connect conceptual develop-
ments at the crossroads between labor and ICTs, and to do so without discounting the signif-
icance of the corporeal and affective dimensions of the formal market sphere for labour. The
impasse in attempts to theorize so-called “immaterial” labour stems from a largely Western
notion of separate public and private spheres for labour, which removed waged labour from
the home, and feminized many aspects of reproductive and domestic labour in the process.
Our model seeks to disrupt this binary just as its circuit logic enables a systematic interroga-
tion of the empirical case centered on the iPhone and Foxconn.

The metaphor of the circuit has long been present in scholarship that takes a network ap-
proach to labour, especially when this involves dispossessed and disadvantaged workers
(Sassen 2004; Zhao and Duffy 2007). By contrast, du Gay et al’s “circuit of culture” (1997)
draws on a formulation first outlined by Johnson (1986) in the essay ‘What is Cultural Studies
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Anyway?”' The model connects five moments of cultural practice: representation, identity,
production, consumption, and regulation. The five moments are organized in a circle, in
which cultural practices can relocate from any one moment to any other. This is a parsimoni-
ous and prominent framework. But if applied to issues of labor and ICTs, it would be too
general, free flowing, even idealistic, to capture either entrenched power inequalities or pos-
sibilities of change.
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Figure 1: du Gay et al’s circuit of culture (1997)

In the two examples—the Sony Walkman, an iconic device of the 1980s, and the iPhone, an
icon of the early 21° century—the “cultural circuit” depicts only one circle of events. Suppose
the circuit of mainstream culture is problematic, how can one escape and start an alternative
circuit? On the other hand, by calling it a “circuit of culture”, there is the covert assumption
that cultural labor deserves more scholarly attention vis-a-vis material labour. One of our
goals is to bridge this gap between immaterial culture and material manufacture, in a similar
move to Mayer’s analysis of the New Television Economy (2011).

Much has changed since the neoliberal turn of the 1980s in both the culture of personal
electronics and its manufacture. Consumption has been expanded; national regulation cor-
roded; representation more infiltrated by corporate marketing; identity more contested; mate-
rial production outsourced to countries like China and India (Castells 1998; Dyer-Witheford
1999; Gregg 2011; McKerner and Mosco 2006; Qiu 2009; Schiller 2005). A subsequent trend
is the spatial separation between production and consumption in the global commodity chain,
whereas in terms of content, a rhetoric of “prosumption” has also emerged especially with the
diffusion of personal, portable devices. Typifying both trends is the iPhone, a flagship Apple
product.

Apple Inc. is the “the largest U.S. company ever, measured by stock-market value”
(Browning et al. 2012). At the end of 2011, Apple earns 53% of its total revenue, and 67% of
its gross profit, from the iPhone alone (Ray 2012). This is the best of times for capital. Is it
the worst of times for labour? Following our description of the “circuits of labour”, we posit the
iPhone era is characterized by a remarkable regime of domination that exacerbates social
inequality. At the same time, however, we note that the iPhone—and similar ICT products—
also stimulate and enable alternative developments toward change.

! Thanks to an anonymous TripleC reviewer, who points out Johnson grounded this essay in a reading of Marx’s
Grundrisse (1973), although du Gay et al (1997) made no reference to Marx. The analytical focus of their “circuit
of culture” model is also clearly placed on audiences, rather than political economy structures, a pattern that is not
uncommon in cultural studies.
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4. The Circuits of Labour

4.1. Formal Circuit of Labour

While many emphasize the “immaterial” and therefore, “revolutionary” and “weightless”, as-
pects of the IT industry (Coyle 1998; Negroponte 1996), structural continuities can be clearly
observed if we examine its formal industrial system and compare it with the history of Ford-
ism. Despite the new spatial and temporal characteristics of “flexible accumulation”, capital
continues to dominate labour, which is centrally expressed through the persistent and fun-
damental subjugation of labourer's body into the hierarchical circuit of capitalist production
and consumption.

At stake here is the entirety of the formalized IT economy, including hardware and soft-
ware, electronic manufacturing, marketing, sales, services, and the processing of e-waste
(Maxwell and Miller 2012). While some of these work processes may be more virtual than
others, all of them necessarily rely on physical labour from hardware manufacture to infra-
structure construction, from the transportation of parts and products to repair and e-waste
processing.

Even the least material forms of labor input—for instance, by employees of software or
advertising companies—have a physical dimension: they have to position their bodies in front
of the computers and/or telephones, and expect to remain so for certain hours of the day. It
is for this reason that software engineers from Hyderabad, India, called their wage labor sys-
tem “body shopping” (Xiang 2007).

The body is the key, to be subjugated and subsumed, on this decentralized, globalized,
and deceptively “immaterialized” shop floor of the IT industry. What is extracted from these
bodies and their bodily movements (or non-movements) is, however, the same thing: surplus
value, measured by time, and sometimes affect as well (Arvidsoon and Golleoni 2012; Fuchs
2010).

The essence of labour input remains time. Labour power is most formidable if it reclaims
its control over time. If we use this classic labour theory of Marx’s (1973) Capital, we can say
labor politics has always been immaterial in a fundamental sense from the very beginning of
modern capitalism. The iPhone era of the global IT industry does not challenge the estab-
lished power structure of capital dominance in this regard. What we see is the reverse, as
surplus value continues to be extracted and labour continues to have little agency regarding
production and redistribution. The logic of capital domination has even been strengthened
with the rise of financial capitalism and global outsourcing, both contributing greatly to the
shaping of the IT industry today. Traditional trade unions and public authorities are left be-
hind in their limited, usually local or national, sphere of governance. The IT industry facilitates
the flight of capital. In so doing, it becomes a stronghold of new capitalism itself (Ross 2006;
Schiller 2005).
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Figure 2: The formal and informal circuits of labor. To the left, the body and capital form a
top-down circuit and a class-based hierarchy of constraint. To the right, the worker draws on
internal resources and self-made networks to develop new avenues for pleasure, survival
and resistance.

The hierarchical circuit of labour on the left of the diagram is not entirely new, although its
specific expressions reflect the overall structural transformation of global capitalism as well
as the peculiarities of the IT industry. The top-down domination of capital in formal labour
processes—in this case protected and locked down by contracts, intellectual property rights
regimes, and education/credentialing systems—is expressed through the increasing polariza-
tion and internal stratification of labor itself. Some of these are durable patterns, for example,
the differentiation of labour aristocrats from ordinary members of the working class, of white
collars from blue collars, and of self-programmable labor from generic labour (Castells 1998).
Yet there are also new patterns with a particular spatial spin. While in the West, including
Japan and the Asian “tiger” economies of South Korea, Taiwan, Hong Kong, and Singapore,
the contradiction between well-paid self-programmable labour and disposable generic labor
has become more acute, middle-rank jobs in the global IT industry have moved to the more
globalized regions of the developing world, most decisively China and India. This has given
rise to a new category of the “information have-less” (ie, people caught in between the haves
and the have-nots of the digital divide), which constitutes the social basis for “programmable
labor”: people who perform “simplified tasks in the new information industry” (Qiu 2009, 9).
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Examples for such programmable labour, also known as “gray collars” in the Chinese con-
text, include software testers, low-end graphic designers, quality control personnel, and da-
tabase input personnel. They are called “gray collars” because allegedly their company uni-
forms are often gray in color and their work, while often performed using computers, is repeti-
tive and labor-intensive in nature (Qiu, 2010). Applying the notion of gray collars to India, it
would include such positions as lower-rank software engineers and call center personnel.
The term “programmable” highlights the ruthlessness and inhumanity of the labor process,
determined in classic Taylorist fashion, which still constitutes much of the production process
in this iPhone era, as in Foxconn.

In our illustration of the formal and hierarchical circuit, white-collar self-programmable
workers are positioned higher than gray collars, who in turn enjoy more benefits than blue
collars. Generic labour may enter the formal circuit when demand exceeds supply at the very
bottom of the system, although they can also enter the rank of survival labor that acts as a
reserve army, whose existence supposedly helps discipline those who remain in the formal
economy. Indeed, white collars can also be ejected from the formal circuit at critical moments
like the dot-com crash of 2000-2001. Hence, even these presumably more “treasured” work-
ers of the self-programmable rank are not necessarily better off than gray collars and blue
collars in terms of their sense of risk, level of stress, and social isolation (Sennett 1999;
Gregg 2011). The pervasiveness of such a disempowerment effect from the white collars to
generic labor betrays the hierarchical nature of this formal circuit of labor, hidden behind the
rosy camouflage of the New Economy rhetoric. After all, the logic of capital comes from the
top down, imposing control across all labor strata—or so is its aim—so that surplus value can
be ensured to flow from the bottom up, enabling the next round of accumulation and contin-
ued subsumption of body politics in its profitable circuit of labour.

4.2. Informal Circuit of Labour

The limitations of this “formal” circuit of labour have long been evident, not least due to sub-
stantial feminist critiques of the 1970s and 80s.? The more integrated, global economy of the
present calls for still further theoretical refinement. Recent work on the international trade in
surrogacy, clinical trial testing and cell harvesting (eg, Cooper and Waldby 2014) shows how
the body can be used productively for profit—often by women and others suffering minority
status in particular contexts. This remains the case for other “informal” or dubiously regulated
sectors of the market economy, such as prostitution, which has a long history of association
with “white-collar” as much as other “formal” labour categories (Allison 1994).

For our purposes, the informal circuits of labour attached to the iPhone produce a lateral
circuit between social or communicative capital on one hand and the “creative” or “reproduc-
tive” body on the other (see Figure 2). On the user/consumption side, the communicative
capacity of the device provides new avenues for the gendered experience of care work,
which now not only includes the actual provision of companionship but new social and psy-
chological dependencies. The full extent of women’s affective labour, which in the domestic
sphere includes “affect, care, love, education, socialization, communication, information, en-
tertainment, organization, planning, coordination, logistics” (Fortunati 2007, 144), finds new
coherence through the iPhone. For working women, regardless of their position in the hierar-
chy of the formal circuits of labour, the iPhone annihilates prior separation between the paid
and unpaid labour obligation. Spatial distinctions dissolve in a loop of competing communica-
tive demands which Gregg (2011) describes as “presence bleed”. The affective labour of the
intimate device is a feature of work in cognitive capitalism.

If women’s growing centrality to the formal and informal economy makes their experiences
representative (Morini 2007; McRobbie 2010), what remains to be acknowledged are the
forms of capital such workers accrue through sometimes highly gendered expertise (Hakim
2010). The gradual feminization of the workplace through increased participation is mirrored

2| political movements often drove recognition of these inadequacies—for instance, in the “wages for housework”
campaigns in the UK and ltaly (see Oakley, 1974; Frederici 2012)—they also offer a precedent for the scholar-
activist collaborations we will see in the recent investigations of Foxconn.
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in management strategies inviting employees to express their feelings in the workplace for
the benefit of the company and to ensure smooth collegiality amongst team members (lllouz
2007; Boltanski and Chiappello 2005). Meanwhile women’s competence in genres of “talk”
whether in the attempt to generate good feeling through “deep acting” (Hochschild 1983) or
the more volatile terrain of gossip and rumour offer further resources that we will explore
shortly.

The informal circuits also encompass the variety of volunteer, gift, and pirate exchanges
online that are enabled by online connectivity. Whether it is the fan labour contributing to the
improvement of a cherished media text (Andrejevic 2008) or the “free labour” (Terranova
2000) of app design, testing and development, the iPhone has protracted the start-up com-
pany boom beyond the optimistic peak of social media and Web 2.0 to the data-fuelled app-
jams and hackathons of today (Gregg and DiSalvo 2013). In other areas, the host of torrent
sites distributing locked-down proprietary content in textual, audio, and visual form are the
online equivalent of the trade in “fake”, “bandit”, and “pirate” products filling a similar and
substantial market need (Ho 2010).

From China and Vietnam to Turkey and sub-Saharan Africa, fake iPhones, a popular type
of “bandit phone” or “shanzhaiji”’, are an extreme case of network labour subverting the con-
servative capitalistic logic—a display of bottom-up creativity, which may be channelled back
into the formal system, for example, via “licensed” bandit phone manufacturers (Wallis and
Qiu 2012). One should not be surprised that these inexpensive bandit phones played an im-
portant role in spreading rumours, and even hate speech, that led to ethnic riots in various
developing regions of the world, from China to the Middle East, showing how “mere” talk
(communication) can lead to material bodies assembling in action (Qiu 2009). A more recent
expression of this informal communication circuit is the Yue Yuen shoe factory strike that
involved more than 30,000 smartphone-equipped workers in Guangdong and Jiangxi
(Kaiman, 2014).

4.3. Short Circuits

The formal and informal circuits as we have depicted them are not insulated from each other.
While structural forces of “informalization” in the social, economic, and regulatory realms
push labour processes from the formal circuits to the informal ones (Sassen 1998), online
and real-world communities as well as civil society networks also build collective identity,
even solidarity, using tools made through formal circuits. There are two main “short circuits”.
One is “survival labour” located in what Sassen terms “survival circuits” (2004), where dis-
possessed members of the working class become re-connected with each other and with
other concerned citizens by joining alternative networks, regionally or transnationally.

On the other hand, there is “playbour”, whose original form is found among computer
gamers, either individually or networked as hacker/geek groups, which is actively exploited
by corporations as free labour (Kicklich 2005). This also includes other networks such as fan
culture (Jenkins 2006), or unwitting forms of value extraction, such as iPhone users whose
location data was tracked by Apple without their knowledge (Crawford 2012), all providing
crucial resources drawn from the informal circuits to allow the formal circuits to continue to
expand and evolve (see also Lobato et al. 2011).

This is, however, describing only one type of flow—of capital, body, and creativity—
between the formal and the informal. While formal circuits of labour can short-circuit the in-
formal for the benefit of the former, the reverse also happens when informal circuits draw
material and immaterial resources from the formal for the building of alternative, even pro-
gressive networks, as the following case of Foxconn factory workers demonstrates.

5. iPhone and Foxconn

Just as Ford and the Model T automobile have become emblematic of the Fordist era, we
argue Apple can be seen as an emblem of contemporary capitalist world order and the iPh-
one as a prototype for labour processes in the twenty-first century. The particular labor for-
mations have distinctive globalized and networked characteristics as we have shown in our
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illustration of circuits of labour. In this sense, Apple is a typical global network enterprise with
the employees in its headquarters in Cupertino, California, being white-collar self-
programmable labour, and the Foxconn assembly-line workers in China — and increasingly
elsewhere (Andrijasevic et al. 2013)—being grey-collar programmable labour and blue-collar
labour.

It is critical to pay close attention to the material aspect of ICT production processes, de-
spite the popular depiction of the “weightless” immaterial ICT industry (Sandoval 2013). Fox-
conn, the world’s largest Apple subcontractor, once had more than 200,000 workers in one
facility in Longhua, a factory district of Shenzhen in south China also known as “iPod City”
(Webster 2006). In a few years, the Longhua factory grew to about a 400,000 population
(Pun et al. 2011) and the total number of Foxconn employees in China exceeded 1 million in
2012 (Markoff 2012). Foxconn has a notorious “military-style” management system, which
abused workers and caused at least 17 workers attempting suicide in the first eight months
of 2010 (Chan and Pun 2010), an unprecedented tragedy in the history of electronics manu-
facture.

Terry Guo, Foxconn owner and CEO once publicly stated, “as human beings are also an-
imals, to manage one million animals gives me a headache” (Markoff 2012). Calling workers
“animals” is a candid reflection that the factory only values the bodily input of its labour force,
not other aspects of its humanity. Yet in the larger industrial system of iPhone production,
although Foxconn accounts for the bulk of employees—mostly grey-collar, programmable
labour, but also some self-programmable and generic labour—it is, nonetheless a colossal
“body” that serves the “brain”, ie, Apple's R&D and marketing branches, and transnational
capital (Chan and Pun 2010). Foxconn achieves its goals by controlling workers’ bodies, at
work and off duty, physically and mentally, through formal contractual and managerial
measures that brew an “anti-social” culture. This culture atomizes workers through an ex-
treme version of corporate biopolitics (Pun et al. 2011).

Suicide was but one way the formal circuit of labour at Foxconn spins workers off as sur-
vival labour, which also happens daily through work injuries and long overtime that hurts
workers’ health or results in more injuries at work. The most common injury is workers’ fin-
gers being cut or crushed by machinery. According to local labour activists, Foxconn was
once responsible for about half of all finger-related work injuries in key hospitals of Shen-
zhen’s factory zones in Longhua and Guanlan. To contextualize this datum, in Shenzhen and
the surrounding Pearl River Delta of south China, “factory workers lose or break about
40,000 fingers on the job each year” (Barboza 2008). Although only some of these work inju-
ries occurred in IT-industry plants like iPod City, electronic manufacturing is particularly haz-
ardous for hand injuries: workers often have to work very long hours with heavy machinery
that moulds and cuts metal parts, factory owners and managers often prioritize productivity
over safety, and electronics products like the iPhone have been the fastest growing Chinese
exports in recent years.

Foxconn resolved many of the injury or suicide cases through extra-legal means, including
several cases that we followed closely (Pun et al. 2011; Qiu 2012). Since 2010, it has also
used large number of “student interns”, including child labour, to generate more profit by
evading China’s labour contract law (Mozur 2012a), thus offering yet another illustration for
the informalization process: formal circuits cannot be sustained for long without tapping into
informal circuits.

This is true for not only Foxconn but also Apple, whose extraordinarily high profit margin
cannot be maintained without the fan culture known as “Apple cult” (Beech and Jiang 2012;
Belk and Tumblat 2005). That is, in addition to material manufacturing, the sales and tech-
nical-support personnel for the world’s fast growing IT industry also belong to the rank of
programmable labour and grey collars, and those sweeping the floor in shopping malls or
moving iPhone boxes belong to blue collars and generic labour.

But Apple certainly did not invent outsourcing and offshoring. The global commodity chain
and the unequal international division of labour existed long before the iPhone. What Apple
adds significantly to the existing model is iTunes, a further utilization of technical means to
lock down content and applications within a given iPhone. There are cycles of boom and bust
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in the iTunes app market, despite the oft-told success stories of “playbour” game designers
earning fortunes through the App Store (Farrell 2009). But unlike the gold rushes of the past,
Apple’s iTunes authorization, distribution, and charging system is not only massive in scale
and diversity but also much more controlled through technical and legal codes that limit how
content flows, and under what revenue sharing schemes. For example, consider those iPh-
one game testers whose job consists of spending many hours a day concentrating on the
operation of apps for the device. Although they don'’t risk losing or breaking their fingers, they
face working lives filled with repetition and low wages along with the assembly-line workers
in the iPod City.

Growing awareness of the massive exploitation behind the iPhone, especially at Foxconn,
has triggered civil society groups, labour activists, creative designers, and concerned citizens
to come together regionally and transnationally to establish alternative networks and their
own informal circuits of labour. Following the Foxconn suicides in 2010, more than 60 stu-
dents and scholars from 20 universities in Hong Kong, Taiwan, and Mainland China formed a
volunteer investigation team to study Foxconn's working conditions and provide support for
suicide survivors and their families (Pun et al. 2011). This group then connected with other
NGOs, citizen reporters, media organizations, and individual workers in and outside Fox-
conn.

The means of connection include face-to-face and small-group contact, but increasingly
they rely on digital social networks of blogs, micro-blogs (Weibo), QQ (Chinese online in-
stant-messenger popular among workers), online forums, mobile phones, Internet video, and
most recently their own Chinese-language web portal, www.iLabour.org. There is no formal
process for people to join this new anti-sweatshop campaign. Rewards are social, not mone-
tary. Embodied experience is still essential for the fieldwork, including several students who
volunteered to work inside Foxconn as “interns” for periods up to one month. Their physical
presence was essential to the social and communicative capital that circulates in the volun-
teer community. In so doing, the informal circuits keep expanding. As Foxconn moves its
production facility into China’s hinterlands, this informal circuit also starts to include more
active members from the inland regions.

This is a transborder movement that goes beyond China’s mainland. The 20-university
consortium, for example, was first initiated in Taiwan in June 2010, when Pun Ngai, a profes-
sor from Hong Kong Polytechnic University was visiting. Several Taiwanese universities and
research institutes became the first to join the consortium partly because Foxconn is a Tai-
wanese company. During the joint investigation that has been carried out since July 2010,
Scholars and Students Against Corporate Misbehavior (SACOM, http://sacom.hk), a labour
NGO consisting of mostly Hong Kong college students, became a key regional hub of coor-
dination (Sandoval 2013). This was due to Hong Kong’s strategic location adjacent to Main-
land China and its tolerance of grassroots labour organizing, which is still severely oppressed
in the mainland. SACOM also connects the consortium with the global anti-sweatshop
movement, working closely with international NGOs such as Good Electronics
(http://goodelectronics.org/) and makelTfair (http://makeitfair.org/en).

Particularly notable is the case of Tian Yu, who survived her jump from a Foxconn dormi-
tory in March 2010 and has been receiving care from campaign volunteers since July 2010.
Tian Yu’s paralyzed body is an illustration of what we term “survival labour”: acquiring social
and cultural capital from the informal circuit of labour, she became the face of the anti-
Foxconn movement, mobilizing further awareness and activism. Figure 3 is the cover image
of the Pun et al. book, showing Tian Yu in her wheelchair. She also lent her voice to the short
film Deconstructing Foxconn (https://vimeo.com/17558439). Much more than a passive recip-
ient of affective labour, Tian Yu and her family in rural Hubei also provide their own input,
materially and immaterially. Since early 2011, they have been making handcrafts that are
sold online as well as offline fair-trade stores and promoted through Weibo, China’s Twitter-
like services (Qiu 2012).

Another transnational development is PhoneStory, a smart phone game produced by Mol-
leindustria, a radical game designer. This is an educational game satirically addressing four
issues in the hierarchical circuits: child labour used in extracting Coltan in Congo, Foxconn
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suicides in China, consumerism among iPhone users, and hazardous e-waste processing in
Bangladesh. Originally the game was designed for gamers using either Apple’s App Store or
Android Market (ie, Google Play), but within hours it was censored by App Store (Dredge
2011). However, the Android Market sales still went well and Molleindustria was able to do-
nate $6000 to Tian Yu via SACOM. Figure 4 shows the “business model” of this alternative
gaming circuit, which has been successful, socially and commercially, by tapping in to Ap-
ple/iPhone fandom.
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Figure 3: The Pun et al. (2011) book showing Tian Yu, a Foxconn survivor, in her wheel chair
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Figure 4: The business model of Molleindustria, a group of radical game designers who cre-
ated the educational game PhoneStory to address in part the Foxconn tragedies
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Figure 5: Mobile phone video image of security guards beating and threatening workers at
one Foxconn gate
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Finally, a growing trend since 2011 is the proliferation of user-generated content (UGC),
especially in the form of mobile-phone images captured and shared by Foxconn workers
themselves. This differs from the conventional pattern of NGOs, activists, or students speak-
ing out for workers, or helping workers to disseminate content (Chan and Pun 2010). As a
result, there are many more “raw” images from Foxconn workers. There is a growing genre
of Internet videos showing Foxconn security guards beating up or threatening workers who
dare to disobey.

Figure 5 shows a screen capture from a 4-minute video, which generated not only anger
but also rumour about yet another clash at a Foxconn factory gate in June 2011. This is a
moment of playbour short-circuit, where informal, online popular culture can be manipulated
to serve the formal circuit of labour, cultivating fear among workers. This is Foxconn’s ver-
sion of the “happy slapper”, when violent assaults are recorded on camera phones and
shared online. However, not all these attempts to use the informal to serve the formal ended
up being successful. For instance, during the worker uprising at Foxconn’s Taiyuan plant in
September 2012, police and guards reportedly targeted workers who tried to record the
event with their mobile phones (Mozur 2012b), showing that the short circuits move in both
directions and Foxconn was significantly concerned about the consequences of these circu-
lating video “rumours”.

6. Concluding Remarks

“Circuits of labour” is a holistic framework that helps connect various concepts and traditions
in the study of labour and ICTs, from communication and cultural studies to political economy
and feminist traditions. More than a synthesis of existing conceptual frameworks, the circuits
of labour model offers a closer interrogation of the interplay between labor and ICTs in our
contemporary era, recognizing the inventive and capacious work of the body under capital.
Through a focus on the iPhone and Foxconn, our analysis brings different approaches — ma-
terial or immaterial labour, affective or mechanized labour, networked or atomized labour,
wage labour or “free” “volunteer” labour—into productive relationship. In the process, our
decision to write collaboratively across countries, institutions, and companies also
intends to model the new conversations that are emerging as much as they are necessary
to address the complexity of labour relations and mutual interdependence in the “Asian Cen-
tury”. Media studies needs better measures to reflect the shifts taking place in the
geopolitics of production and consumption, which now involves the coordination
and surveillance of vast corporate logistics enterprises that escape any one national
perspective. The “circuits of labour” model is just one attempt to reflect the
significance of these changes, and will hopefully generate many more.
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Abstract: This paper uses F.W.J. Schelling’s Naturphilsophie as a point of departure for theorizing the
concept of digital labour. Beginning with Marx’s distinction between fulfilling and unfulfilling labour, it is
argued that the former is labour immanent to, and in line with, Schelling’s notion of Nature as process
and ungrounded ground, while unfulfilling labour externalizes Nature and attempts to use it against
itself in the service of capital and the establishment of what | call a state-of-power. Schelling’s The
Ages of the World is re-interpreted by exchanging Schelling’s notion of immaterial spirituality for digital
virtuality, whereby digital labour is viewed as a consequence of previous forms of world historical de-
velopments in their entire contingency. While digital virtuality is in fact materialist in terms of both the
labour that activates it and the substrate that sustains it, the materiality of the digital is often over-
looked in favour of an implicit anti-materialist stance that works to disconnect the digital labourer from
their online activity, and precludes the critical self-awareness necessary for an acknowledgement of
their “playful” online activity as labour. The paper ends with an analysis of Mark Zuckerberg’s idea-
tional attempt to “re-wire” the world via Facebook’s digital infrastructure, which begins (and/or at-
tempts) to set the conditions of possibility for inter-personal interaction, and explores the possibilities
for resistance available within Foucault’'s concept of the care of the self.

Keywords: Digital Labour, Immaterial Work, Marx, F.W.J. Schelling, Digital Virtuality, Social Media, Mark Zucker-
berg, State-of-Power

1. Introduction

In the Grundrisse, Marx notes that there is an inherently contradictory status of labour: On
one hand there is “repulsive [...] external forced labour,” which is contrary to the labourer’s
own nature. On the other hand, there is “attractive work [...] which contributes to the individu-
al's self-realization” (Marx 1986, 59-60). While externally forced labour utilizes labour power
in a way that alienates the labourer from the wares of his or her work, attractive work “ap-
pears in the production process not in a merely natural, spontaneous form, but as an activity
regulating all the forces of nature” (60). While in both instances the status of the labourer is in
an ambiguous position with relation to nature (a “merely natural, spontaneous form,” and
“regulating the forces of nature”), the labourer is in both cases (externally forced and internal-
ly attractive) considered to be working through the forces of nature—not on it. Taking this a
step further, whether negative or positive work, Marx’s labourer works immanently in and as
nature, and may even be said to work through nature in such a way that the labouring activity
coincides with the creative activity of nature itself.

In a similar way Schelling states that: “To philosophize about nature means to create na-
ture [...] to heave it out of the dead mechanism to which it seems predisposed, to quicken it
with freedom and to set it into its own free development—to philosophize about nature
means, in other words, to tear yourself away from the common view which discerns in nature
only what happens—and which, at most, views the act as a factum, not the action itself in its
acting” (Schelling 2004, 14-15). Schelling considers the activity of nature to be its defining
characteristic. In his Naturphilosophie, nature is immanent to the process of its productive
development such that it could be said that it is nothing other than this process. Instead of
remaining passively contemplative, the active labour of philosophy for Schelling is an attempt
to match the relentless process of nature, which is ceaselessly active and creatively produc-
tive. Philosophizing thus takes place alongside the activity of nature, rather than in a purely
contemplative (and externally alienating) form. Schelling implies that philosophizing about
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nature is a form of work—akin to Marx’s “attractive work”'—since both physical and philo-
sophical work is conducive to “the individual's self-realization” if they are in line with, and take
their impulse from, the creative force(s) of nature. This distinction also resonates with the
Aristotelian distinction between “poisesis (the creation of works from nature) and praxis (self-
determined action)” (Fuchs and Sevignani 2013, 238). While this conceptual distinction mir-
rors the civilization from which it arose (Fuchs and Sevignani 2013), it also, crucially, discon-
nects self-determined action from its immediate relation to nature. Contrary to this view, for
both Marx and Schelling alike, there is a form of self-determined work that coincides with
nature. For Marx, “attractive work” leads to the “self-realization” of the worker. For Schelling,
authentic work participates in the process of nature’s productive activity; since the worker is
part of the very same nature of this activity, the worker participates in (and thereby embod-
ies) his/her own nature. This participatory embodiment is at the opposite end of the spectrum
from the alienated form of labour where the worker, while ontologically inseparable from Na-
ture’s role in the labour process, is nevertheless disconnected from this same Nature in
terms of the result (capitalistic accumulation), and the relationship between the worker and
his/her own working body. As will be explained in detail below, the alienation that arises as a
result of the state-of-power, ossifying Nature’s productivity and using it against itself, results
in both a social alienation (man from man in the form of an overall state of securitization) as
well as man-Nature and Nature from itself. When Nature is reified, and thereby treated as
object, Nature’s inherent productivity becomes disconnected from itself, and accumulated by
one part at the expense of another. This disconnection implies a crisis and a resultant ten-
dency toward a form of resolution in terms of digital virtuality.

Following Christian Fuchs (2013), | will argue that there is indeed a difference between la-
bour and work, and that one viable place to study this difference is found in Schelling's
Naturphilosophie when read in conjunction with Marx's theorization, and taxonomy, of differ-
ent types of labour and their historic conditions of possibility. Briefly, Fuchs and Sevignani
point out that there is only one word for work/labour in German: Arbeit. Following the English
language’s two terms (work and labour), Engels distinguishes between work (which is quali-
tative and produces use-value) and labour (which is quantitative and produces exchange-
value) (Fuchs and Sevignani 2013, 240). | will consider the implications of this distinction, in
the context of immaterial labour, and what may be called the proletariatization of the digital,
or the progressive co-opting of Internet activity in the service of capital. | believe this analysis
can contribute to the development of a conceptual framework in which these new types of
labour may be studied, categorized and understood. | will also indicate some of the ad-
vantages of using Schelling to compliment a Marxist understanding of digital labour.

1.1. Against Essentialism

Contrary to Aristotelian essentialism, which holds that things have an inherent structure in-
forming them as to what they are, Marx follows Hegel in emphasizing the active and chang-
ing status of entities by emphasizing their developmental character. According to this view,
entities are not finished once and for all in terms of what they can be, but are the result of
historical circumstances operating as their conditions of possibility. Implicated in this analysis
is the view that historical phenomena are incomplete, and therefore, are inherently capable
of becoming other than they are when moulded in different contexts, temporalities and spac-
es/placements. This view problematizes the doctrine of identity, which holds that entities
have a unitary continuity across temporal instants, and against this, emphasizes difference,
contingency, and contradiction. Not only are they emphasized, it is argued that these quali-
ties are inherent to nature and result from the fundamental contingency of reality—a contin-
gency considered by Hegel to be a sign of their vitality. Things are alive when they are capa-

' This is not to imply that Marx held that philosophizing was a form of work, his famous move to turn Hegel on his
head is a move in the opposite direction, since he views philosophy as merely interpreting the world. Schelling on
the other hand holds that philosophy is an active creation of nature since it is a manifestation of a higher potency,
immanently operating on it as it operates on itself.
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ble of change (whether autonomously brought upon by themselves, or externally, by another
force acting upon them).

According to this variant of anti-essentialist Hegelianism, to be alive is to be in contradic-
tion. Italian Marxist philosopher Lucio Colletti explains the difference between the doctrine of
identity and dialectical materialism thus: “As against contradiction, identity is merely the de-
termination of the simple immediate, of dead being; but contradiction is the root of all move-
ment and vitality” (Colletti 1979, 21). Remarking upon the Hegelian precedents of dialectical
materialism, Colletti argues that for Hegel and Marx alike, the material world is not an array
of static entities, as in the Aristotelian worldview, but an inter-active network of incomplete
entities in disjunctive relation with each other. The inter-active nature of materiality is consid-
ered by early dialectical materialists to be the main ingredient for the auto-poietic self-
movement of Nature, and historically situated entities. In this view, the essence of a thing is
determined not by what it is, but by what it becomes through its interaction with other entities,
in a situation of mutually implicating development.

The analysis of digital labour in this paper highlights the vital process of nature as a con-
stituent presupposition for the infrastructure of the digital,? especially as the former relates to
the German ldealist precedents of the Marxist tradition. From this perspective, the two types
of labour identified above (externally forced and internally attractive) may be considered to
be either dead or alive labour: Repulsive, externally forced labour is dead because it treats
both the labour process and the labourer as finished products, while attractive work acknowl-
edges the open-ended nature of the labour process and its inherent potential for self-
fulfillment through work. In both cases the main question to ask is whether the work philoso-
phizes alongside nature, thereby contributing to the creation of nature itself, or whether it
attempts to dominate it, thereby determining it as a dead and static object cut off from the
vitality of life. As we shall see, Schelling's Naturphilosophie is helpful because it offers a nov-
el conceptualization of labour and work, whereby it is grounded in the process of nature (in-
stead of treating it as objective material to be worked over and transformed), as well as the
conceptual infrastructure for a re-worked notion of natural production.

However, how could dead labour exist within a theory of labour such as Schelling’s, which
sees labour as immanently grounded in nature such that there is no separation between
worker and nature? This contradiction is resolved when it is recalled that labour is dead only
as part of a second-order operation which treats it as a product (abstracted from the produc-
tion process) and detached from nature’s immediate activity, thereby using it against itself
(section 1.1.1.). In this way it could be argued that Schelling’s distinction between authentic
and dead labour is consistent with Engel’s formulation of the distinction between qualitative
work grounded in the necessities of nature that produces use-values, and quantitative labour,
which is leveraged in the service of exchange-value capitalistic accumulation (the objectifica-
tion of living work into dead labour). In both cases the natural form of work, which meets the
requirements for the sustenance of life, becomes subverted from this course and re-directed
in the service of the accumulation of capital, i.e. the divorce of energy (labour and time) from
life. As we will see, a state of power secures this accumulation and uses it against nature,
thereby disconnecting nature from itself in a version of what Adorno called the “domination”
of nature (Adorno 2005).

Since “dead” labour seems to imply a disconnection of the labourer and nature, even
though they are both fundamentally part of the same substrate, this disconnection is possible
by means of reverse process that moves against nature by treating it as finished product and
not active production. Within the terms of Schelling’s philosophy, while work is immanent to
nature (and to philosophize about nature is to create it), the instrumental rationality of semio-
capitalism is not philosophy, and therefore treats nature and labourer as resources, or means
rather than ends facilitated by algorithmic infrastructure put in place to harness the virtual
version of the general intellect and oversee its valorisation. While there is no real separation

2 What | mean by this is that the digital is related to, and to a certain degree, is actually reliant on materiality for its
existence. This differs from the sometimes held assumption that digital computing is “clean” because it somehow
exists in a “cloud” that does not require an extensive network of mass energy-consuming computers to house it.
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between the two (nature and work/labour), there is a virtual disconnect made possible by the
condensation of a state of power and “rewiring” (section 2.1.).

In conjunction with Naturphilosophie’s emphasis on process, Marx argues that “nothing
can result at the end of a process that did not occur at its beginning as a prerequisite and
condition” (Marx 1986, 78). In other words, process is cumulative since it presupposes what
has come before in order for what comes later to be possible. As he puts it, “the result must
contain all the elements of the process” (Marx 1986). The process of capitalist production
follows this pattern as well, since it preserves what exists before in the form of raw material
to be utilized and commoditized. In opposition to the Aristotelian notion of the self-identity of
objects, for Marx, objects, ideas and socio-cultural realities are not self-subsistent entities,
but are manifestations of their historical conditions. Since these conditions are indeed histori-
cal, they are contingent, and as such, objects, ideas and socio-cultural realities are capable
of being actualized otherwise.

There are three aspects to Marx's emphasis on process that should be kept in mind. First,
process is cumulative; there is a relative continuity of accumulation moving from the past
(what happened prior) toward the future (what happens in and as the result). Second, ele-
ments that are influential at the beginning may have their effect felt throughout the process,
and they continually impact the result. There is therefore a form of archive occurring in the
process. Third, since process is cumulative and archiving, it is also holistic (it is more than
the sum of its parts) and transcendental (the archive acts as the condition of possibility for
what emerges as its result). As such, any historical entity must be considered in these terms,
individually, and in conjunction with each other. Accordingly, a product is an actualization of
the material conditions of possibility that have gone into making it possible, including the con-
tradictory forces that played a role in its origination and which has come to act as its ground.

While it is true that Schelling may be read as a philosopher of substance, albeit one that is
dynamic and ceaselessly changing, it is not clear what the advantages of this interpretation
are. Although it is evident that he never abandoned his conception of a divine principle pre-
senting itself through all levels of nature’s manifestation (inorganic, organic, and intelligent),
his work is better interpreted as one whose main concern is that of freedom, and the ques-
tion of how to it is possible to reconcile a non-essential conception of nature with that of an
ungrounded system. As Heidegger points out in his lectures on Schelling, at first glance it
appears contradictory to pursue a system of freedom (Heidegger 1985, 22). Schelling want-
ed to find an ontological and philosophical (“scientific’) definition of freedom, one that
emerged out of a rigorous and systematic analysis of the world in all its connections. It thus
required him to clarify the reason for his anti-essentialist stance by looking at the productivity
of nature itself without treating it as object, and without dissecting it (only) in terms of the em-
pirical method (although it played a role in his Naturphilosophie). As such, it was necessary
to disagree with his long-admired friend Fichte, whose own subjective idealism began with
the subject, and then went on to derive nature therefrom. Exchanging the primacy of the sub-
ject for that of nature, Schelling’s Naturphilosophie derives the Fichtean transcendental sub-
ject from nature itself, putting nature in the position of the condition of possibility for later var-
iants of the post-Kantian idealist theme. Therefore, for Schelling, substance takes a back
seat to existence, and as the old existentialist adage put it: Existence precedes essence.
There is a difference between substance and essence: While essence has to do with what a
thing is in terms of its mode of being, substance indicates the underlying substrate of a thing
(including its matter). However, if the essence of substance is its ungroundedness, and
therefore its inherent freedom (both in-itself, and that to which it gives rise), nothing is added
to the argument by stating that Schelling is a thinker of a (non-substantial) substance. How-
ever, if we say that there is such an infinitely creative universal substance, this universal
substance would be defined by its existence, insofar as it comes to “know” itself in its exis-
tential mode as ceaselessly productive nature. “It is not me who knows, but only the Universe
knows within me [...] This one knowledge however that knows is at the same time what is
truly known” (Zimmermann 2005, 36-37). The divine Lebenskraft is immanent to the move-
ment of nature in its self-overcoming, and auto-poietic organization.
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1.1.1. Schelling’s Ungrund—*‘Ungrounded Ground’

Throughout his continual attempts to philosophize about, and thereby create nature, Schel-
ling characterized nature in a variety of ways. In First Outline of a System for the Philosophy
of Nature (Schelling 2004) for example, he variously characterizes nature as having an “ab-
solutely productive character” (Schelling 2004, 5) and “reproducing itself anew in each suc-
cessive phase” (Schelling 2004, xix). He also depicts it as “struggling against everything indi-
vidual” (Schelling 2004, 6), and as “unconditioned”, such that “every individual is a particular
expression of it” (Schelling 2004, 13). What these descriptions of nature have in common is
that they all portray nature as primary (in relation to “products”) and undifferentiated; or, what
amounts to the same thing, a manifestation of pure difference, since it is that which gives rise
to all individual differences: “Nature exists nowhere as product; all individual productions in
Nature are merely apparent products” (Schelling 2004, 16).

Nature, according to Schelling, is also absolute activity. Since all activity is productive in
some way (action takes place in relation to an environment presupposed for the action), na-
ture’s activity also leads to the production of products. In this sense, to be a product is to be
produced by nature’s ceaseless activity. Schelling relates the notion of absolute activity to
infinity: nature’s productive activity has neither beginning nor end. While nature’s productive
activity terminates in finite products, nature itself does not thereby stop its onslaught of pro-
duction. Even products that have a veneer of being finished or complete continue to partake
in nature’s ceaseless activity, and are therefore only ever apparently finished products.® Alt-
hough products are also in a continual state of internal strife, they are nonetheless finite, and
demarcated as limited in relation to the infinite activity of nature. However, since the infinite
activity of nature resides even in its products, “every product that now appears fixed in Na-
ture would exist only for a moment, gripped in continuous evolution, always changeable, ap-
pearing only to fade away again” (Schelling 2004, 18). Products are temporary lapses.

Schelling provides the following example to illustrate the way the underlying forces of
nature operate productively: “A stream flows in a straight line forward as long as it encoun-
ters no resistance. Where there is resistance—a whirlpool forms. Every original product of
nature is such a whirlpool” (Schelling 2004, 18). It is through the activity of nature that prod-
ucts are able to participate in the activity of nature, and it is through work that the human
being—as a product of nature in the midst of other products—strives to preserve itself as a
formal entity in the midst of nature’s ceaseless productive activity. By participating in this
activity in its own way, the human is able to limit itself from the infinite activity by producing
boundaries (between itself as organism) and an environment. It is through this striving toward
preservation—to perpetuate the lapse—that the human cultural world is produced. Since to
philosophize about nature is to create nature, it is through work that the human labours to
create its own nature as a manifestation of Nature. It is in this context that Schelling’s con-
ception of human activity is consistent with Marx’s two types of work (externally forced labour
and attractive work).

Schelling also differentiates between authentic and dead work. Work that operates on
behalf of nature is authentic because it is aware of itself as being an archived manifestation
of the process of nature as its condition of possibility. “However, as soon as | separate my-
self, and with me everything ideal, from nature, nothing remains to me but a dead object, and
| cease to comprehend how a life outside me could be possible.” Just as for Marx externally
forced labour alienates the worker from both the process and the result of his or her labour,
Schelling’s notion of dead work involves separation; and, similar to Marx’s theory of the
commodity (and the related notion of reification), Schelling says that “nothing remains to me
but a dead object,” presumably detached from the transcendental process from which it
arose. Work that detaches itself from the immanent activity of nature and instead attempts to
control nature and worker alike is dead work. Since nature is characterized as being produc-
tively and in process for both Schelling and Marx in their own ways, we may make a critical
distinction between work as a continuation of Nature's productive activity by man, and labour

3 we may differentiate this from Aristotle’s conception of generation and corruption where the life of particular
beings goes through a pre-determined process of attempted actualization of their potential and inevitable decline.
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as a form of work, which is discontinuous and detached from nature’s productive activity.
Attractive work is attractive because it is synthetic and it melds with Nature’s activity; external
work is disjunctive in regards to nature’s productive activity, and is thus alienated and alienat-
ing—alienated from nature’s process and alienating for the worker. According to Marx, while
alienated work is “repulsive” and “external’ to the inherent creative process of nature, “attrac-
tive work” is not only a “spontaneous form” of labour, but is also “an activity regulating all the
forces of nature” (Marx 1986, 60). Attractive work acts as a form of mediation between infi-
nite nature and finite man, where man’s labour is productive of culture (the production of a
human world set up—as a lapse in relation to nature’s activity—to preserve man as an entity)
and finally, history, which acts as a bridge between the traditionally transcendent god and
finite animality.

Hegel famously considers culture to be a “second nature,” the latter being nothing but
the product of man's work on nature and translated into history. Culture, as second nature, is
thus a transformation of the infinite process of nature into an anthropomorphic product.
Through this human work-activity, man imposes the preservation of a particular form on the
infinite process of nature, and thereby imparts a lapse in part of nature’s process, such that a
small part of the process hardens into a structural form, or a state-of-power — which achieves
a transformation of productive force into its institutionalization. Nature operates on the basis
of force(s), while power is a cultural institutionalization of force reminiscent of man’s active
attempt to preserve itself. “Force is not to be confused with power. Power is the domestica-
tion of force. Force in its wild state arrives from outside to break constraints and open new
vistas. Power builds walls” (Massumi 1992, 6).

It is in the form of the state-of-power (the translation of force into a static state of power)
that capital is born, since the preservation of a particular static state uses nature's force
against itself (Wirth 2000, xxiii) in a way that, instead of allowing it to open up new possibili-
ties and ways of organizing work in the service of the “self-realization” of nature in the form of
man (Marx 1986, 59), it actually contributes to its cancellation by detaching Nature’s inherent
excess and accumulating it in the form of (private) wealth. It is only in the form of culture that
this form of accumulation is possible, since, on the level of Nature, there is nothing but
ceaseless activity that exceeds the measure of any particular state. Through this counter-
process—which attempts to capture nature and render it static—that “the superabundant
energies of the earth have been restricted by the exclusive investments of a particular world”
(Wirth, xxiii).* It is only through man, who translates nature into culture through the imposition
of his own measure (as part of the creative process of history), that nature is capable of be-
ing falsely stored, and used against itself, in the service of the exploitation of one part of its
activity against another. It is only through culture that nature is made into an object, and used
as an infinite means to a finite end. By saying that Nature is infinite, this does not imply that
there are an unlimited number of resources on earth to be exploited and used for the ends of
capitalist accumulation. From the perspective of man, there is indeed an end in sight; but
from the perspective of Schelling's Nature, which is absolutely indifferent to man, Nature is
infinite and does not end with man.

While it can be argued that all species translate the infinite process of nature into a
manifestation of their own measure (for example, through the perceptual apparatus used to
mediate the contact of their organized bodies with their immediate surroundings), Schelling
(and the German Idealists more generally including Marx) put the human in a privileged posi-
tion in relation to other organisms because of this entity’s unique capacity of the intellect to
reflect nature back on itself, and thereby attain knowledge, or an image of nature. This is not
to say that nature is not reflective of itself apart from man's intellect, but it is only through
man that nature reflects itself in the form of a species that also imposes measure in the form
of culture and history. It is through the capacity of reflection that man reflects one part of na-
ture (subject) into/onto another part (object), and thereby uses one part against another part.
Furthermore, it is through the work of culture, and the related building of institutions, that se-

“1am using the term “state” here in all its ambiguity to refer both to the “state of being” (which implies a rendering
static of flux) and the “political state” (which also implies a rendering static of flux).
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cond-nature becomes semi-autonomous and structured in a way capable of reproducing it-
self. It is thus that as an organization, the social organism of labour builds a repetition of itself
based on the preserved power of Nature's institutionalized force in a way that attempts to
match (or mirror) the process of Nature on an anthropocentric scale. Through knowledge (the
image of Nature's reflection into subject-object form) nature becomes an object, and as an
object, it is reflected back onto the labouring subject. By means of this reflection, the labour-
ing subject becomes part of the objectified version of nature, and one part of nature is there-
by used against another part. In other words, nature becomes an object when knowledge's
reflection produces a form of objectified production that encapsulates workers as extensions
of itself (i.e. objects). What this means is that through the institutionalization of force into a
state-of-power, nature becomes unnatural production, and as a result, a particular form of
production becomes objectified. In conformity with the other aspects of Nature's process the
objectified result of the institutionalization of force is preserved in the form of capital claimed
(and owned) by interested parties produced by the institutionalization of force, and coming to
fill positions in the institutionalized framework made possible by culture's vocation as second
nature in the service of history.

From Marx's perspective, the owners of production own the perpetuation of exploited
labour, which is an object that perpetually produces more objects. The infinite process of
Nature is transformed into an object—a particular form of cultural activity that becomes a
social organism—and thereby comes to organize labour in such a way that preserves the
excess of Nature's infinite movement in the form of power, wealth and capital.

2. Knowledge

What is particularly disturbing about this narrative is that knowledge is at the root of Nature's
transformation into second nature, and from the latter, into a state-of-power and capital ac-
cumulation, since it is only through reflection that Nature is used against itself to produce
institutional frameworks of repressive labour. This does not of course mean that all
knowledge is complicit within the process of objectification and the institutionalization of force
characteristic of capitalistic accumulation. Analogous to attractive work, there is a form of
knowledge that is resistant to its appropriation by a state-of-power. Just as work aligned with
Nature’s process is conducive to self-fulfillment, knowledge that actualizes force and resists
its accumulation by power is creative, as is evident in Schelling’s creative philosophizing of
Nature, and an intention of his Naturphilosophie project to address and explicate.

One implication of this is that the two types of labour are productive of two types of cul-
ture: communal culture and repressive culture. While communal culture is based on the
premise that the fruits of work are shared, since all is a result of Nature's infinite process,
repressive culture institutionalizes the fruits of labour in a way that subverts their distribution.
It is thus only in attractive work that there could be relative freedom with respect to the pa-
rameters of this work, and the wares contributing to the production of a culture mimicking
Nature's own flourishing, while externally forced labour leads to a culture of artificial scarcity
and an extraordinary amount of resources spent on the base preservation of a particular
state-of-power.

While Marx most clearly articulates a distinction between the two types of labour—
attractive work and repulsive labour—in the Grundrisse, particularly,in “The Fragment on
Machines” it becomes clear what the implications for this distinction are for us today. In this
section he argues that capital develops to a point where it begins to operate in such a way
that it produces—and sustains—the conditions for its continued production in the form of
fixed capital. The process of capitalist production, which, as noted earlier, is cumulative, ar-
chival and holistic, becomes united with the means of labour (i.e. workers) that actualize it.
The means of labour are institutional frameworks for channeling force into accumulated pow-
er, and, according to the Marx of these pages of the Grundrisse, the means of labour pass
through a series of developmental stages until they finally culminate in what he calls “an au-
tomatic system of machinery” (Marx 1993, 692). While he predominantly had factory equip-
ment in mind, it is evident that the worker comes to inhabit the same infrastructural ground of
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labour that the machine actualizes to such a degree that it could be said that the worker’s
biological rhythms become entirely subsumed by the machinic apparatus—including the
worker’s intellect itself.

This process is reminiscent of the virtual infrastructure put in place by social media gi-
ants Facebook and Twitter. In both cases the machine (or virtual infrastructure) is not a tool
utilized by the worker (which would act as a prosthesis requiring a certain level of skill to be
utilized appropriately) but an abstract ground indifferent to the presence of the worker, be-
sides their mere presence and “playful” activity. Since the worker is a “material quality of the
means of labour” it is as though the machine takes the place of the condition of possibility for
the existence of the worker, and is thereby “transformed into an existence adequate to fixed
capital and to capital as such” (Marx 1993). While fixed capital—in the form of the machinic
means of production and the virtual apparatus—becomes an indiscernible component of the
labour process, or means of production, the worker becomes something of an extension of
the machine or the virtual environment, since in both cases she merely provides the impetus,
or the soul, for the actualization of movement.

Marx characterizes the machine as an automaton “consisting of numerous mechanical
and intellectual organs, so that the workers themselves are cast merely as its conscious link-
ages” (Marx 1993). It is important to note that the workers are conscious linkages, and not
merely physico-mechanical cogs in the machine: even in Marx’s time the machine required a
base level of conscious reflexivity for the perpetuation of the machine’s activity to be sus-
tained. This is why he considered capitalism to be vampiric, namely it requires the use of
“living labour” to animate “dead labour” (Ross 2013, 29).

Analogous to this is the vast online infrastructure that requires countless hours of the
“hive mind” (Lanier 2006) to work anonymously (and uncompensated) to sustain novelty to
preserve the interest of its users, to maintain its basic functionality, and to further its cohabi-
tation with the production and consumption of information (Terranova 2012, 33) It is thus at
this stage of reflection that the production of nature as object, and the subsequent appropria-
tion by the object of the subject in the cultural exploitation of one part of nature by another,
that a secondary form of production arises as an alternative to nature’s, one that, instead of
enhancing life by producing new arrangements of being, produces dead objects made possi-
ble by the institutionalization of force as state-of-power. Detached from the ungrounded
ground of Schelling’s Nature, capitalistic second nature uses nature against itself by exploit-
ing the reflective capacity of consciousness and knowledge to produce objects devoid of life.
Power is appropriated to sustain a particular cultural-political arrangement of being at the
expense of others, and the digital labour economy is a reflection of this at a later stage of
development beyond the archetype of the machine Marx so presciently theorized under the
heading of automaton. The natural activity of the worker, in the form of the average user of
the Internet, is skimmed off—and monetized—and sold back to the worker/user in an objecti-
fied form. This objectified form, often called in-formation, is then utilized by the worker/user in
a way that, in turn, informs the ways in which she is actualized, which is then fed back into
this same system. As a result of this ceaseless reflexivity, the feedback loop becomes an
ontological concept: It is knowledge’s reflectivity in an objectified form, where activity is
channeled in such a way that the worker/user recognizes themselves (or their “personal iden-
tity”) in what is reflected back (fed back through the loop) at them, such that they becomes
the ultimate ideological subjects, or absolute objects—“intellectual organs” (Terranova 2012).
The worker/user’'s body becomes a platform for the transcription of force into power through
the medium of information exchange (the body is rendered invisible, or ceases to exist out-
side of its registration into the amorphous abstraction of information). All that is left is an indif-
ferent flow of information, its capture, and its feed-back into a system of capitalistic ‘pro-
sumption’ where the worker doubles as a consumer who simultaneously consumes herself
while she is consumed by the system.

In The Ages of the World Schelling speaks about degrees of power. Not only is there
state-of-power, which | defined above as an institutionalization of productive force into state
power, but, similar to Marx’s notion of the “means of labour,” for Schelling, nature’s power
also moves through certain stages. According to Schelling's doctrine of the three potencies,
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“every higher potency is an archetype of a lower” (Schelling 2000, 57). As he goes on to say,
the existence of the higher requires the lower potency’s unfolding of the “seed enclosed with-
in it” (Schelling 2000). While not dialectical in the same way as Hegel’s Geist, there is a cer-
tain movement theorized in this text from Schelling’s middle period. For our purposes, we will
extend Schelling’s analysis to include digital labour as its culmination. The first potency is
nature itself; the second is reflective consciousness; and the third is digital virtuality. While
there is a vital force, or “world soul,” moving through all three levels, it is only at the third lev-
el, that Schelling considers it to be at the level of what he calls the “God-head,” which is a
manifestation of the vital force itself. In an analogous way, it could be argued that it is on the
level of virtual digitality that Nature manifests itself as such, in a fully reflective way. Since the
movement goes from materiality to consciousness to immateriality,5 it is on the third immate-
rial level that both nature and consciousness are reflected back onto themselves in their
“spiritual” form. “Hence, this heavenly, soul-like essence, which was concealed and asleep
until now, first awakes with the appearance of the crisis in nature” (Schelling 2000). The cri-
sis in nature is nature’s being used against itself in the form of capitalist accumulation. On
one side, this spiritual world-soul manifests itself as the “spiritual” aspect of Marx's commodi-
ty fetishism; on the other side, it is concretized as the network society of digital production,
made manifest in and through its immaterial infrastructure or virtual world.

There are three phases in this re-interpretation of Schelling’s theory of the potencies:
Nature-materiality, culture-consciousness, and digital-immateriality. Characterized by cease-
less becoming, Nature’s process produces entities—species, oceans, trees, and rocks.
However, according to the second potency, human consciousness reflects nature in such a
way that it is capable of being used against itself as part of a secondary process of manufac-
turing a second nature (culture and history). The intellect operates by taking things apart and
analyzing them according to their component parts, thereby (as distinct from what Colletti
considers understanding's vocation of locating the whole in the particular) reifying them into
the form of objects; as culture becomes institutionalized into a state-of-power, man becomes
an object amongst other objects. However, it is at the level of the third potency, when both
Nature and Consciousness become overwhelmed by the excess of nature’s force (which can
never be entirely captured by the state-of-power) that the other two potencies (Nature-
materiality and Culture-consciousness) become consolidated into the service of a third power
that goes on to spiritualize both by reducing them to an image mediated and sustained by the
flow of information. And it is in this third (digital) form—which happens to be when materiality
is at its most immaterial—that Nature takes its revenge. The ceaseless process of force
overwhelms man by bringing him into the guise of the third potency, which alienates con-
sciousness from itself, and as the gods have done before, renders man impotent. Process
continues to happen without man, and man falls into the abyss of a consciousness that is not
his own—one that uses him against himself on a metaphysical level in a similar way that na-
ture was used against itself at an earlier developmental stage.

2.1. Immaterial Labour?

At the level of immaterial labour nature is translated twice over, from nature into second na-
ture, and from second nature into an image. Guy Debord had a glimpse of this when, in
1967—thinking predominantly about the impact of television—he wrote that “the image de-
taches itself from every aspect of life and fuses into a common stream in which the unity of
this life can no longer be reestablished” (Debord 1967, 6). Although in some passages he
risks falling into a romantic idealization and yearning for a former “life” untarnished by tech-
nological mediation, the articulation of the image as a detached reflection of life lending an
impression of itself as more real than reality itself, speaks to us today.

What, however, can be said to be produced immaterially? In contemporary social media
the individual is removed from the product of their labour, since those who own the platform
(Facebook, Twitter, Songza) also own the rights to the content and the trace of the activity of
the user. However, from the Schelling perspective | am utilizing here, Nature does not stop

® For the purposes of this essay | will consider immateriality to be interchangeable with digital virtuality.
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being operative on the immaterial level. Since process occurs in all three potencies, digital
virtuality is a productive activity that operates whether it is self-consciously noticed or not. So
while it is free to sign up and use the service, the cost is the appropriation of the results of
the productive activity in terms of its monetization, which is again detached from its potential
as life-actualizing attractive work, and is further transformed into institutionalized power.
However, it is obvious that immaterial labour is different from traditional forms of labour. No
longer is anything actually tangibly produced. What is being produced is the vast infrastruc-
ture of an institutionalized version of the Internet, where every move is mapped and translat-
ed into information, which is in turn fed into a system of monetization and fed back into the
“free” activity of individuals, only this time a little more rigid. What is produced is a vast data-
base of information which takes the form of an archive of the individual's “personality” but
which boils down to a series of “likes” and comments regarding quasi-political issues, tastes
and patterns of consumption. Even the production and uploading of a digital photograph car-
ries the traces of previous forms of “real life” interaction, but only as they are translated into a
virtual image of what came before.

However, even (and especially) on the digital level there is ceaseless activity — people
are constantly updating their profile, clicking on articles, ordering books, watching movies, or
even just checking the weather. All of this constant activity translates into information, as
both the trace and the condition of possibility for the activity itself, since information also con-
tributes to the infrastructural form of online activity and the coding that produces the rules of
the game. What then is information in this context? Against the traditional theory of infor-
mation developed by Claude Shannon in his seminal 1948 article “A Mathematical Theory of
Communication,” (Shannon 1948) where he theorized information in terms of a message
being transmitted in a relatively linear fashion in the sender-receiver paradigm of transmis-
sion, the concept of information relevant for our discussion of digital labour is qualitative and
intensive.

Since information in-forms (produces forms of possible action or moves in the game) it
contributes to the constitution of the subject operating in relation to the objectified conditions
of its existence; it is pre-perceptual and operative on what Gilbert Simondon calls the level of
the “pre-individual” (Combes 2013, 3). It is not yet actual because it makes actualities them-
selves possible. Information is a by-product of activity but it also constitutes activity by oper-
ating on the transcendental level. Schelling’s theory of magnetism, conceived in terms of the
spiritualization of matter as part of the vital impetus of Nature finds its counterpart in infor-
mation. Information is a remnant of online activity, harnessed and used in the service of capi-
tal through its being captured from above by the state-of-power and used to in-form online
activity. As information begins to in-form, by providing a form to an otherwise open system, it
slowly begins to re-orient the future in terms of the in-formed structure of the past. Infor-
mation derives from previous activity, it is a fundamentally retrospective by-product of pro-
cess; when it is used by capital to in-form the future, it orientates the future in terms of the
past thereby stifling any potential the past carries with it and the future could unfold. While
the process of digital activity takes place endlessly, the result of the process (analogous to
Nature’s ceaseless activity in the first potency) is detached from its original impetus and used
against itself, or against those subjects who become objects through the alienating power of
the mechanisms of state capture. This third stage of development — digital virtuality — is con-
sidered immaterial because it is hyper-material; that is, since the walls it builds are purely
formal, or what Marx called “ideological,” they are impenetrable to force. While power is a
derivative of force, the sedimentation of power puts in place an infrastructural arrangement
that disallows force to actualize its de-territorializing potential. While force is wild—without
constraint or formal arrangement—its institutionalization colonizes it by folding it back on
itself. While power folds back, force folds forward. (This is similar to Kierkegaard’s paradoxi-
cal notion of a repetition of the future.) Since it is operative on the level of Schelling’s third
potency, it finds nothing in its way, and as a result, it operates unaffected by anything other
than itself.

History, which is always the history of culture, or second nature, is the result of the ren-
dering static (or state-like) of the continual process-becoming of nature as a reaction to na-
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ture’s continual process. For the state to fortify itself, particular contingent arrangements
must be captured and preserved in their self-identity from the onslaught of nature’s becoming
in order to preserve them as they are, and to thereby lend the semblance of continuity and
necessity to that which is discontinuous and contingent.

In more concrete terms we may say that the two types of workattractive and repulsive—
are marked by the difference between, on the one hand, work that is in tandem with Nature’s
process, and which remains open to change and the becoming of life, and on the other hand,
work that is not in tandem with Nature’s process, and which seeks to use it against itself to
thereby consolidate it through the mechanisms of objectifation and exploitation discussed
above. Digital labour is not good or bad in itself, but, like the two types of work, it depends on
the way it is utilized, since, according to our definition inspired by Schelling’s theory of the
potencies, the digital is a continuation of nature’s productive activity by other means.
Unfortunately the open-ended capacity of the Internet is becoming, like the physical
resources of nature before it, privatized and monetized. This means that the result of the
process of online activity is being captured from above by the same mechanisms operating
to secure the state-of-power, and thereby used against those who consider themselves
subjects or persons—the progenitors of the activity. To further complicate this picture, while
the third stage is identified with the immateriality of the image, the image has now reoriented
and recouped its material component. Through the use of mobile communication devices (or
“smart” phones), the everyday life of embodied subjectivity has become mediated by
information and constructed in terms of an image, not for itself, but for the other (capital).
Location services on mobile devices map and track the coordinates of the device’s user. By
transfering data the owner is inadvertently “checking-in,” and now that police forces have
been given the authority to remotely de-activate camera funcioning on iOS devices in protest
situations (Whittaker 2012), there is no longer any real difference between online and offline
activities—all is activated, unified, and encapsulated in the web of virtual digitality.

While the spiritualization of matter in Schelling’s magnetism was thought to animate
and breathe life into the lower rung of existence, information plays this role on the level of
digital virtuality, but in the opposite direction: instead of contributing to the production of
novelty, information produces death. Just as for Hegel the stasis of being in identitarian
thinking is akin to death, information, when utilized in the service of capital and turned
against the prospect of change, alienates the process of production from the product and
thereby safeguards the contemporary conditions of exploitable online activity by skimming off
(or “valorizing”) the excess of nature’s product and preserving it in the form of wealth. While
the constant law of nature for Schelling is change, the law of second nature, when colonized
by capital, is the drive toward stasis by any means. Of course, as is well known, the cost of
this drive toward stasis is war when nature’s excess manifests itself in what Freud termed
“the return of the repressed”. The equivalent of the return in the digital realm is the slower —
but no less deadly—process of safeguarding all aspects of life under the guise of the
password. To be digitized is to be amenable to the either/or logic of binary oppositionality (“1”
or “0”), and all life, when transformed into the reflected image of digital virtuality, is castrated,
cut off from its transformative potential, and rendered immobile. The era of the cyber-attack
is upon us, where the equivalent of war takes place as the destruction—or pillaging—of
information, and the “return of the repressed” takes on a digitally in-formed visage.

So what is being produced? In a digital labour economy it is information that is being
produced. Information is a by-product of the process of work; work is the result of organized
human activities operating on the basis of the attainment of a desired result. When all
aspects of life become productive in this sense, we enter an economy not unlike that pointed
out by the Italian autonomists in their notion of the social factory where every aspect of life is
directly or indirectly linked to the production of capital. Through an emphasis on the collective
aspect of labour—as seen in Marx’s theory of machination in the “Fragment™—what they
refer to as “knowledge” is produced as a by-product of the living interaction between people.
As Terranova explains, for Autonomist Paulo Virno “Mass intellectuality — as an ensemble, as
a social body—'is the repository of the indivisible knowledges of living subjects and their
linguistic cooperation [...] knowledge must come into being as the direct interaction of the
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labour force™ (Virno quoted in Terranova 2012, 45). Knowledge, which is made possible by
the reflective capacity of consciousness, is the systematic use of information for a particular
purpose. To say that there is a knowledge economy means that information is at the centre
of the production process; that is, after a certain stage of development, and beyond the
machination of the labour process of the “Fragment”, of main importance is not the fact of
production, but what may be termed the quiddity of production—the qualitative impetus or
immaterial force by means of which production is capable of taking place. It is through the
living interaction between people (not necessarily in an overtly labour-intensive environment)
that production in the third potency of digital virtuality is made possible. By means of the
“vampirical” operation of capital operating on this level, a dead object is produced. This dead
object consists of the immaterial “stuff’ of living interaction, and when captured from above
and transformed into the state of information, it is detached from the living embodied en-
gagement of interaction, and thereby monetized and used against the participants of interac-
tion. The monetization of everyday life is complete when the most insubstantial, private, and
even dignified aspects of human life, which can be compared to the arcane gestures ana-
lyzed by Adorno in Minima Moralia, are sold back to the living ground out of which they origi-
nated as something to be desired, sought after, and which are no longer available without a
cost—Ilabour-time and money (Adorno 2005). Without it even being noticed, force, which is
part of the free ground of Schelling’s nature—and a constitutive component of the human
being—is translated into power, institutionalized, and transformed into the buttressing of a
system of domination that, while advertised as free to use (e.g., Facebook), happens to
gradually determine the ways in which interaction is conceivable. When all of social interac-
tion becomes imaginable only in terms of what is available through this virtual infrastructure,
human life becomes completely contained within the structure of capital, Marx’s attractive
work becomes attractive only in name and as advertised, and the dead object of living inter-
action is sold back to consume the consumer. Virtual infrastructure encapsulates all aspects
of life by transforming them to the logic of its own capacity, i.e. the image, and when it ac-
complishes this, what Zuckerberg calls the “rewiring of social interaction” (Zuckerberg 2012)
is complete because it becomes, not only an external attempt to capture an underlying living
web of interaction, but the conditions of possibility for interaction itself. As he himself puts it:
“By helping people form these connections, we hope to rewire the way people spread and
consume information. We think the world’s information infrastructure should resemble the
social graph—a network built from the bottom up or peer-to-peer...We also believe that giving
people control over what they share is a fundamental principle of this rewiring...our goal is to
help this rewiring accelerate” (Zuckerberg 2012). It is up to the many unpaid labourers to
forge the connections and highlight the networks— including the conformity of the very form
that their interaction takes—that “accelerates” the process of rewiring that is necessary for
the total integration of all aspects of living interaction (including affective, unconscious, ges-
tural and imaginative components), and renders embodied engagement with a world a by-
product of what is made possible by the accomplished re-wiring. It gets to a point where the
valorization of every aspect of life becomes indistinguishable from the contours of possible
action, of relating with each other and imagining possibilities. What Kant called the transcen-
dental conditions of possibility for experience, upon the totalized re-wiring Zuckerberg seeks,
becomes identical with the results of the re-wiring; that is, the result of re-wiring would re-
quire an updated version of the Critique of Pure Reason as The Critique of Pure Wiring. The
map and the territory become integrated as a digitized, monetized, and cognitively reduced
program that conditions all aspects of human life, experience, and imaginaries.

Schelling’s development of the notion of potencies, especially in Die Weltalter, is
already beyond the basic framework of dialectical historico-materialist thinking while
complementing it in a unique way. However, the Schellingian notion of potencies are
undertheorized and therefore deserving of further scholarly and theoretical attention including
their implications for a reconceptualization of digital labour. Schelling’s potencies are a
decidedly non-Hegelian concept in that they do not dialectically resolve themselves into a
higher unity, but, instead, presuppose each other in a way that is not reducible to the
previous terms. While they are part of a process of development, the larger framework of
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Schelling’s “absolute idealism” sets them immanently within nature as the ungrounded
ground for the free development of the spiritualization of matter and the materiality of spirit.
Schelling works within a quasi-miraculous framework that sees the potencies abruptly
emerge from the previous states in a way that indicates a rupture rather than a continuity.
While the Hegelian dialectic may be considered a gradual process of development, mediated
by a labourious “tarrying with the negative,” Schelling’s potencies seem to jump right out of
their previous manifestations into a qualitatively different (and higher) form of organizational
existence. This conception of development, when used to conceptualize digital labour,
provides a propadeautic to Marxist understandings of digital labour that locate it in the realm
of the “general intellect.” While pre-digital labour required an embodied intellect oerating in
unison with machines of production—including a pooling of abstract resources working in
anonymous collaborative conditions of dispersed intellectual participatory-involvement—the
phenomenon of digital labour requires a different ontological framework altogether since,
when when idealist philosophy’s Geist is made to stand for the digitial as it is here, it is seen
as qualitatively different from other forms of labour, including those available to Marx’s direct
observation, when he theorized the general intellect as a condition of machinic embodiment.

| think that further attention may be paid to this area of Schelling’s philosophy in order
to tease out the further implications of its difference from Hegelian-Marxist variants of
dialectical materialism for the understanding of digital labour. Important in this regard will be
the untranslated Das élteste Systemprogramm des deutschen Idealismus. While its precise
authorship is under dispute (it is written in Hegel's handwriting but reads more like
Schelling’s philosophy) it is reflective of the early formative years of Schelling, Hegel, and
Holderlin when they were theology students (and room mates) at the Tubinger Stift, as well
as indicates the development of their engagement with Ficthe’s thought as he attempted to
grapple with Kant. Schelling considered Hegel’s philosophy to be “negative” (as opposed to
his own “positive” variant) because he thought it was enamoured with the systematization of
a negativity of thought (negation being a central Hegelian concept). It also did not do justice
to nature, treating it only as a secondary product used by spirit to recognize itself in the
material form, but does not treat nature as generative in its own right. In this way Hegel's
philosophy of nature is part of the well-rehearsed tradition of Aristotelianism that treated
nature as the passive recipient of the active form or idea. By contrast, Schelling considered
nature to be the predecessor for the development of mind and subjectivity, although the two
may be said to be temporally identical and only logically sequential. Schelling’s identity
philosophy accounts for the unity between thought and nature by making thought a moment
of nature (albeit its highest manifestation), while Hegel treats nature as the negative moment
of thought’s development.

By treating the digital as Schelling treated spirit (as | am doing here)—as a quasi-divine
essence, or force, which does not transcendend the materiality of nature, but which is
constitutively immanent to the development of nature itself—the relationship between digital
and non-digital forms of labour and the ways in which the former offer both a break from, and
a continuity of the latter. One contradiction, then, between Schelling and Marxist conceptions
of development is seen through the notion of potencies. Whereas Marx was heavily
influenced by the Hegelian dialectic which plods along negatively through a succession of
negations, Schelling’s potencies work more like ruptures that bring out more complex
manifestations while still remaining immanet to the earlier manifestations. These earlier
manifestatiosn are preserved, and they exist alongside the higher potencies. This is similar to
the Hegelian Aufhebung (which simultaneously cancels and preserves) minus the negating
component of sublation. One thing Marxists can learn from Schelling’s philosophy is the way
that nature incorporates different levels of complexity as different potencies of the same
substance. Early disagreement, and eventual break with Hegel indicates a more
fundamental disagreement about the status of nature. While for Hegel work is an external
operation leading to a dialectical development through negation and Aufhebung (as
demonstrated in through the famous master-slave analysis in the Phenomenology of Spirit),
Schelling’s work is immanent to the process of nature itself, since it does not transcend
nature, and intellectual or spiritual/digital work is material work by other means since it too
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participates in and as nature but only as a higher potency. While “higher’ seems to imply
better, this is not the case; both participate in the Lebenskraft of nature’s vitality, albeit in a

more organized fashion.

Concept

Marx

Schelling

Dead Labour

Repulsive external-
ly forced, exploita-
tive labour; ex-
change-value ori-
ented.

Nature used
against itself and
treated merely as

product (capital
accumulation) and
not process.

Living Labour

Attractive work;
leads to self-
actualization. Use
value oriented.

Work done in rela-
tion to nature’s
inherent productivi-
ty, which “creates”
alongside nature
and contributes to
the creation of na-
ture itself.

State-of-power

Capital accumula-
tion. E.g., the own-
ership of the infra-
structure of the
means of produc-
tion. The State.

Domination of na-
ture by using its
productivity to op-
press by securing
resources and in-
frastructure to
deaden alternative
potentials.

Force/power

Revolutionary po-
tential; general
intellect/Ideology,
capitalistic systems
of domination.

Chaotic energies of
the ungrounded
ground as nature’s
process/ Institu-
tionalized force
(stymying process
into product).

Capital

Surplus labour in
the service of ex-
change-value.

Nature as accumu-
lated product and
limited/controlled

process.

Table: Conceptual Comparison of the Framework of Marx’s and Schelling’s theory of labour
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2.2. “What is to be done?”

Lenin’s famous question stands for an entire attitudinal disposition, and worldview of praxis.
Within Marxist ontology there is a dialectical relationship between the individual and its condi-
tions for existence (Marx 1986, 54). The conditions of existence simultaneously function on
the immediate level of actually existing labour relations, class conflict, economic factors, etc.,
and on the mediating level of the transcendental conditions of possibility for the existence of
the individual and the related possibilities of being. Theorists such as Althusser and Foucault
look at the processes of subjectivation that result from the interplay between force and power
in their social manifestation. Of particular interest in this regard is Foucault's later work,
which emphasized the role of the constitution of selfhood in the displacement and re-
articulation of power in ways that attempt to avoid the immediate consumption of living inter-
action by disciplinary regimes and capital. Through various programs of the “care of the self”
— which Foucault performs a genealogical analysis of in History of Sexuality Vol. 3—he illus-
trates the ways in which power is displaced, externalized and rendered impenetrable to the
internal constitution of individual subjectivity when structured in terms of alternative discipli-
nary regimes of iterated embodiment. In other words, according to the late Foucault it is pos-
sible to disengage from institutionalized frameworks of power by building a micro-institution
of self-hood that does not completely rely on the immanent arrangement of the already-
established regime of power relations (states-of-power), but takes its nourishment from the
sublimity of nature’s force, which cannot be readily incorporated into the transcendental
framework of the already-existing system. Through the facilitation of selfhood, power is trans-
formed back into force, and force is by definition inarticulable and therefore incapable of fall-
ing into the statics of state-of-power. By forging a Foucaultian “self,” the immateriality of digi-
tal virtuality rubs up against the materiality of existence in a way that renders it incapable of
incorporating this alternative form of constitutional arrangement into the categories of the
same, despite the accelerated terms of the “re-wiring” already accomplished by the likes of
Zuckerberg.

In one sense a self is a distinct nodal point in the already-established network, but, by
virtue of its alterity (its inability to be completely incorporated), its modality is not totalizable,
and therefore, it is incapable of being recognized and incorporated into the network in place.
In Kantian terms, the Foucaultian self is of the sublime component of nature that cannot be
subsumed by the available categories. The sublime is Nature’s revenge as it pierces through
the hubris of second nature’s use of nature against itself, and the impetus for the revolution-
ary fervor that arises, not as a product of the re-wired environment, but despite it. While cul-
ture-consciousness and digital-immateriality are other than nature-materiality, like Schelling’s
three potencies on which they are modeled, they are immanent to each other. So while na-
ture can be thought of as culture’s constitutive outside, it is outside only insofar as the inside
is dependent on it for its existence. We may say that, following S.J. McGrath’s The Dark
Ground of Spirit: Schelling and the Unconscious (2012), that nature is culture’s unconscious,
and that the return of the repressed is the return of Schelling’s Nature itself, which is both
productive and destructive. The return of Nature (making itself felt in the most minor power
outage) renders digital-immateriality obsolete, incapable of sustaining itself, and making clear
that Nature is deeper than information can conceive, and that, in fact, it is abyssal, or what
Schelling calls “the abyss of freedom”.

While an individual is only what it is in relation to its history and material conditions,
selfhood is akin to what Deleuze and Guattari called an assemblage, and in this case, it is an
assemblage of the history and material conditions for the individual, only re-organized around
the centre of its propensity for activity. More concretely, the conditions Marx has in mind in
terms of the historical and material conditions for the individual are those of exchange value
and the commodity form, which are themselves abstractions of the relations of production. In
an exchange economy, like the products and medium through which exchange occurs (i.e.
money), individuals come to be reduced to objects for themselves and others. Against this
process of obijectification, the Foucaultian self's modality of construction taps into the re-
sources of Nature’s pure force and (re-)organizes itself around the virtual potential contained
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in and as a constitutive part of these forces. In the capitalist organization of production, the
individual is valued according to the calculus determining the value of her labour. The price
put on the individual's labour is reflective of the commodification of the individual—the deter-
mination of its value by market forces—and its alienation, since it is now split between itself
and its recognized exchange value. Exchange value does not develop according to the indi-
vidual’s natural abilities, which they would if these had recognizable intrinsic value, but ra-
ther, according to the wage determined by the competition between the owners of produc-
tion. The move to externalize the labourer from the products of her labour—and from her-
self—is part of the repulsive labour Marx diagnoses as inhibiting the self-fulfillment of the one
who performs the labour. Digital labour often carries with it the imagined belief that it is im-
material, and thus disconnected from the embodied activity of work. This alienation directly
results from the move toward objectification, and the reduction of the labourer to its status as
individual reflected as a “re-wired” image of virtual-immateriality. Alternatively, the Foucaulti-
an self clogs up these networks of power by constructing an aggregate of these relations in a
way that defies the logic of the system by tapping into the pure force of nature, thereby be-
coming other to the system, even as it remains a constitutive node in it. Just as Schelling
says that to philosophize about nature is to create it, similarly, to philosophize about the digi-
tal is to forge the contours of a self which works on behalf of nature, and introduces the con-
stitutive outside (or culture’s unconscious) into the very conditions of the digital image, thus
exposing it to its inherent potential for auto-poietic destruction of itself by itself.
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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
(Arbeitsvermégen) 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 infas 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 (Arbeitsvermégen; 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.

Keywords: digital work, labouring capacity, dialectic, subjectifying work action, corporeality, and materiality.
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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

' 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 | 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 | think should be analytically elaborated further, and to specify the
qguestions in due course that have to be asked and should be answered.

First of all, and again, | 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, | 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 commaodification. 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) | 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, | 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 infernal 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 | 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 |
might exert myself, as a user | 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 | 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.® 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).

® 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 | 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-a-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-a-vis
to value and to labour (Marx 1857, 451-500)* 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 Offentlichkeit 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-
beitsvermégen, 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 Arbeitsvermégen. 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 commaodities”, they

* 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. Ifs 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), | 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 commaodity 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, | 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

CC: Creative Commons License, 2014.



tripleC 12(2): 599-619, 2014 609

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 commaodification, 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-

CC: Creative Commons License, 2014.



610 Sabine Pfeiffer

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 th